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But the history of the world shows the vast majority, in every generation, passively accept the conditions into which they are born, while those who demand larger liberties are ever a small, ostracized minority, whose claims are ridiculed and ignored.

—ELIZABETH CADY STANTON, Eighty Years and More, 1898

For all the dinners are cooked; the plates and cups washed; the children set to school and gone out into the world. Nothing remains of it all. All has vanished. No biography or history has a word to say about it. And the novels, without meaning to, inevitably lie.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, A Room of One’s Own, 1929

If I wished to tell you all the great benefits which have come about through women, it would require much too long a book.

—CHRISTINE DE PIZAN, The Book of the City of Ladies, 1405
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THE SLOGAN



Some time ago a former student e-mailed me from California: “You’ll be delighted to know that you are quoted frequently on bumpers in Berkeley.” Through a strange stroke of fate I’ve gotten used to seeing my name on bumpers. And on T-shirts, tote bags, coffee mugs, magnets, buttons, greeting cards, and websites.

I owe this curious fame to a single line from a scholarly article I published in 1976. In the opening paragraph, I wrote: “Well-behaved women seldom make history.” That sentence, slightly altered, escaped into popular culture in 1995, when journalist Kay Mills used it as an epigraph for her informal history of American women, From Pocahontas to Power Suits. Perhaps by accident, she changed the word seldom to rarely. Little matter. According to my dictionary, seldom and rarely mean the same thing: “Well-behaved women infrequently, or on few occasions, make history.”1 This may be one of those occasions. My original article was a study of the well-behaved women celebrated in Puritan funeral sermons.

In 1996, a young woman named Jill Portugal found the “rarely” version of the quote in her roommate’s copy of The New Beacon Book of Quotations by Women. She wrote me from Oregon asking permission to print it on T-shirts. I was amused by her request and told her to go ahead; all I asked was that she send me a T-shirt. The success of her enterprise surprised both of us. A plain white shirt with the words “Well-behaved women rarely make history” printed in black roman type became a best-selling item. Portugal calls her company “one angry girl designs.” Committed to “taking over the world, one shirt at a time,” she fights sexual harassment, rape, pornography, and what she calls “fascist beauty standards.”2

Her success inspired imitators, only a few of whom bothered to ask permission. My runaway sentence now keeps company with anarchists, hedonists, would-be witches, political activists of many descriptions, and quite a few well-behaved women. It has been featured in CosmoGirl, the Christian Science Monitor, and Creative Keepsake Scrapbooking Magazine. According to news reports, it was a favorite of the pioneering computer scientist Anita Borg. The Sweet Potato Queens of Jackson, Mississippi, have adopted it as an “official maxim,” selling their own pink-and-green T-shirt alongside another that reads “Never Wear Panties to a Party.”

My accidental fame has given me a new perspective on American popular culture. While some women contemplate the demise of feminism, others seem to have only just discovered it. A clerk in the Amtrak ticket office in D.C.’s Union Station told a fellow historian that all the women in her office wore the button. “I couldn’t resist telling her that I was acquainted with you, and she just lit right up, and made me promise to tell you that the women at the Amtrak office thank you for all your ‘words of wisdom.’”

I do, in fact, get quite a bit of fan mail. Recently a woman I had never met wrote to tell me she had seen someone wearing the T-shirt in a New York City subway. She wanted to know where to buy a shirt for herself, since she was one of the named plaintiffs in a gender discrimination suit against a major corporation. I have had notes thanking me for the slogan from a biology instructor at a community college on the White Mountain Apache Reservation in Arizona, from the program coordinator in a Massachusetts nursing home who started a “Wild Women’s Group” for the residents there, and from the director of an Ohio homeless legal assistance program. A Massachusetts educator wrote to tell me she had painted my words and other inspiring quotations on the front hood of her 1991 Honda Civic, then covered the body of the car with the names of high-achieving women throughout history.

One of the most amusing e-mails was from an undergraduate who asked if I could give her the original source of the quotation. She wanted to use it in her honors thesis, and she didn’t think her adviser would approve of a footnote to a T-shirt. The most surprising, given the origins of the quote, was from a woman named Lori Pearson who told me that my words had helped her write a funeral eulogy for her best friend, Kathy Thill, who was the first woman to become an electric designer for a public utility in Minnesota. She said Thill “was spunky, courageous, and just a helluva lot of fun.”3

Other uses of the quote have been less inspiring. While standing at the check-out counter of an independent bookstore, I discovered my name and sentence on a dusky blue magnet embellished with one leopard-print stiletto-heeled shoe above a smoldering cigarette in a long black holder. Even more unsettling was finding a website selling T-shirts printed with both my name and a grainy photograph of me standing at a lectern. When I e-mailed to ask why the proprietors were selling my picture without permission, they responded, “I guess we are not very well-behaved girls.”

The ambiguity of the slogan surely accounts for its appeal. To the public-spirited, it is a provocation to action, a less pedantic way of saying that if you want to make a difference in the world, you can’t worry too much about what people think. To a few it may say, “Good girls get no credit.” To a lot more, “Bad girls have more fun.” Its popularity proves its point. Nobody has proposed printing T-shirts with any of the other one-liners in my article on funeral sermons. It is hard to imagine the women of Amtrak voluntarily wearing buttons that read, “The real drama is in the humdrum.” Nor do I think the “Wild Women” of that Massachusetts nursing home would be cheered up by “They never asked to be remembered on earth. And they haven’t been.” Kay Mills certainly knew what she was doing when she picked one snappy sentence from that article about sermons.

But because I am a historian, I can’t quite leave it at that. For some time now I’ve been collecting responses to the slogan, puzzling over the contradictory answers I have received, and wondering why misbehavior is such an appealing theme. It is hard to tell whether this is about feminism, post-feminism, or something much older. One thing it doesn’t appear to have a lot to do with is history, at least not the kind that comes in books. For most people, the struggle is with the here and now, and with norms of good behavior that seem outdated yet will not go away.

Connie Schultz, a columnist for the Cleveland Plain Dealer, keeps a bumper sticker on her desk. She says that when men pass her desk, they “sometimes smile, sometimes snicker.” One man read the words aloud, frowned, then pointed to a photo Schultz had on her desk of a friend with a newborn baby. “‘That’s how women make history,’ he huffed, then walked away.” In contrast, women visiting her office usually have “an a-ha response.” Schultz thinks they are remembering the lessons in good behavior they learned in girlhood, lessons she herself experienced: “Considerate meant deferential. Respectful was obedient. Polite was silent. ‘No one likes a know-it-all,’ we were told. And so we acted as if we knew nothing at all.” As a journalist, Schultz had to overcome that conditioning to take on gritty topics usually reserved for male reporters. In 2005, her columns “in support of the weak, the oppressed, the underdog” won her a Pulitzer Prize.4

Jeanne Coverdale, the owner of an Iowa shop that sells quilting supplies both locally and online, was attending a conference in Puyallup, Washington, when she heard somebody use the “seldom” version of the quote. She immediately wrote it down, then went home and produced a snazzy blue-and-purple tie-dyed T-shirt. The shirt was so popular she eventually created a whole line of products featuring the slogan, including a “leash” for keeping runaway scissors at home. When she wrote to thank me for the quotation, I was surprised: Hand-quilters hardly seem like candidates for rebellion. When I asked her about it, she responded that though most of her customers are indeed “salt-of-the-earth types, they like to see themselves as a little outrageous and naughty and out-of-control with their hobby.”5

For the Sweet Potato Queens, being “outrageous and naughty and out-of-control” is a hobby. They adopt red wigs, false eyelashes, and sequined green dresses for the annual St. Patrick’s Day parade in Jackson, Mississippi. Singer Kacey Jones recently performed their theme song on Garrison Keillor’s radio show Prairie Home Companion. The first verse and the refrain go this way:


Now, I’ve been gettin’ in trouble ever since I was a child

Mama told me, “Girls like you turn into women that run wild”

But if I didn’t do what I’d done, I wouldn’t of had me so much fun

And Mama, life’s too short to live it any other way


Well-behaved women don’t drink shots and beers

That’s why well-behaved women bore us all to tears

They’re politically correct but we invite them to defect

’Cuz well-behaved women rarely make history.6


The song continues with a rollicking roster of “historical chicks,” mostly sirens of the stage and screen like Mae West, Sophia Loren, and Brigitte Bardot, though Golda Meir got into one verse because her name is a rough rhyme for Cher.7

At first glance, there is a chasm between the purposeful professionalism of Connie Schultz and the raucous “misbehavior” of the SPQs. But some people see a connection. In May 2001, a reporter for a daily newspaper in South Carolina wrote to ask me if I was the author of the slogan. When I asked him why he wanted to know, he explained that a state Supreme Court justice, a woman “who has a historic career in public service here, hit a parked car, drove away, and later admitted she was drinking.” When the reporter asked for a comment from one of the judge’s supporters, a local leader famous for his wit, the man responded, “Well-behaved women seldom make history. Any further explanation is superfluous.” To him it seemed obvious that any woman spunky enough to rise to the top of her profession was also likely to break other social norms.

Not long afterward, a friend sent me a clipping from the Denver Post that described the opposite case, a woman with a wild reputation who ended up in a responsible position. The newspaper reporter played the contrast for all it was worth, beginning with a description of Kathy “Cargo” Rodeman in a bar. The man sitting on the stool next to her did not know that she had once beaten her drunken father with a chair and a fireplace poker. So when he jabbed her one time too many, “she turned, hooked one long wiry arm around the guy’s waist, and took him down.” Weeks later, the town of Oak Creek, Colorado, elected her mayor. Some people wondered how a woman who had been arrested more than a dozen times and who was so poor her phone was about to be turned off could end up in such an office. “She’s wild and crazy,” said the local police chief, her major political rival. Rodeman doesn’t deny it. “My momma started buyin’ me cigarettes when I was 8 so I’d stop stealin’ hers,” she told the reporter. She said that when she was eighteen she tried hard drugs, but quit because she liked it too much. Rodeman may be wild, but according to the Denver Post she takes pride in two things: “I am a hard worker and a good mother.” Her car, which is her second office, carries a familiar slogan. “That bumper sticker gets me in more trouble,” she says.8

So what do people see when they read that well-behaved women rarely make history? Do they imagine good-time girls in stiletto heels or do-good girls carrying clipboards and passing petitions? Do they envision an out-of-control hobbyist or a single mother taking down a drunk in a bar? I suspect that it depends on where they stand themselves.

A manager in a Los Angeles development firm wrote to tell me that she and other members of the staff were outraged when the editor of their company magazine printed my sentence on T-shirts and coffee mugs distributed at a trade show. They thought the slogan was “disrespectful to women,” that it was “sexist,” “immoral and unethical,” and a “horrible representation for our company.” After a little research my correspondent discovered more positive implications of the slogan, but she still worried about its impact on the general public. “The ugly truth is, a regular joe would not know what your phrase means. People who are surrounded and involved in woman’s issues and working to break the barriers women experience in the business world and in life in general, would be far more likely to look at your phrase in a different light,” she wrote. In this case, history came to the rescue. Her company decided to keep the slogan but print it with a picture of a historical figure “such as Queen Elizabeth or Joan of Arc.”

For some, history is a repository of edifying examples, for others a source of—if vague—vicarious rebellion. A custom-designed T-shirt for a women’s camp-out in New England featured a cartoon of a long-lashed Lady Godiva perched on a bemused horse. When I asked the designer whether her drawing alluded to some forbidden activity, skinny-dipping perhaps, or an addiction to Belgian chocolate, she laughed and said she had no idea. It was just the first image that popped into her mind when she thought about the slogan.

A “Misbehaving Women Quilt” displayed at a national fiber arts festival in Nashua, New Hampshire, in the fall of 2002, featured nineteen meticulously embroidered and appliquéed mythical and historical figures ranging from Mother Eve to Gloria Steinem. Suzanne Bruno, who organized the project, admits that “the ‘misbehaving’ guidelines were pretty loose.” One quilter featured her suffragist grandmother carrying a 1918 Armistice Day banner reading, WE MADE THEM SURRENDER. Another portrayed Katharine Lee Bates, the author of “America the Beautiful.” The printed guide did not explain what qualified Bates as a misbehaving woman, but it must have been her lifelong partnership with fellow Wellesley College professor Katharine Coman. Bruno’s own square featured Lizzie Borden with an ax and her favorite flower, a pansy.9

The historical content in Cool Women: The Thinking Girl’s Guide to the Hippest Women in History is even more eclectic. The product of Girl Press, self-described publishers of “slightly dangerous books for girl mavericks,” it splashes a green strip and the words “Well-behaved women rarely make history” across an orange cover filled with the names of famous—and infamous—women. There are lady pirates, suffragists, sports champions, Apache warriors, and samurai, as well as the “Fearless Flying WASPs” (female pilots) of World War II. The book is commendably multicultural, giving as much space to Queen Njinga of Angola as to Joan of Arc—though, unlike the edifying biographies parents and teachers might prefer, it does not discriminate between bandit queens and tennis greats, and it pays as much attention to fictional characters like Scarlett O’Hara as to historical figures like Harriet Tubman. An acknowledgment on the inside says the authors donate part of their royalties to Girls Inc. of Greater Santa Barbara, a “nonprofit organization dedicated to empowering girls to be strong, smart, and bold.” The pervasive theme is rebellion. When deviance isn’t apparent, the prose creates it. Georgia O’Keeffe was a “renegade artist.” Martha Graham was the “ultimate wild girl of dance.” Marie Curie “walked into the boys’ club of the science world and basically tore the place apart.”10

Cool Women suggests that “empowered” women are by definition “wild” women. That is a very old idea. Since antiquity, misogynists have insisted that females, being more emotional than males, are less stable, more likely to swing between extremes. Think of the old nursery rhyme that says, when she was good, she was very, very good, but when she was bad she… made history?

So how does a woman make history? Obviously, Marie Curie didn’t win two Nobel Prizes by throwing tantrums in the lab. True, after her husband’s death French tabloids pilloried her for having an affair with a married collaborator.11 But she isn’t remembered today because she was “bad” but because she was “very, very good” at what she did. So why doesn’t high achievement in science qualify a woman as “well-behaved”? Could it be because some people still assume women aren’t supposed to stand out in a crowd?

The “well-behaved women” quote works because it plays into longstanding stereotypes about the invisibility and the innate decorum of the female sex. Many people think women are less visible in history than men because their bodies impel them to nurture. Their job is to bind the wounds, stir the soup, and bear the children of those whose mission it is to fight wars, rule nations, and define the cosmos. Not all those who make this argument consider women unimportant—on the contrary, they often revere the contributions of women as wives, mothers, and caregivers—or at least they say so. But they also assume that domestic roles haven’t changed much over the centuries, and that women who perform them have no history. A New Hampshire pastor captured this notion when he wrote in his commonplace book in 1650, “Woman’s the center & lines are men.” If women occupy the fixed center of life, and if history is seen as a linear progression of public events, a changing panorama of wars and kingdoms, then only those who through outrageous behavior, divine intervention, or sheer genius step into the stream of public consequence have a history.

The problem with this argument is not only that it limits women. It also limits history. Good historians are concerned not only with famous people and public events but with broad transformations in human behavior, things like falling death rates or transatlantic migration. Here seemingly small actions by large numbers of people can bring about profound change. But this approach runs up against another imperative of history—its reliance on written sources. Until recent times most women (and a great many men) were illiterate. As a consequence their activities were recorded, if at all, in other people’s writing. People who caused trouble might show up in court records, newspapers, or their masters’ diaries. Those who quietly went about their lives were either forgotten, seen at a distance, or idealized into anonymity. Even today, publicity favors those who make—or break—laws.

But the difficulty is bigger than that. History is an account of the past based on surviving sources, but it is also a way of making sense out of the present. In the heat and confusion of events, people on all sides of an issue mine old stories for inspiration, enlightenment, or confirmation. Their efforts add to the layers of understanding attached to the original events, shaping what later generations know and care about. Scholars sometimes call these popular reconstructions of the past “memory” to distinguish them from formal history. But serious history is also forged in the tumult of change. History is not just what happened in the past. It is what later generations choose to remember.

The figure of Joan of Arc can rescue a controversial coffee mug today because office workers in Los Angeles in 2004 are no longer obsessed with the issues that fractured France and England when Joan put on her armor in 1429. Was she a saint, a witch, a virgin, a whore, a transvestite, or a simple peasant? Over time, she has been all these things. She was burned as a heretic in 1431, then posthumously reprieved in 1456. She was alternately venerated and vilified for the next four centuries. In Henry VI, Shakespeare portrayed her as a witch, a “dolphin or dogfish,” a “Devil, or Devil’s dam.” In the introduction to his play Saint Joan, George Bernard Shaw called her “the most notable Warrior Saint in the Christian calendar, and the queerest fish among the eccentric worthies of the Middle Ages.” Although the case for her beatification was first put forward in 1869, she wasn’t canonized until 1920. Even then her meaning would not stay fixed. On one side of the English Channel, she inspired women suffragists; on the other, she became an icon of Catholic conservatism.12 Clearly notions of good behavior vary from place to place, and they change over time.

The Angolan heroine Njinga Mbandi, known in some accounts as Queen Zhinga or Jinga, has gone through a similar transformation. In seventeenth-century sources, she spanned the spectrum from devout Christian to savage warrior. Portuguese missionaries were happy to claim her as an early convert, but changed their minds when she recanted and established a rebel kingdom. A book published in England in 1670 described her as dressed in animal skins with a feather stuck “through the holes of her bored Nose,” hacking off a victim’s head, then drinking “a great draught of his blood.”13 But all that had changed by the 1830s, when the American abolitionist Lydia Maria Child used her achievements to refute proslavery arguments about the incapacity of Africans for self-rule. “History furnishes very few instances of bravery, intelligence and perseverance equal to the famous Zhinga, the Negro queen of Angola,” Child wrote. In the twentieth century, after Angolans once again won their independence from Portugal, Njinga became a national heroine. Today, some accounts refer to her as “an African Joan of Arc.”14 So she was, in more ways than one.

Sometimes fiction overwhelms history and people get remembered for things they didn’t do. Consider that edifying, outrageous, and amusing character Lady Godiva. Historians still wonder how a pious eleventh-century Anglo-Saxon woman named Godgifu became known as an equestrian streaker. In her own lifetime, she was a well-behaved woman who endowed Christian monasteries and cathedrals. The story of her ride first appeared nearly two centuries after her death in the chronicle of an English monk, who portrayed her as a dutiful wife who undertook to ride unclothed only because her husband, as a cruel joke, said he would reduce taxes on his subjects on the day she rode naked through the streets of Coventry. Since Godgifu herself owned the lands around Coventry, she would have had no need for such a stratagem. But the monk’s story prevailed. The story of an imagined woman devoted both to her people and obedient to her husband so entranced Queen Victoria that she gave Prince Albert a silver statue of the nude rider for his forty-eighth birthday. A re-enactment of Godiva’s ride is the centerpiece of a popular festival in Coventry, England, to this day. Elsewhere the legend is losing its power, perhaps because nudity has become so commonplace. Perhaps in another generation Godgifu will be reincarnated as a wealthy philanthropist.15

Historians don’t own history. But we do have a lot of experience sifting through competing evidence. Historical research is a bit like detective work. We re-create past events from fragments of information, trying hard to distinguish credible accounts from wishful thinking. One of our jobs is to explore the things that get left out when a person becomes an icon. Recent scholarship on the Sweet Potato Queens’ heroine, Mae West, is a good example. There is no question about West’s reputation for misbehavior. She said it herself: “When I’m bad, I’m better.” Beginning her stage career at the age of six, she moved from playing the saintly Little Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin to shimmying her way to fame. In uptight Boston, theater owners cut off the lights “with West’s first ripple.” But in New York she was the darling of urban sophisticates who wanted to explore the seamy side of life without leaving their theater seats. When she moved to Hollywood in the 1930s, censors tried to clean up her scripts, but she knew how to fill even the blandest lines with sexual innuendo. Variety complained that “Mae couldn’t sing a lullaby without making it sexy.”16

That is how Mae West made history. But what sort of history did she make? Some recent studies focus on her debts to the male homosexuals whose outrageous impersonations defined camp in the 1920s. Others claim that her largest debt was to African American entertainers. West’s shimmy, for example, ultimately derived from West African traditions adapted in rural dance halls, or “jooks.” Her ballad “Honey let yo’ drawers hang down low” (which may have inspired the Sweet Potato Queens’ “Never Wear Panties to a Party”) was a favorite in southern jooks. In the early twentieth century, West, the sexually active, streetwise girl from Brooklyn, gave middle-class audiences a glimpse of worlds that both fascinated and repelled. Like the legendary Godiva, she allowed people to imagine the unimaginable. Because she was also a savvy businesswoman, she was able to live off other people’s fantasies.17

A first-year student at a California university told me that to make history, people need to do the unexpected. She offered the example of civil rights activist Rosa Parks, “who would not leave her seat.”18 I like her emphasis on the unexpected. It not only captures the sense of history as the study of how things change, it offers a somewhat more complex way of understanding the contribution of a woman like Parks.

Was Parks a well-behaved woman? The Montgomery, Alabama, bus company did not think so. As the student from California recognized, Parks made history precisely because she dared to challenge both social norms and the law. Her refusal to obey the statute that required her to give up her seat to a white passenger sparked the 361-day-long boycott that thrust Martin Luther King into the public eye and led to a historic Supreme Court decision outlawing segregation on public transportation.19 Yet Parks became an icon for the civil rights movement not only for her courage but because the media identified her as a hard-working seamstress who simply got tired of moving to the back of the bus. Few people outside Montgomery knew her as the politically conscious secretary of the local NAACP, nor understood how many years she and her husband had been working for social justice before that fateful day on the bus. In 1954 and 1955, Parks had attended workshops on desegregation sponsored by the radical Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, a public education project that Mississippi’s Senator James Eastland excoriated as a “front for a conspiracy to overthrow this country.”20

Nor has popular history recorded the names of other Montgomery women—teenagers—whose arrests that year for refusing to give up their seats failed to ignite a movement. Years later, E. D. Nixon, president of the Montgomery NAACP, explained why he hadn’t chosen any of these other women to make a historic stand against segregation. “OK, the case of Louise Smith. I found her daddy in front of his shack, barefoot, drunk. Always drunk. Couldn’t use her. In that year’s second case, the girl, very brilliant but she’d had an illegitimate baby. Couldn’t use her. The last case before Rosa was the daughter of a preacher who headed a reform school for years. My interview of her convinced me that she wouldn’t stand up to pressure. She were even afraid of me. When Rosa Parks was arrested, I thought, ‘This is it!’ ’Cause she’s morally clean, she’s reliable, nobody had nothing on her, she had the courage of her convictions.”21 Parks’s publicly acknowledged good behavior helped to justify her rebellion and win support for her cause. As one friend recalled, she “was too sweet to even say ‘damn’ in anger.”22

After Parks’s death in the fall of 2005, the airways were filled with tributes celebrating the life of the “humble seamstress,” the “simple woman” who sparked a revolution because her feet were tired. Reviewing these eulogies, syndicated columnist Ellen Goodman asked, “Is it possible we prefer our heroes to be humble? Or is it just our heroines?” She wondered if it wasn’t time Americans got over the notion that women are “accidental heroines,” unassuming creatures thrust into the public eye by circumstances beyond their control. Goodman noted that Parks and her compatriots spent years preparing for just such an opportunity. She concluded: “Rosa Parks was ‘unassuming’—except that she rejected all the assumptions about her place in the world. Rosa Parks was a ‘simple woman’—except for a mind made up and fed up. She was ‘quiet’—except, of course, for one thing. Her willingness to say ‘no’ changed the world.”23

The California student said that in contrast to Parks a “well-behaved woman” is “a quiet, subservient, polite, indoors, cooking, cleaning type of girl who would never risk shame by voicing her own opinion.” There is a delicious irony in this part of her definition. Notice that it associates a particular kind of work—cooking and cleaning—with subservience and passivity. Yet the boycott that made Parks famous was sustained by hundreds of African American domestic servants—cooks and maids—who walked to work rather than ride segregated buses. They too did the unexpected.24

Serious history talks back to slogans. But in the contest for public attention, slogans usually win. Consider my simple sentence. It sat quietly for years in the folds of a scholarly journal. Now it honks its ambiguous wisdom from coffee mugs and tailgates.

Not long ago, I received an e-mail from Austin, Texas. My correspondent told me that to her the slogan means that when women try to behave in a traditional “ladylike” way, they “miss the opportunity to really speak their minds” and become “passive and unimportant.” Unfortunately, her husband disagrees. He thinks the saying “has more to do with being a ‘bad girl’ and getting attention from it, like Madonna and Britney Spears.” Now she wonders “what my bumper sticker is really saying to my fellow Austinites.” I wish I could tell her.

What I can do is explain what those words meant to me when I first wrote them.

In 1975, I was a thirty-six-year-old housewife enrolled in a graduate seminar in early American history. At the time, few historians of colonial America had much to say about women, and few historians of women had anything to say about the colonial period except to acknowledge the horror of the Salem witch hunts or lament the fate of Anne Hutchinson, the religious visionary who was banished from Boston in the 1630s. I wanted to know more about ordinary women, the ones who sustained the colonies day to day. In my search for sources for a seminar paper, I stumbled on a succession of funeral sermons celebrating the lives of pious women. These became the subject of my first scholarly publication. My objective was to dig beneath the pious platitudes that both celebrated and obscured their lives.

“Virtuous Women Found: New England Ministerial Literature, 1668-1735,” appeared in American Quarterly in the spring of 1976.25 It began this way:


Cotton Mather called them “the hidden ones.” They never preached or sat in a deacon’s bench. Nor did they vote or attend Harvard. Neither, because they were virtuous women, did they question God or the magistrates. They prayed secretly, read the Bible through at least once a year, and went to hear the minister preach even when it snowed. Hoping for an eternal crown, they never asked to be remembered on earth. And they haven’t been. Well-behaved women seldom make history.


My objective was not to lament their oppression, but to give them a history.

I may have had in the back of my mind a half-remembered line from an influential study of the rise of the novel—“Happy love has no history.” (I had done graduate study in literature before I became a historian.) There are many versions of the same idea, including the famous opening sentence from Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.”26 I could add my own mother’s sardonic comment about housework: “Nobody notices it unless you don’t do it.” Or a friend’s witty variant, “Nobody sees clean windows.” However it happened, the words just slipped out, unbidden and without struggle.

Or so it seemed. But when I tell the story this way, I leave out several important facts. I was not only a thirty-six-year-old housewife enrolled in a graduate seminar in early American history. I was a thirty-six-year-old wife and mother who with a handful of friends in the Boston area had helped to found an independent periodical devoted to the “twin platforms of Mormonism and feminism.” Both “isms” mattered: despite my flirtation with the women’s movement, I too went to church even when it snowed. I didn’t expect to have a career. For me, history was still a kind of hobby, though, like the quilters in Iowa, I was probably “a little outrageous and naughty and out-of-control” in its pursuit.

My friends and I called our feminist newspaper Exponent II to honor a nineteenth-century pro-suffrage periodical launched by Mormon women in Utah in 1872. Most of us had grown up knowing about the heroism of pioneer ancestors who had participated in the epic trek across the United States, but until we discovered old copies of the original Woman’s Exponent, few of us knew anything about early Mormon feminism. We did not know that Utah women voted and held office fifty years before women in the eastern United States, nor that polygamists’ wives had attended medical school, published newspapers, and organized cooperative enterprises. Reading their words, we were astonished at how confidently these pioneer women insisted on their right to participate in public life and work. In our enthusiasm, we no doubt missed many of the ironies in their stories (nobody wanted to think of polygamy as a liberating force). Still, we found in their lives models for religious commitment, social activism, and personal achievement that seemed far more powerful than the complacent domesticity portrayed in popular magazines or in our own congregations.

I originally thought of doing a dissertation on pioneer Utah, but since I was studying at the University of New Hampshire, where my husband taught engineering, I decided to focus instead on the colonial period, a particular strength of the history department there. Beyond that, I found it liberating to study a world seemingly disconnected from my own life and heritage. In researching that seminar paper on funeral sermons, I discovered the attractions of strangeness and the liberation in working with material that seemed opaque and alien. In the personal essays I wrote for Exponent II, I was all-present, accountable to the world and people I loved. Moving backward in time, I was able to establish a critical distance from my own life and culture. There was no point in advocacy. I had to sit back and try to understand.

Because my time and mobility were limited, I focused on women in northern Massachusetts, Maine, and New Hampshire near where I lived. Piecing together fragments of information gleaned from court records, gravestones, Indian captivity narratives, and men’s account books, letters, and diaries, I attempted to see beyond the biblical archetypes employed in Puritan sermons. The dissertation led to my first book, Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in Northern New England, 1650-1750, which was published in 1982.

In my scholarly work, my form of misbehavior has been to care about things that other people find predictable or boring. My second book is a case in point. At a distance, the life of Martha Moore Ballard was the stuff from which funeral sermons were made. She was a “good wife” in every sense of the word, indistinguishable from all the self-sacrificing and pious women celebrated in Puritan eulogies. In conventional terms, she did not make history. She cherished social order, respected authority, and abhorred violence. As a midwife and healer, she relied on home-grown medicines little different from those found in English herbals a century before her birth. Her religious sentiments were conventional; her reading was limited to the Bible, edifying pamphlets, and newspapers. Although she lived through the American Revolution, she had little interest in politics. She was a caregiver and a sustainer rather than a mover and shaker.

Ballard made history by performing a methodical and seemingly ordinary act—writing a few words in her diary every day. Through the diary we know her as a pious herbalist whose curiosity about the human body led her to observe and record autopsies as well as nurse the sick, whose integrity allowed her to testify in a sensational rape trial against a local judge who was her husband’s employer, and whose sense of duty took her out of bed at night not only to deliver babies but to care for the bodies of a wife and children murdered by their own husband and father. The power of the diary is not only in its sensational stories, however, but in its patient, daily recording of seemingly inconsequential events, struggles with fatigue and discouragement, conflicts with her son, and little things—like the smell of a room where a dead body lay. In Ballard’s case, the drama really was in the humdrum. The steadiness of the diary provided the frame for everything else that happened.

But it took at least two feminist movements to give significance to her life. Nineteenth-century feminism sent her great-great-granddaughter Mary Hobart to medical school in 1882. Hobart, who believed she had inherited the mantle of her “gifted ancestor,” lovingly cared for the diary, and shortly before her death, gave it to the Maine State Library at Augusta. There it sat, of interest mainly to local historians and genealogists, until a second women’s movement launched a renaissance in history. I found it there in the summer of 1981 when I went to the Maine State Archives to research an entirely different topic.27

To all appearances, Martha Ballard was a well-behaved woman. Had she been better-behaved, however—more protective of her own and others’ reputations—she would have inked out the family conflicts and neighborhood scandals that leaked into her record despite her best efforts to remain circumspect. Or she might never have kept a diary at all. Her occupation gave her a reason to keep records, but something else drove her to transform a list of births into a daily journal and a journal into a powerful assertion of her own presence and weight in the world. Most well-behaved women are too busy living their lives to think about recording what they do and too modest about their own achievements to think anybody else will care. Ballard was different. She was not a mover and shaker, but neither did she choose invisibility.

Although I have received mail addressed to Martha Ballard and have been identified on at least one college campus as a midwife, I am only a little bit like my eighteenth-century subject. Like her, I was raised to be an industrious housewife and a self-sacrificing and charitable neighbor, but sometime in my thirties I discovered that writing about women’s work was a lot more fun than doing it. I remember thinking one winter day how ironic it was that I was wrapped in a bathrobe with the heat of a wood stove rising toward my loft as I wrote about a courageous woman who braved snowstorms and crossed a frozen river on a cake of ice to care for mothers in labor. I felt selfish, pampered, and decadent. But I did not stop what I was doing. I did not know why I needed to write Martha’s story, and I could not imagine that anybody else would ever want to follow me through my meandering glosses on her diary. I was astonished at the reception of the book. Even more important than the prizes was the discovery of how important this long-dead midwife’s story was to nurses, midwives, and anonymous caregivers dealing with quite different circumstances today. These readers helped me to see that history is more than an engaging enterprise. It is a primary way of creating meaning. The meaning I found in Martha Ballard’s life had something to do with my own life experience, but perhaps a lot more to do with the collective experiences of a generation of Americans coping with dramatic changes in their own lives.

When I wrote that “well-behaved women seldom make history,” I was making a commitment to help recover the lives of otherwise obscure women. I had no idea that thirty years later, my own words would come back to me transformed. While I like some of the uses of the slogan more than others, I wouldn’t call it back even if I could. I applaud the fact that so many people—students, teachers, quilters, nurses, newspaper columnists, old ladies in nursing homes, and mayors of western towns—think they have the right to make history.

Some history-making is intentional; much of it is accidental. People make history when they scale a mountain, ignite a bomb, or refuse to move to the back of the bus. But they also make history by keeping diaries, writing letters, or embroidering initials on linen sheets. History is a conversation and sometimes a shouting match between present and past, though often the voices we most want to hear are barely audible. People make history by passing on gossip, saving old records, and by naming rivers, mountains, and children. Some people leave only their bones, though bones too make history when someone notices.

Historian Gerda Lerner has written: “All human beings are practicing historians…. We live our lives; we tell our stories. It is as natural as breathing.”28 But if no one cares about those stories, they do not survive. People not only make history by living their lives, but by creating records and by turning other people’s lives into books or slogans.

So here is another attempt to make history. Unlike my previous work, this book does not limit itself to early America. Ranging widely in time and space, and relying on the work of other scholars, I ask how and under what circumstances women have made history. I am interested in what women did in the past, how their actions were recorded, and how later generations remembered them. My objective is neither to prove nor to disprove the claims of my slogan, but to show the intersection of present and past in the making of history.

I begin with three classic works in Western feminism that were rediscovered about the time I began my own work: Christine de Pizan’s Book of the City of Ladies, Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Eighty Years and More, and Virginia Woolf ’s A Room of One’s Own. I begin with these three books, not only because they were important to my generation of scholars, but because all three authors turned to history as a way of making sense of their own lives.

I still have the dog-eared copy of Eighty Years and More that I used when I taught my first women’s history course in 1975. Stanton’s personal story of the struggle for women’s rights helped to define what came to be called “first-wave feminism,” the nineteenth-century movement that in the United States culminated with the passage of the women’s suffrage amendment.

I discovered Christine’s Book of the City of Ladies a few years later. Though known to specialists in medieval literature, it was virtually unknown to others until 1982, when it appeared in paperback in an accessible English translation. Readers were astonished. How was it possible that a woman living in fifteenth-century France could write so candidly about topics important to contemporary feminism?

Woolf ’s A Room of One’s Own had been there all along. Never out of print since its publication in 1928, it nevertheless took on fresh meanings as a new generation of women began to “think back through their mothers.”

This book is my gift to all of those who continue to make history—through action, through record-keeping, and through remembering.
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