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Well behaved women seldom make history is a phrase that has transcended its
original context to become a rallying cry for feminist movements and a lens
through which to view historical narratives. Coined by historian Laurel
Thatcher Ulrich in her 1976 article, the phrase encapsulates the idea that
the contributions of women throughout history have often been overlooked,
especially those who defied societal norms. This article explores the
origins, implications, and legacy of this powerful statement, delving into
its impact on feminist discourse and its relevance in contemporary society.

Origins of the Phrase

The Historical Context

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, a professor of history at Harvard University, first
articulated the phrase in her work "Good Wives: Image and Reality in the
Lives of Women in Northern New England, 1650-1750." In this groundbreaking
study, Ulrich examined the lives of women in early American history,
particularly focusing on their roles within the family and community. The
phrase emerged within the context of discussing how women’s contributions
were often relegated to the background, categorized as "well-behaved," and
therefore deemed unworthy of historical significance.

- Societal Expectations: During the period Ulrich studied, women were
expected to adhere to strict social norms that defined their behavior as
submissive and domestic. Those who stepped outside these boundaries were
often labeled as troublemakers or radicals.

- Cultural Narratives: The narratives constructed around women in history
typically glorified those who conformed to societal expectations while
neglecting the stories of those who took risks and challenged the status quo.

Ulrich’s Research and Findings

Ulrich’'s meticulous research revealed that many women, though not always
recognized, played crucial roles in their communities. She argued that their
stories deserved to be told, emphasizing that:

1. Women's Agency: Even within restrictive environments, women found ways to
exert their influence and agency.

2. Diverse Roles: Women participated in various capacities, from caretakers
to entrepreneurs, and their contributions were essential to the fabric of



society.
3. Revising Historical Narratives: Ulrich's work called for a revision of
historical narratives that often sidelined women's experiences.

Implications of the Phrase

Feminist Discourse

The phrase "well behaved women seldom make history" has become a cornerstone
of feminist discourse, serving as a reminder that historical narratives are
often shaped by those who conform to societal norms. Its implications can be
understood in several dimensions:

- Challenging the Status Quo: The phrase encourages women to embrace their

individuality and challenge the expectations placed upon them.

- Recognition of Nonconformity: It highlights the importance of recognizing
and celebrating women who have defied societal norms, suggesting that their
stories are often the most compelling.

- Empowerment: By acknowledging that well-behaved women may not be the ones
who make history, it empowers women to act courageously and assertively in

pursuit of their goals.

Legacy and Cultural Impact

The phrase has permeated popular culture and academic discourse, leaving an
indelible mark on how we approach history and feminism. Its legacy can be
seen in various contexts:

1. Literature and Art: Many authors, artists, and filmmakers have referenced
Ulrich’'s phrase to encapsulate the struggles and achievements of women
throughout history.

2. Social Movements: Feminist movements have adopted the phrase as a slogan,
using it to inspire activism and challenge systemic inequalities.

3. Education: The phrase has found its way into curricula, prompting
discussions about women's roles in history and the importance of diverse
narratives.

Contemporary Relevance



Women in Leadership and Activism

In contemporary society, the phrase continues to resonate as women
increasingly seek leadership roles and challenge traditional norms. The
implications of Ulrich's work can be observed in:

- Political Arena: More women are entering politics and advocating for issues
that matter to them, often facing backlash for their nonconformity.

- Corporate Leadership: Women in business are breaking glass ceilings,
demonstrating that leadership can take many forms and does not have to
conform to traditional masculine ideals.

- Social Justice Movements: Women have been at the forefront of various
social justice movements, from environmental activism to racial equity, often
facing resistance for their bold actions.

Reevaluating Historical Figures

The call to remember that "well behaved women seldom make history" encourages
a reevaluation of historical figures who were once dismissed or vilified.
This reevaluation includes:

- Revisiting Historical Narratives: Historians and scholars are increasingly
examining the lives of women who defied norms, such as suffragists, civil
rights activists, and those in the LGBTQ+ community.

- Highlighting Unsung Heroes: By shining a light on lesser-known figures, we
enrich our understanding of history and the multiple ways women have impacted
society.

Conclusion

Well behaved women seldom make history serves as both a critique of
historical narratives and a powerful call to action. Laurel Thatcher Ulrich's
observation emphasizes the necessity of acknowledging the contributions of
women who have challenged social norms and defied expectations. As we
navigate contemporary issues related to gender equality and women's rights,
Ulrich’'s phrase continues to inspire individuals to assert their voices and
pursue their passions, reminding us that history is often made by those who
dare to step outside the confines of “well-behaved” expectations.

In a world that still grapples with gender inequality, the message remains
clear: the stories of women-both well-behaved and rebellious—are essential to
understanding our past and shaping a more equitable future. As we honor and
celebrate these narratives, we pave the way for future generations of women
to make their mark on history, encouraging them to embrace their agency and
challenge the status quo. In doing so, we ensure that the tapestry of history
includes the vibrant threads woven by all women, regardless of how they chose



to behave.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'Well-behaved women seldom make
history' mean?

The phrase suggests that women who conform to societal norms and expectations
often go unnoticed in history, while those who challenge these norms and
behave boldly are the ones who leave a lasting impact.

Who is Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, and why is she
significant?

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich is a historian and professor known for her work on
women's history. She coined the phrase 'Well-behaved women seldom make
history' in her 1976 article, emphasizing the importance of women's
contributions to history.

How has the phrase 'Well-behaved women seldom make
history' influenced feminist movements?

The phrase has become a rallying cry for feminists, highlighting the need for
women to assert themselves and challenge societal constraints, thereby
promoting the idea that activism and rebellion can lead to meaningful change.

In what contexts can the phrase 'Well-behaved women
seldom make history' be applied today?

The phrase can be applied in various contexts today, including discussions on
gender equality, social justice movements, and the importance of women's
voices in politics, business, and culture.

What are some examples of women who embody the
message of 'Well-behaved women seldom make history'?

Examples include figures like Susan B. Anthony, Rosa Parks, and Malala
Yousafzai, who defied societal expectations and fought for women's rights,
civil rights, and education, respectively.

How has the interpretation of 'Well-behaved women
seldom make history' evolved over time?

The interpretation has evolved to encompass a broader understanding of
women's roles in history, recognizing not only those who rebelled but also



those who navigated and transformed societal norms in quieter, yet impactful
ways.
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