who said well behaved women rarely
make history

who said well behaved women rarely make history is a phrase that has
resonated deeply within feminist discourse and popular culture alike. This
powerful statement challenges traditional expectations placed upon women,
suggesting that conformity and passivity often do not lead to significant
societal impact or recognition. Understanding the origins and implications of
this quote offers valuable insight into gender roles, historical narratives,
and social change. This article explores who originally said well behaved
women rarely make history, the historical context surrounding the phrase, and
its influence on modern feminist thought. Additionally, it examines notable
women who embodied this message by defying norms and making lasting
contributions to history. The following sections provide a comprehensive
overview of this iconic quote and its enduring legacy.

Origin of the Quote "Well Behaved Women Rarely Make History"

Historical Context and Feminist Significance

Impact on Modern Feminism and Popular Culture

Examples of Women Who Defied Expectations

Why the Phrase Continues to Inspire

Origin of the Quote "Well Behaved Women Rarely
Make History"

The phrase "well behaved women rarely make history" is widely attributed to
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, a historian and professor. She first wrote this line
in a 1976 scholarly article examining the lives of Puritan women in 17th-
century New England. Ulrich’s intent was to highlight how traditional
narratives often overlook the contributions of women who did not fit the
conventional mold of "proper" behavior. Over time, this quote gained
popularity beyond academic circles and became a rallying cry for feminist
movements advocating for women's rights and empowerment.

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s Original Context

In her original work, Ulrich aimed to emphasize the significance of ordinary



women whose everyday actions and resistance shaped history, even if they did
not seek fame or recognition. The phrase was a critique of historical records
that favored prominent, often male, figures and ignored the subtle but
impactful roles played by women who challenged societal norms. It was not
initially intended as a slogan but rather as a scholarly observation that
later evolved into a cultural maxim.

Misattributions and Variations

Over the years, the quote has been misattributed to various figures,
including feminist leaders and activists, due to its widespread use.
Additionally, variations of the phrase have appeared in popular media and
merchandise, sometimes altering the original meaning. Despite these changes,
the core message remains centered on the idea that breaking rules and
challenging expectations can lead to historical significance.

Historical Context and Feminist Significance

The phrase "well behaved women rarely make history" captures the tension
between societal expectations of women’s behavior and the need for social
progress. Historically, women were expected to conform to roles defined by
patriarchy, including obedience, modesty, and domesticity. Deviating from
these norms often led to marginalization or punishment, yet many women who
made history did so precisely by refusing to be constrained by these
limitations.

Women’s Roles in History

Throughout history, women have been relegated to secondary roles in
political, social, and cultural spheres. The dominant narrative frequently
excluded or minimized their contributions, particularly when those
contributions challenged the status quo. This marginalization reinforced the
stereotype that "good" or "well behaved" women were those who remained silent
and compliant.

Challenging Patriarchal Norms

The feminist movement embraced the phrase as a critique of these restrictive
norms. It highlights how acts of rebellion, activism, and nonconformity by
women have been essential in advancing gender equality and social justice.
The phrase serves not only as a reflection on history but also as a call to
action for future generations to continue pushing boundaries.



Impact on Modern Feminism and Popular Culture

The phrase has become emblematic in feminist literature, activism, and
popular culture, symbolizing the power of resistance and the importance of
women's agency. It has been featured in books, speeches, merchandise, and
social media campaigns, helping to raise awareness about gender inequality
and inspire empowerment.

Use in Feminist Movements

Modern feminist groups often use the phrase to motivate women to engage in
activism and leadership roles. It underscores the idea that making history
involves challenging unfair systems and societal expectations. The phrase
encourages women to embrace their individuality and take bold actions to
effect change.

Representation in Media and Art

Artists and media creators have incorporated the phrase into visual art,
music, and literature, further amplifying its message. It resonates with
audiences who recognize the importance of historical figures who defied norms
and appreciate contemporary women who continue to do so.

Examples of Women Who Defied Expectations

Numerous women throughout history exemplify the message encapsulated in the
phrase "well behaved women rarely make history." These women challenged
conventions, faced adversity, and left enduring legacies.

Notable Historical Figures

e Rosa Parks: Her refusal to give up her bus seat became a pivotal moment
in the Civil Rights Movement.

e Marie Curie: As a pioneering scientist, she broke barriers in a male-
dominated field and won two Nobel Prizes.

e Harriet Tubman: An abolitionist who escaped slavery and led many others
to freedom via the Underground Railroad.



e Frida Kahlo: An artist who challenged social norms through her work and
personal life.

e Susan B. Anthony: A key figure in the women’s suffrage movement,
advocating for women’s right to vote.

Contemporary Trailblazers

Modern women continue to make history by breaking glass ceilings and
redefining roles in various fields such as politics, science, sports, and
entertainment. Their actions reflect the ongoing relevance of the phrase and
its encouragement to challenge the status quo.

Why the Phrase Continues to Inspire

The enduring appeal of "well behaved women rarely make history" lies in its
universal message about courage, resistance, and the pursuit of justice. It
encapsulates the idea that meaningful change often requires defiance of
established norms and that women’s contributions to history are often the
result of bold and unconventional actions.

Relevance in Gender Equality Advocacy

The phrase remains a touchstone in conversations about gender equality,
reminding society that progress depends on questioning and transforming
traditional power structures. It empowers women to assert their rights and
participate fully in shaping history.

Encouraging Future Generations

By celebrating women who have made history through nonconformity, the phrase
inspires future generations to embrace their individuality and stand up for
their beliefs. It promotes the idea that history is not only made by those
who follow rules but often by those who rewrite them.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who originally said 'Well-behaved women rarely make
history'?

The phrase 'Well-behaved women rarely make history' was popularized by Laurel
Thatcher Ulrich, a historian who first wrote it in a 1976 academic paper.

What is the meaning behind the quote 'Well-behaved
women rarely make history'?

The quote suggests that women who conform to societal expectations often go
unnoticed in history, whereas those who challenge norms are more likely to be
remembered.

Is 'Well-behaved women rarely make history' an
original quote by Laurel Thatcher Ulrich?

Yes, Laurel Thatcher Ulrich coined the phrase in 1976, though it has since
been widely adopted and adapted in popular culture.

In what context did Laurel Thatcher Ulrich say
'Well-behaved women rarely make history'?

Ulrich used the phrase in a scholarly article about Puritan women,
highlighting how traditional narratives often overlook women's impactful
actions.

Has 'Well-behaved women rarely make history' been
used in feminism?

Yes, the quote has become a feminist rallying cry encouraging women to
challenge societal norms and make impactful changes.

When did the phrase 'Well-behaved women rarely make
history' become widely popular?

The phrase gained widespread popularity in the 1990s and 2000s, especially
through feminist literature and social media.

Are there any books related to the phrase 'Well-
behaved women rarely make history'?

Yes, Laurel Thatcher Ulrich wrote a book titled 'Well-Behaved Women Seldom
Make History,' which explores women's roles throughout history.



Is the quote 'Well-behaved women rarely make
history' often misattributed?

Yes, some people mistakenly attribute the quote to famous figures like
Marilyn Monroe or Eleanor Roosevelt, but it was originally by Ulrich.

How has the phrase 'Well-behaved women rarely make
history' influenced modern culture?

The phrase has inspired movements, merchandise, and discussions about women's
rights, empowerment, and challenging traditional roles.

Can 'Well-behaved women rarely make history' be
interpreted negatively?

While generally empowering, some interpret the phrase as encouraging
rebelliousness without caution, but its main intent is to highlight the
importance of challenging unjust norms.

Additional Resources

1. Well-Behaved Women Seldom Make History by Laurel Thatcher Ulrich

This groundbreaking book by historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich explores the
lives of remarkable women throughout history who defied societal norms and
expectations. Ulrich argues that many women who changed history were anything
but well-behaved. The book combines historical anecdotes with feminist theory
to highlight the importance of women's contributions often overlooked in
mainstream history.

2. Bad Feminist by Roxane Gay

In this collection of essays, Roxane Gay discusses feminism, race, and
culture with wit and honesty. She challenges traditional ideas about what it
means to be a "good" feminist and embraces contradictions and imperfections.
Gay’'s work aligns with the spirit of "well-behaved women rarely make history"
by encouraging women to break boundaries and live authentically.

3. Women Who Run with the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman
Archetype by Clarissa Pinkola Estés

This influential book delves into the archetype of the wild woman,
encouraging women to reconnect with their instinctual nature and creativity.
Estés uses myths and folklore to inspire women to break free from societal
constraints. The book celebrates the power of women who refuse to conform and
who make their own paths in life.

4. Feminist Fight Club: An Office Survival Manual for a Sexist Workplace by
Jessica Bennett

Jessica Bennett’s book is a humorous and practical guide for women navigating
the challenges of sexist workplaces. It encourages women to stand up, speak



out, and challenge unfair practices, embodying the idea that well-behaved
women rarely make history. The book offers strategies for empowerment and
solidarity in professional environments.

5. Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly

This inspiring nonfiction work tells the story of African American female
mathematicians who played critical roles at NASA during the Space Race. These
women defied racial and gender barriers to contribute to significant
scientific achievements. Their stories exemplify how breaking the mold can
lead to historic accomplishments.

6. Badass: A Relentless Onslaught of the Toughest Warlords, Vikings, Samurai,
Pirates, Gunfighters, and Military Commanders to Ever Live by Ben Thompson
Though not exclusively about women, this book includes profiles of fierce and
unconventional female figures throughout history. It celebrates individuals
who were unafraid to challenge norms and assert power in male-dominated
arenas. The book reflects the ethos behind the quote by showcasing fearless
historical characters.

7. Rad Women Worldwide: Artists and Athletes, Pirates and Punks, and Other
Revolutionaries Who Shaped History by Kate Schatz

This vibrant collection highlights the lives of diverse women who made
significant impacts across various fields around the globe. The book is a
celebration of women who challenged expectations, broke rules, and redefined
what it means to be a woman. It aligns perfectly with the message that well-
behaved women rarely make history.

8. Notorious RBG: The Life and Times of Ruth Bader Ginsburg by Irin Carmon
and Shana Knizhnik

This biography chronicles the life of Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, a woman known for her fierce advocacy for gender equality and civil
rights. Ginsburg’s career was marked by challenging the status quo and
fighting for justice, embodying the spirit of the famous quote. The book
combines legal history with personal anecdotes to inspire readers.

9. Women Who Dared: 52 Stories of Fearless Daredevils, Adventurers, and
Rebels by Linda Skeers

This collection showcases a wide range of women throughout history who took
risks and defied conventions in pursuit of their dreams. From explorers to
activists, these women’s stories celebrate courage and determination. The
book encourages readers to embrace boldness and reject passivity in making
history.
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