who said well behaved women seldom
make history

who said well behaved women seldom make history is a phrase that has
resonated through generations, capturing the essence of female empowerment
and the challenge to social norms. This powerful quote highlights the idea
that women who conform strictly to societal expectations rarely leave a mark
on history, whereas those who defy conventions often become influential
figures. This article explores the origin of this famous saying, its cultural
and historical significance, and the impact it has had on feminist movements
and popular culture. Additionally, it will examine notable women who embody
the spirit of this phrase by breaking barriers and shaping history.
Understanding the context behind this quote provides valuable insight into
the ongoing struggle for gender equality and the role of women in shaping
society. The following sections will delve into the historical background,
the phrase’s author, its influence on modern feminism, and examples of well-
behaved and revolutionary women throughout history.
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Origin and Attribution of the Quote

The phrase "well behaved women seldom make history" is widely attributed to
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, a renowned American historian. She first wrote the
phrase in a 1976 scholarly article focusing on Puritan women in 17th century
New England. The original context was academic, emphasizing how the
contributions of ordinary women often go unnoticed in historical records.
Over time, the phrase transcended its initial academic use and became a
popular slogan symbolizing women's resistance to oppression and conformity.

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich and the Original Context

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich coined the phrase while researching the lives of women
in colonial America. Her work highlighted how many women who conformed to
societal expectations were not historically documented because they did not



engage in overtly rebellious acts. Ulrich’s intent was to acknowledge the
quiet, often invisible acts of women’s daily lives that shaped history in
subtle ways. The phrase was part of a larger argument about the importance of
recognizing women’s contributions to history, even when those contributions
were not dramatic or public.

Evolution into a Feminist Slogan

Over the years, the phrase was adopted by feminist groups and activists as a
rallying cry. It became synonymous with challenging traditional gender roles
and celebrating women who dared to defy social norms. Its catchy and
provocative nature made it popular on posters, apparel, and in speeches,
further embedding it in popular culture. The transformation from an academic
observation to an empowering feminist motto illustrates how language can
evolve and inspire societal change.

Historical and Cultural Significance

The phrase "well behaved women seldom make history" carries significant
cultural weight by questioning the value of conformity in historical
narratives. It challenges traditional histories that often marginalize or
overlook women’s achievements, especially those who did not adhere to
expected behavioral standards. This shift has encouraged a more inclusive
approach to history that recognizes the diverse ways women have influenced
society.

Challenging Traditional Gender Roles

Historically, women were expected to behave in ways that were submissive,
modest, and compliant. This limited their opportunities for leadership,
education, and public influence. The phrase critiques these restrictive norms
by implying that only by stepping outside these boundaries can women create
lasting change. It encourages a re-examination of historical figures who were
once dismissed for their unconventional behavior, highlighting their
importance in shaping political, social, and cultural landscapes.

Influence on Historical Scholarship

The phrase has had a profound effect on the study of history, particularly in
the field of women’s history. Scholars have used it to justify exploring the
lives of women previously excluded from mainstream narratives. This has led
to a richer, more nuanced understanding of history that includes the
experiences of women from various backgrounds, social classes, and cultures.
It has also inspired research into how societal expectations have shaped
women’s opportunities and legacies.



Impact on Feminist Movements

The phrase has become an emblematic statement within feminist discourse,
symbolizing the struggle against patriarchal structures and the celebration
of female agency. It encapsulates the spirit of activism that seeks to
dismantle barriers and create spaces where women can influence history on
their own terms.

Use in Feminist Activism

Feminist activists have embraced "well behaved women seldom make history" as
a call to action. It encourages women to challenge unjust laws, societal
expectations, and institutional discrimination. The phrase has been featured
in rallies, campaigns, and educational materials aimed at promoting gender
equality and women’s rights. Its empowering message resonates across diverse
feminist groups and generations.

Inspiration for Contemporary Female Leaders

Many contemporary female leaders cite the phrase as inspiration for their
work. It reinforces the idea that boldness and resistance are necessary for
progress. This mindset has influenced women in politics, business, science,
and the arts to push boundaries and redefine what it means to be successful
and influential. The phrase serves as both a historical reminder and a
motivational tool for ongoing efforts toward equality.

Notable Women Who Defied Conventions

Throughout history, numerous women have exemplified the idea behind the
phrase by defying social norms and making significant contributions to their
fields and societies. Their stories illustrate the power of challenging
expectations and the lasting impact of their actions.

Examples of Revolutionary Women

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

e Marie Curie: A pioneering scientist who broke gender barriers in physics
and chemistry, becoming the first woman to win a Nobel Prize.

e Rosa Parks: A civil rights activist whose refusal to give up her bus
seat sparked the Montgomery Bus Boycott and advanced the fight against
racial segregation.



e Susan B. Anthony: A key figure in the women's suffrage movement who
tirelessly campaigned for women's right to vote.

e Frida Kahlo: An artist known for her bold self-portraits and exploration
of identity, challenging norms related to gender, disability, and
culture.

Characteristics Shared by These Women

Women who made history by defying conventions often share traits such as
courage, resilience, innovation, and a commitment to justice. They challenged
the status quo despite facing significant opposition and personal risk. Their
legacies demonstrate that history is shaped not only by those who conform but
often by those who dare to be different.

Interpretations and Critiques of the Phrase

While "well behaved women seldom make history" is widely embraced, it has
also been subject to various interpretations and critiques. Understanding
these perspectives adds depth to the discussion about gender, behavior, and
historical recognition.

Positive Interpretations

The phrase is celebrated for encouraging women to be bold, assertive, and
unafraid to challenge oppressive systems. It empowers individuals to embrace
their uniqueness and reject limiting stereotypes. Many view it as a call to
recognize the diverse ways women contribute to societal progress.

Critiques and Limitations

Some critics argue that the phrase oversimplifies the complex nature of
history and behavior. They caution against glorifying rebellion without
acknowledging the value of different forms of influence, including those
exercised within social norms. Additionally, the phrase may inadvertently
marginalize women who choose or are forced to conform for various reasons,
including safety, cultural context, or personal preference.

Broader Implications for Gender and History

The phrase invites ongoing reflection on how society defines "well behaved"
and who gets to write history. It challenges historians and the public to
reconsider whose stories are told and celebrated. This discourse contributes



to a more inclusive understanding of history that values diverse experiences
and expressions of womanhood.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

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

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

The phrase means that women who conform to societal expectations and do not
challenge the status quo are less likely to be remembered or make a
significant impact in history.

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

Ulrich used the phrase in her 1976 scholarly article about 17th-century
Puritan funeral services, implying that the quiet, obedient women are often
overlooked in historical records.

Has the quote 'Well-behaved women seldom make
history' been misattributed?

Yes, the quote is often mistakenly attributed to famous figures like Marilyn
Monroe or Eleanor Roosevelt, but it was actually coined by historian Laurel
Thatcher Ulrich.

Why has the phrase 'Well-behaved women seldom make
history' become popular in modern culture?

The phrase resonates as a feminist rallying cry encouraging women to defy
norms, challenge injustices, and make bold contributions that change society,
thus making history.

Additional Resources

1. Well-Behaved Women Seldom Make History by Laurel Thatcher Ulrich
This influential book by historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich explores the lives
of women who defied societal expectations throughout history. Ulrich argues



that many women who challenged norms have been overlooked, and she celebrates
their courage and impact. The title itself comes from a phrase Ulrich coined,
which has since become a rallying cry for feminist movements. This book
combines historical anecdotes with feminist analysis to highlight the
importance of disruptive women in shaping history.

2. Bad Girls Throughout History by Ann Shen

Ann Shen’s book presents a vibrant and engaging collection of stories about
women who broke the rules and made significant marks on society. From pirates
to rebels, these women defied conventions in various ways, challenging the
idea of what it means to be a “good” or “well-behaved” woman. Illustrated
with bold artwork, the book is both educational and inspiring for readers of
all ages. It emphasizes the power of rebellion and resilience.

3. Rad American Women A-Z by Kate Schatz

This alphabetically arranged book profiles 26 American women who made
extraordinary contributions to culture, politics, and society. Each entry
highlights a woman who challenged the status quo in her own unique way. The
book celebrates diversity and defiance, encouraging readers to embrace their
individuality and strive for change. It’s a colorful and empowering resource
for understanding the impact of women who refused to conform.

4. Feminists Don't Wear Pink (And Other Lies) edited by Scarlett Curtis

A collection of essays, stories, and poems from a diverse group of women and
non-binary writers that challenge traditional gender roles and celebrate
feminist ideals. The contributors share personal experiences and reflections
on activism, identity, and breaking boundaries. This book amplifies voices
that embody the spirit of well-behaved women seldom making history, showing
that change often comes from those willing to disrupt norms. It’s an
inspiring read for anyone interested in contemporary feminist thought.

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

Linda Skeers compiles stories of women who ventured beyond the limits set by
society, whether through adventure, activism, or innovation. Each story
showcases a woman’s bravery and determination to forge her own path. The book
serves as a reminder that history is filled with women who refused to be
constrained by expectations of proper behavior. It’s a motivational
collection that encourages readers to embrace courage and ambition.

6. Rebel Girls: 100 Tales of Extraordinary Women by Elena Favilli and
Francesca Cavallo

This bestselling book features inspiring biographies of women from around the
world and across history who challenged conventions and achieved remarkable
feats. The stories cover a wide range of fields, including science, politics,
art, and sports. With vibrant illustrations and accessible language, Rebel
Girls empowers young readers to dream big and defy limitations. It celebrates
the impact of women who didn’t settle for being “well-behaved.”

7. Hidden Figures by Margot Lee Shetterly
This nonfiction work tells the true story of the African-American women



mathematicians at NASA whose calculations were critical to the success of the
U.S. space program. These women overcame racial and gender discrimination,
quietly breaking barriers in a male-dominated field. The book highlights how
their brilliance and perseverance made history despite societal constraints.
It’s an important narrative about the power of resilience and challenging
norms.

8. The Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan

Published in 1963, this groundbreaking book is credited with sparking the
second wave of feminism in the United States. Friedan critiques the limited
roles available to women in mid-20th-century America and explores the
dissatisfaction many women felt despite societal pressures to conform to
domesticity. The book encouraged women to seek fulfillment beyond traditional
expectations, embodying the spirit behind “well-behaved women seldom make
history.” It remains a foundational text in feminist literature.

9. Bad Feminist by Roxane Gay

In this collection of essays, Roxane Gay explores the complexities and
contradictions of modern feminism. She discusses topics ranging from race and
gender to culture and politics, challenging rigid definitions of what it
means to be a feminist. Gay’'s candid and provocative writing encourages
readers to embrace imperfection and question societal norms. The book aligns
with the idea that making history often involves pushing boundaries and
rejecting neat categorizations.
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