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life choices refl ected their specifi c situation within a power structure— how 
they accommodated to their constraints, worked around those constraints, or 
resisted them directly. She was a master interpreter of the interrelatedness of 
various forms of domination. Today many academic feminists call this under-
standing “intersectionality.” Th is is really a multisyllabic new label for an old 
understanding, and it was Gerda’s default. Her 1969 article “Th e Lady and the 
Mill Girl” examined class diff erences among women in the Jacksonian United 
States, and she impressed on students the impossibility of generalizing about 
“women” or assuming some universal female sisterhood.

Th ose of us who experienced the force of Gerda’s personality, and her suc-
cess in overcoming opposition, should not forget that she too suff ered the 
slights and insults directed at ambitious women. Nor should we imagine that 
they didn’t hurt. As I learned in writing about another complicated woman, 
Dorothea Lange, ambition was perhaps the least acceptable attribute in a 
woman of her generation. Former Radcliff e president Matina Horner, whose 
name is attached to my fellowship here at the Radcliff e Institute, provided the 
social science that showed how women were taught to fear and suppress am-
bition. Not the least of Gerda’s messages to a later generation of women was 
not to fear their own ambition. Equally important, her message cautioned 
against allowing our desire for recognition to lead to our choosing subjects 
more prestigious than women.4 At one of her last meetings with our large co-
hort of graduate students at Wisconsin, she made a threat, and I’ll end with it. 
She said, “I will be watching you aft er I’m dead; if you don’t continue to write 
about women, I’ll come back to haunt you.”

Why History Matters
 Linda K. Kerber

We have been asked to refl ect on fi ve decades of change in women’s history 
and on Gerda’s relations to it. My assignment is citizenship, law, and politics, 
which is to say— as Th avolia Glymph reminds us— patriarchy.

I’ll start by thinking us back fi ft y years, to 1963, when Gerda Lerner be-
gan her graduate studies at Columbia and Betty Friedan published Th e Femi-
nine Mystique. Gerda read the book almost as soon as it was published, and 
she fi red off  a letter. She told Friedan that it was “a splendid book.” But Le-
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rner placed Friedan’s work in historical perspective, arguing that the mystique 
Friedan had found in the 1950s was a new form of an old phenomenon, a 
“compensatory ideology developed in the antebellum era of industrializa-
tion,” now “updated by consumerism and the misunderstood dicta of Freud-
ian psychology.” Th e problem, as Lerner saw it, was that Friedan had ignored 
the need for institutional solutions to the problems of women and had ig-
nored how “working women, especially Negro women,” suff ered from “the 
more pressing disadvantages of economic discrimination.” In eff ect the criti-
cisms of American society made by Th e Feminine Mystique were themselves 
tangled in a romanticization— and a denial— of the power embedded in class 
and race relations. “It is a common fallacy,” Lerner would write a few years 
later, “to proceed on the assumption that what is true for middle- class women 
is true for all women.” And Lerner could be brutally clear- sighted: “Marriage 
and other sexual liaisons off er much more chance of upward mobility for the 
lower- class girl than does education.” For them the mystique worked.5

In 1963 I was already a graduate student at Columbia, although I never 
crossed paths with Gerda. My story is a story of what I have come to think of 
as Academic Malpractice.

Fift y years ago, preparing for orals, I clung for dear life to the then- current 
editions of Henry Steele Commager’s Documents of American History and 
Richard B. Morris’s one- volume Encyclopedia of American History. All those 
books that I was supposed to analyze, all those interpretations and reinter-
pretations by which generations of historians outwitted and undermined each 
other, made me dizzy. Fixing the benchmarks in my head— the key statutes, 
the key court decisions, the culminations of years of political argument— gave 
me something I could trust. Together Commager and Morris stabilized blurry 
confusions and mapped the landscape.

Only years and years later, amid the political movement we know as 
second- wave feminism, was I startled to recognize the absences in those al-
legedly reliable maps. Neither Commager nor Morris included the Expatria-
tion Act of 1907, by which an American woman citizen lost her citizenship 
when she married a foreign man (angered by Consuelo Vanderbilt’s mar-
riage to the Duke of Marlborough— couldn’t she fi nd an American man good 
enough?— Congress wrote into statute a long- established practice). Neither 
included the US Supreme Court’s 1915 decision in Mackenzie vs. Hare, uphold-
ing that law and ruling that when an American woman married a foreign man 
she engaged in “voluntary expatriation.” Th e result would be that thousands 
of women citizens who had married German men had to register as “enemy 
aliens” during World War I. And if her husband’s nation did not automatically 
make her a citizen at the moment of marriage, or did not continue to recog-
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nize her citizenship when she was widowed, she was exposed to statelessness.
Morris, but not Commager, included a brief note to the eff ect that the Ca-

ble Act of 1922 “granted married women US citizenship independent of their 
husbands’ status,” but he did not explain why such a statute had been needed, 
nor did he explain that the grant did not apply to women who married men 
who were not themselves eligible for naturalization (which in 1922 included 
men from Japan, China, and South Asia, including India). Th e law would not 
be fully fi xed until the mid- twentieth century.

Occasionally I use this story as a test, asking idly, in a conversation with 
lawyers or otherwise knowledgeable historians, “When do you suppose 
American women ceased to lose their citizenship when they married a foreign 
man?” Almost no one knows.

But it’s not funny. What has been hiding in plain sight is that even in a po-
litical system that regularly speaks in generic terms— think of the Fourteenth 
Amendment’s assurance that “all persons born or naturalized in the United 
States . . . are citizens of the United States”— women’s citizenship has been un-
stable, women’s very nationality vulnerable to instant erasure when she chose 
to marry a foreign man. (Men have never lost their nationality at marriage.)

Loss of nationality shaped Gerda’s life, and she never forgot it; that loss 
shaped her autobiographies and lurks behind her choice of subjects in much 
of her writing. Women’s exposure to ineff ective nationality is still a live issue 
in our own moment: there are now twenty- seven countries where women can 
lose their nationality at marriage.

How are we to understand this? Th ink of Cliff ord Geertz: “Common sense 
is not what the mind cleared of cant spontaneously apprehends; it is what the 
mind fi lled with presuppositions . .  . concludes.”6 And the common sense of 
fi ft y years ago— and more— was soaked with presuppositions. Central to all 
was an amazing confi dence (held by women as well as men) that signifi cant 
political actors are and must be men. And a certainty that ambition is inap-
propriate for women. Examples:

Fift y years ago many manuscript libraries did not catalog women’s let-
ters separately from those of men in their families: one large, other-
wise carefully arranged collection of a major political family at a major 
research library dumped the correspondence of women with their 
fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons in the last box, marked “Letters 
from Ladies.”

Women entered our historical narrative as witches, from the women at 
Salem to Ethel Rosenberg. Th ey entered political history only as advo-
cates for suff rage, and to some extent as antislavery advocates, but both 
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categories were marginal, not tangled in everything else, and that’s still 
true of the exhibits at the National Constitution Center in Philadelphia 
last I was there.

So one way of thinking about the fi ft y years of change since Gerda entered 
graduate school in 1963 is that we have undermined that confi dence. (We cer-
tainly have not eliminated it.) We’ve made some space for women to claim 
ambition. But we are historians, and we know that fi ft y years is an eyeblink 
in the long history of patriarchy, which Gerda fearlessly, crazily, undertook to 
track since Gilgamesh.

Another way that the history of citizenship, law, and politics has changed 
in the last fi ft y years: we have a richer and wider understanding of contin-
gency. Gerda learned the hard way that a woman’s relation to her own state 
is fragile: imprisoned at seventeen, “I only knew that as a Jew there were no 
more rules or laws protecting me.”7 In the United States, a refugee from fascist 
fury, she still had to register each month as an “enemy alien.”

Her autobiography tells us that even as a girl she had intuited something 
of women’s marginality; it would take decades before she could articulate it as 
clearly as she would in Why History Matters. Central is the understanding that 
women have a diff erent relation to history than do men, parallel to the un-
derstanding that Jews have a diff erent relation to history than do non- Jews.

As women’s history is now practiced, there’s a women’s history in everything, 
even and especially subjects that seemed to exclude it. As we concluded in 
the remarkable weekend at Wingspread in 1988, when Gerda and Kitty Sklar 
brought together virtually everyone in the United States who taught women’s 
history at the graduate level— we lacked only two people!— we would fi nd race, 
class, and gender everywhere. (Gerda had come to that conclusion long before, 
evidenced in her 1963 letter to Friedan.) No fi eld is safe from us. Examples:

Th e women’s rights struggle. Th is struggle is now part not only of US politi-
cal history but of the international history of democratization. I call your 
attention to Gerda’s great essay in Dissent on the 150th anniversary of 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s “Declaration of Sentiments,” placing it squarely 
in the international context of the Revolutions of 1848 in Europe.8

Intellectual history. I call your attention to Mechal Sobel’s remarkable 
Teach Me Dreams, in which she shows that it is possible to engage men 
dreaming of women, women dreaming of men, black people dreaming 
of white people, white people dreaming of black people.

Legal history. We have done far more for the history of citizenship than re-
trieve Ethel Mackenzie. When Ruth Bader Ginsburg cracked open two 
hundred years of US practice in the great cases she argued in the early 
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1970s, her reasoning was soaked with historical perspective. Women 
are no longer safely caged in family law; they are everywhere: in im-
migration, in tax, trusts, and estates. Indeed, I call your attention to a 
set of innovative legal histories of our own moment: historians’ briefs in 
same- sex marriage cases, begun and modeled by the brief Nancy Cott 
and Mike Grossberg prepared for Goodridge vs. Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Public Health a decade ago. I urge you to read it, along with the 
historians’ brief in United States vs. Edith Windsor and the decision in 
that case handed down by the US Supreme Court last summer.

To some extent we were doing only what historians in all fi elds always do: 
we were looking for gaps, for unread documents, for opportunities.

But women’s history in our time has been diff erent in part because it has 
been buoyed up by feminism, by a movement that was hungry for its history, 
and by a Marxist infusion that insisted there must be theory as well as prac-
tice. And practice means life as we live it as well as history as we study it.

In what I think was my next- to- last conversation with her (thinking about 
what she hoped for in the movie that Renata was fi lming), Gerda observed 
that she hoped there would be “somebody to talk about the impact of my 
work on the development of women’s history; the many people who have . . . 
used my work in teaching.”

Gerda reached for grand generalizations, for the big picture. She was im-
patient with those who didn’t. And the big picture meant understanding that 
we live in history; that the boundaries placed on us and the choices we make 
about the shape of our lives infuse how we understand the past. “A person 
without rights and citizenship,” she wrote in her autobiography, thinking of 
her own experience, “is a person without self- defi nition. One does not dare 
think of the past.”

As early as the 1960s and 1970s, in the essays in Th e Majority Finds Its Past, 
Gerda predicted what the future historiography of an as- yet unwritten women’s 
history would look like, and she turned out to be astoundingly prescient. Th ere 
would be, she predicted, four stages. In the fi rst we would be like Diogenes with 
a lantern, searching for women’s presence and ending with transformation of 
our understanding of relations between men and women. Over and over she 
denounced “the archaic division of labor and the values that sustain it.” And 
late in her career she articulated in print the insight that she had been living all 
her life: the tangle of Jewish history and women’s history that she untangled in 
“Why History Matters”; that “civil wars and racist persecutions thrive on selec-
tive memory and collective forgetting”; that what makes Jews “Jews” is their 
insistence, through the diaspora of millennia, on telling their history, genera-
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tion aft er generation, reaffi  rming their historical experience of the possibility of 
persecution and discrimination.9 Women, she concluded, need just that sort of 
history of themselves. History is not separate from life.

Not long ago an op- ed writer in the New York Times spoke of white men 
who did not understand that they have had “the wind at our backs.” For me 
and for many of us Gerda was the wind at my back, fi ercely insisting that we 
not fl inch from the big questions; that we understand that what we do mat-
ters; that there is no separation between the personal and the political; that 
our life choices of lovers and intimates will shape our professional, practical, 
and civic lives. Th at our goal must include love and craft , bread and roses.

I end with Gerda’s own words.10 It is almost precisely thirty- fi ve years ago— 
December 9, 1978— and Gerda is teaching at Sarah Lawrence College. Gerda, 
herself a poet, has arranged for a celebration of the poet Muriel Rukeyser in a 
symposium titled “Th e Poetics of Political Commitment.” Gerda writes:

Muriel Rukeyser Day at slc— a celebration. Th e poet aft er two strokes, 
half blind, one cheek sagging, speech & walking impaired, stands erect 
at the lectern.  .  .  . She speaks without notes, with humor and a plain 
down- to- earth grittiness— of teaching. Of writing poems. People are al-
ways telling you you must choose. Between having a child & being a 
poet, between making a living and being a poet, [between] politics and 
poetry. False choices, all of these. We must have all of it, always [my em-
phasis]. But teaching and writing poems do not mix. Not for the obvious 
reasons, the hours, the energy. Because teaching is immediately reward-
ing, seductive for that reason. Counter- productive toward the attitude 
demanded by poetry— to work without the response, the reward.— 
Th ese may come, maybe years, maybe decades later, maybe not in one’s 
lifetime. She speaks beautifully.

During the aft ernoon panels, it seems to Gerda that no one has caught Rukey-
ser’s spirit:

Each defi nes her own feminism against that of others. . . . I speak from 
the fl oor, almost stuttering with emotion. We must have everything, I 
say— the children, the politics, the children of the brain, the revolution-
ary commitment. We must encompass the tensions & contradictions 
and allow each woman her own defi nition of her choices.
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