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Just as the larger discipline of history has accepted new forms of evidence that extend our ability 
to study more fully many different groups. Women's history has also become a lively field with a 
strong knowledge base. Seen through the lens of race, ethnicity and class, region, religion, gender 
roles, and/or LGBTQ communities, women's history is exciting, diverse, and transformative for 
American History. Three important women's history lines of inquiry focus on the social con
struction of gender that sees gender as culturally defined; the benefits of tangible resources for 
research and interpretation; and intersectionality, the recognition that we all experience varied 
aspects of identity simultaneously. For example, Black women are not African Americans one 
moment and women another, as both attributes are profoundly intertwined. 

Those of us who work in museums and historic sites have amazing opportunities to welcome 
literally millions of people long past their school days with stories of women (and men) using the 
objects, buildings, and landscapes we interpret. The Statue of Liberty embodies a proud female 
proclaiming our promise to the world. Women's quilts and baskets reveal great artistry. House 
museums from extravagant to humble demonstrate female agency. We can convey women's 
lives and accomplishments in seemingly small but critical artifacts used daily-wood-handled 
pastry blenders, beaded moccasins, hand-cranked sewing machines, and typewriters, to name 
a few. We should welcome everyone to come discover the women who shaped this country in 
often-unappreciated ways. We also need to present the diversity of women's lives and honor 
women whose lives were stunted by circumstances far beyond their control. Their stories deserve 
to be shared just as those of famous women are. Examples from many museums and sites have 
been included here to show their wondrous variety and to encourage the identification of similar 
ones in your museum or historic site. 

Interpretation engages us with the past and helps us interpret the women and girls who 
made us who we are. It helps us discover women we did not expect and so enlarges our worlds. 
Interpretation provides quality connections with visitors using professional programming and 
products, so they encounter historic women, their lives, and their accomplishments in their his
toric context. This book provides a strategic approach, specific tools, and numerous sources to 
interpret women's history based on three elements: 

Significance-why women's history matters and the importance and purpose of fully inter
preting women at museums and historic sites-the emotional element; 
Knowledge base-the foundation for women's history preservation and interpretation 
through mastery of existing research and completion of new research and investigations
the intellectual element; 
Tangible resources-the preservation of physical evidence-the objects, buildings, structures, 
and landscapes-that shaped American lives and help to make the women's history interest
ing, vibrant, and accessible-the physical element. 

Interpretation melds the other three elements together. With interpretation we can share 
these stories, bring together these crucial elements, together appreciate the women (and men) 
who came before us-even the scoundrels. We all construct own understanding; good interpreta
tion nudges us to new ones based on significance so that we appreciate women more, knowledge 
base so we comprehend them intellectually, and tangible resources so we encounter their physical 
historical elements. Here, interpretive programming includes all the programs and products from 
traditional house tours to staged suffrage debates to exhibits, books, and reproduction dolls-as 
well as all things digital. It's every way that museums and historic sites share past women with 
present people. 

Chapter 1 of this book discusses the question of significance. Why does women's history 
matter? Why is it important to recognize and incorporate women into museums and historic 

xvi Introduction 









MUSEUM INTERPRETATION •WOMEN'S HISTORY 
Series: Americon Associc1tion for Stc1te cmd Local History 

Ser-ies Editor-: Rebecco K. Shrum, lndicmu U11iver-sity-Pur-due University Indianapolis 

"Doing Women's History in Public provides a clear step-by-step strategy to guide the reader in gathering 

and managing the information on their site's significance and in compiling a knowledge base to 

support interpretation and education programs and preservation of its tangible resources. Doing 
Women's History in Public is a major addition to the American Association for State and Local History's 

book series." -Stephanie Toothman, PhD, fom1er ossociate clir-ector and keeper of the 

Natiorwl Register of Historic Places, National Park Service 

''What an invaluable resource! Every museum and historic site in the country should rush to acquire 

a copy of this remarkable book which will soon prove indispensable to all." 

-Mary Beth Norton 1 Mary Donlon Alger Professor of 

American History Erner-ita, Cornell University 

"Doing Women's History in Public is an indispensable guide for anyone working in the field of 

public history. Indeed, it is necessary reading not only for public historians but also for traditional 

academics so that we all can find those on the margins and understand not only their lives but also 

the ways their presence alters the broader stories we can tell." 

-Sara M. Evans, Regents Professor Emerita, University of Minnesota; 

c1u1hor 1 Born for Liberty. A History of Women in America 

Women's history is everywhere, but while present at every museum and historic site, it remains less 

than fully interpreted in spite of decades of vibrant and expansive scholarship. 

Doing Women's History in Public: A Handbook for Interpretation at Museums and Historic Sites 
provides arguments, sources (written, oral, visuat and tangible), and tools for finding women's 

history, preserving it, and interpreting it with the public. 

• • • • • • • • 

HEATHER HUYCK is a public historian and an activist-scholar as well as a park ranger, 

manager, and organizer. She has a PhD from the University of Minnesota, has worked on the 

foundational Women's History Sources Survey, and has taught women's history for the National 

Park Service and the College of William & Mary and has made numerous presentations. A 

past president of the National Collaborative for Women's History Sites, she has been an OAH 

Distinguished Lecturer, AHA Congressional Fellow, and AHA Feis Public History Award recipient. 

ROWMAN & 
LITTLEFIELD 
800-462-6420 • www.rowman .com 

~·~AASLH 
ISBN 978-1-4422-6417-5 

• llll llllll 11lllllJ11111,llJ IJll 1111[ 1r11[ 1r II 

Cover imoge: This quilt ottributed to African American artist Anna Jane Parker appears to be a diagonal block design but is actually a 
classic Log Cabin pattern, demonstrating the complexity, fascination, and power of women's history as American history. 
Courtesy of the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. 


