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A B S T R A C T 

After e x a m i n i n g some of the diff icult ies feminists have w i t h b iography as a tool for women's history, the author 
explores the possibil i t ies of feminist biography (its purpose, content and form) in order to d i s t inguish it f rom 
conventional biography and to suggest that it may be a logica l next step i n feminist historical scholarship. 

C a n a h i s t o r i a n w r i t e a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y ? 
S h o u l d a f e m i n i s t tackle b i o g r a p h y at al l? Does a 
f e m i n i s t h i s t o r i a n have a n y t h i n g to say a b o u t a 
l i terary genre w h i c h is suspect b o t h to h i s t o r i a n s 
a n d to feminists? T o h i s t o r i a n ' s b i o g r a p h y a p 
pears to be " a m i n o r part of h i s t o r y " or even i n 
o p p o s i t i o n to h i s t o r y . 1 O n e of m y h i s t o r i a n c o l 
leagues t o l d me b l u n t l y that b i o g r a p h y w a s n ' t 
h i s tory ; he left unsta ted the s e c o n d part of h i s 
reac t ion : w h y w o u l d y o u w a n t to w r i t e a b i o 
g r a p h y a n y w a y ? T o feminis t s b i o g r a p h y appears 
to be a s o m e w h a t o l d f a s h i o n e d a n d p r o b a b l y 
w r o n g - h e a d e d acceptance of m a l e n o t i o n s of 
i m p o r t a n c e . O n e of m y f e m i n i s t col leagues let 
her s c e p t i c i s m s h o w i n her eyes: w h y study a n 
el i te w o m a n a c t i n g i n a n e x c l u s i v e l y m a l e 
d o m a i n s u c h as p o l i t i c s ? W h y indeed? G i v e n the 
d e v e l o p m e n t of s o c i a l h i s t o r y , of f e m i n i s t scho
l a r s h i p a n d p e r h a p s even the changes i n o u r 
p o l i t i c a l c u l t u r e over the past f i f teen years or so, 
the reac t ion was q u i t e unders tandab le . I n d i v i d 
ua l s appear to have lost their s i g n i f i c a n c e , buf
feted by trends a n d forces, b u r i e d a l i v e i n g r o u p s 

a n d classes. W a s a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h e r then 
m e r e l y o n a rescue m i s s i o n , t i l t i n g at h i s t o r i c a l 
w i n d m i l l s ? P e r h a p s a n e x p l o r a t i o n of the d i f f i 
cu l t i es f e m i n i s t s have w i t h b i o g r a p h y , of the 
p u r p o s e s to w h i c h f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y m i g h t be 
p u t a n d even of the f o r m a t a n d shape of s u c h a 
b i o g r a p h y m i g h t serve some p u r p o s e i f o n l y the 
e a s i n g of m y o w n consc ience as I tack led a s i n g u 
l a r f e m a l e f i g u r e of the past, T h e r e s e C a s g r a i n . 2 

F e m i n i s t s , p a r t i c u l a r l y those w h o are h i s t o r i 
ans , seem to e n c o u n t e r three s t u m b l i n g b l o c k s 
w h e n they p o n d e r b i o g r a p h y . T h e f irst is the 
genre itself: jus t h o w a p p r o p r i a t e is i t to the 
s tudy of w o m e n ' s h is tory? F e m i n i s t h i s t o r i a n s 
are p r i m a r i l y c o m m i t t e d to d i s c o v e r i n g a n d 
r e v e a l i n g the forgot ten a n d the i g n o r e d w o m e n 
of the past i n order to c h a n g e the very c o n c e p t i o n 
of h i s t o r y that has rendered t h e m i n s i g n i f i c a n t . 
I n s u c h a p r o g r a m d o the r e m e m b e r e d a n d the 
k n o w n w o m e n of the past have a n y place? B y 
d e f i n i t i o n , b i o g r a p h y appears to select excep
t i o n a l p e o p l e , i m p o r t a n t p e o p l e , i n d i v i d u a l s 



w h o have s t o o d o u t , " f e l l o w s [sic] w h o have 
c h a n g e d the course of h i s t o r y " . 3 W h e n a C a n a 
d i a n h i s t o r i a n c a n d e f i n e a n a t i o n as a b o d y o f 
m e n w h o have d o n e great t h i n g s i n the past a n d 
h o p e to d o so i n the f u t u r e , 4 he leaves a m p l e 
scope for b i o g r a p h i e s of m e n b u t n o n e at a l l for 
w o m e n . Indeed, d e f i n i t i o n s of b i o g r a p h y w o u l d 
a p p e a r t o e x c l u d e w o m e n e n t i r e l y . 
A n o c c a s i o n a l q u e e n , sa int o r female " f i r s t " 
m i g h t be a l l o w e d to s l i p t h r o u g h the net of 
e x c l u s i v i t y b u t the i r presence a m o n g the G r e a t 
M e n mere ly accentuates their o w n m a r g i n a l i t y 
a n d even m o r e so that of the ent i re female p o p u 
l a t i o n w h i c h they d o n o t represent i n a n y case. 5 

A n d yet the b i o g r a p h i c a l genre was i n fact one 
of the early f o r m s of w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y i n C a n a d a 
a n d e lsewhere . N a t a l i e D a v i s ' " w o m e n w o r 
t h i e s " are as present i n C a n a d a ( a l t h o u g h i n 
s m a l l e r n u m b e r s ) as i n the E u r o p e a n h i s t o r y she 
e x p l o r e d . 6 M a r y Q u a y l e I n n i s ' edi ted c o l l e c t i o n 
The Clear Spirit o r E m i l i a A l l a i r e ' s m o r e j o u r 
n a l i s t i c Tetes de femmes1 are i l l u s t r a t i o n s but so 
too c o u l d be m o s t of the e x i s t i n g b i o g r a p h i e s of 
i n d i v i d u a l w o m e n i n C a n a d a . T h e a u t h o r s 
i m p l i c i t l y accept d e f i n i t i o n s of i m p o r t a n c e w h i c h 
f i t men ' s a c t i v i t y i n the past a n d f i n d their sub
jects w o r t h y of a t t e n t i o n because they h a p p e n to 
have entered some m a l e r e a l m of r e l i g i o u s , p o l i t 
i c a l , d i p l o m a t i c , m i l i t a r y , e c o n o m i c , e d u c a t i o n a l 
o r l ega l l e a d e r s h i p . P i c t u r e s of s u c h w o m e n 
a p p e a r o n the c l a s s r o o m w a l l s of e n l i g h t e n e d 
teachers w h i l e f e m i n i s t s w o r r y a b o u t their i m 
pact : are they r o l e m o d e l s for y o u n g p e o p l e or d o 
they mere ly e m p h a s i z e the e x c e p t i o n a l na ture of 
cer ta in w o m e n ? Is their s t ruggle m o r e i n t i m i d a t 
i n g then i n s p i r i n g ? 

W i t h the d e v e l o p m e n t of s o c i a l h i s t o r y a n d 
f e m i n i s t s c h o l a r s h i p i n the 1960s a n d 1970s 
" G r e a t s " of e i ther sex c a m e u n d e r i n c r e a s i n g 
attack. S o c i a l h i s t o r i a n s concentra ted their atten
t i o n o n g r o u p s ra ther t h a n i n d i v i d u a l s a n d s tu
d i e d i n t e r a c t i o n s a m o n g g r o u p s rather t h a n 
d r a m a t i c e n c o u n t e r s between i n d i v i d u a l s . F e m 
i n i s t scholars shared the scorn for i n d i v i d u a l s 

w h i l e a d d i n g gender to the categories of class, 
e t h n i c i t y , r e g i o n , a n d r e l i g i o n that the s o c i a l 
h i s t o r i a n s were h a p p i l y j u g g l i n g . It m a d e a d i f 
ference, the f e m i n i s t s c o n t e n d e d , i f a p a r t i c u l a r 
g r o u p of s t r i k i n g w o r k e r s , for e x a m p l e , was 
m a l e or female . T h e female w o r k e r s p r o b a b l y 
h a d a n extra b u r d e n of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n c o m i n g 
f r o m their m a l e c o - w o r k e r s a n d they p r o b a b l y 
h a d a n ex t ra b u r d e n of f a m i l i a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 
M o r e o v e r , those patterns of i n e q u a l i t y h a d to be 
inves t iga ted a n d u n d e r s t o o d before one c o u l d 
b e g i n to c h a n g e s u c h patterns i n the present. 
G i v e n s u c h a n agenda , a b i o g r a p h e r ' s se lec t ion 
of a n i n d i v i d u a l w o m a n , necessari ly f a v o u r e d by 
b i r t h o r class o r talent so as to attract a w r i t e r ' s 
a t t e n t i o n a n d yet p r o b a b l y so f a v o u r e d as to be 
u n a w a r e of her o w n i n e q u a l i t y , seems s o m e h o w 
m i s g u i d e d . T h e n , too, p l a c i n g the s p o t l i g h t o n 
a n i n d i v i d u a l , as the m e d i a so en joys d o i n g has 
a l w a y s been p r o b l e m a t i c to f e m i n i s t s as they 
a r g u e not jus t for e q u a l i t y between the sexes but 
a l s o for e q u a l i t y w i t h i n each sex. H i e r a r c h i e s 
a n d leaders appear to be some of the evi ls of a 
society d o m i n a t e d by m e n . M i g h t there be some 
o ther w a y to get a long? T h e m o r e one poses 
f e m i n i s t q u e s t i o n s as a s o c i a l h i s t o r i a n the 
farther one seems to be f r o m b i o g r a p h y . 

B u t that is jus t the first of the d i f f i c u l t i e s 
e n c o u n t e r e d by f e m i n i s t h i s t o r i a n s w i t h a n 
interest i n b i o g r a p h y . T h e second o n e is the 
a p p r o a c h b i o g r a p h e r s have taken to their female 
subjects. T h e r e is s o m e t h i n g dec idedly o d d a b o u t 
b i o g r a p h i e s of w o m e n , re f l ec t ing p e r h a p s a 
m o r e genera l n o t i o n that there is s o m e t h i n g o d d 
a b o u t w o m e n themselves. F r e q u e n t l y a u t h o r s 
w i l l assume a p r o p e r p lace a n d p r o p e r behav
i o u r for their subjects based o n the i r o w n n o t i o n 
of a p p r o p r i a t e female f u n c t i o n s ; h i s t o r i c a l c h a r 
acters are then m o u l d e d to f i t the n o t i o n , e x e m 
p l i f y the b e h a v i o u r a n d thus p r o v i d e some k i n d 
of m o r a l lesson to the present . 8 H i s t o r i a n ' s 
s h o u l d be able to a v o i d s u c h p i t f a l l s because of 
the i r t r a i n i n g a n d feminis ts because of their sus
p i c i o n o f a l l received n o t i o n s a b o u t w o m e n . B u t 
n o t a l l b i o g r a p h e r s are h i s t o r i a n s , let a l o n e fern-



in i s t s . T h e m o d e l s then , w i t h a few e x c e p t i o n s , 9 

are rather d i s m a l . A female subject m a y w a r r a n t 
a b i o g r a p h y s i m p l y because she d i d s o m e t h i n g 
o u t r a g e o u s ( u s u a l l y of a s e x u a l nature) . Mrs 
Chadwick is o n l y incredib le , a n d therefore w o r t h y 
of a b i o g r a p h y , because she f l a u n t s the expecta
t ions of her t imes , a n d ours , for p r o p e r female 
b e h a v i o u r . She is a r o g u e i n d r a g ; the scandal is 
w h a t makes her fit for a b i o g r a p h y . 1 0 E v e n those 
m o r e c o n v e n t i o n a l l y d e s e r v i n g — a M a r y W o l l -
stonecraft o r a G e o r g e S a n d — f r e q u e n t l y f i n d 
their i n t e l l e c t u a l a n d l i terary w o r k be l i t t l ed i n 
f a v o u r of the i r l i a i s o n s w i t h f a m o u s or i n f a m o u s 
m e n . 1 1 O r if , by chance , a female subject d i d 
s o m e t h i n g that a b i o g r a p h e r is w i l l i n g to recog
nize as l e g i t i m a t e , even a u t o n o m o u s , her a c c o m 
p l i s h m e n t is a l w a y s q u a l i f i e d . She d i d this at the 
expense of her f e m i n i n i t y ; she d i d that w i t h o u t 
n e g l e c t i n g her dut ies as w i f e a n d m o t h e r . 1 2 B i o 
g r a p h y thus becomes H a r l e q u i n r o m a n c e 1 3 a n d 
feminis t s m a y w e l l despa i r ; for if the genre itself 
is debatable as a v e h i c l e for w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y , the 
a p p r o a c h of m a n y b i o g r a p h e r s has served to 
reiterate the very n o t i o n s a b o u t w o m e n that f e m 
inis ts are c a l l i n g i n t o q u e s t i o n . 

H o w e v e r , the f e m i n i s t perspect ive itself m a y 
cause p r o b l e m s . T h i s is a t h i r d area of d i f f i c u l t y 
for f e m i n i s t h i s t o r i a n s , w h o , i n spite of t h e f o r e -
g o i n g , m a y s t i l l be c o n t e m p l a t i n g b i o g r a p h y . 
Does o u r o w n c r i t i c a l stance c o n t a i n a trap? Is 
there a r isk of d i s t o r t i n g the past by l o o k i n g at it 
t h r o u g h f e m i n i s t eyes? I n o u r search for the roots 
of o u r o w n quer ies , d o we expect characters f r o m 
the past to c o n f o r m to the c r i t e r ia of o u r present? 
T u r n - o f - t h e - c e n t u r y feminis ts , for e x a m p l e , have 
f r e q u e n t l y been b u r d e n e d w i t h o u r u n d e r s t a n d 
i n g : w h y d i d they n o t see class re la t ions or f a m i l y 
re la t ions as i m p e d i m e n t s to their e q u a l i t y ? 1 4 T h e 
a s s u m p t i o n is that h a d they d o n e so, we a l l 
w o u l d have been fur ther a l o n g the r o a d to e q u a l 
i ty n o w . 1 5 B u t if we g o l o o k i n g o n l y for reflec
t ions of ourselves i n the past we are l i k e l y to miss 
m u c h a n d dis tor t m o r e . A n d yet, w o u l d a f e m i 
nis t w a n t to s tudy a w o m a n of the past w h o m a y 
n o t have been a f e m i n i s t o r w h o m a y have been a 

d i f ferent k i n d of f emin is t ? T h e p r o b l e m seems i n 
fact to be m o r e acute for l i terary scholars t h a n for 
h i s t o r i a n s a n d the latter c a n take s o m e e n c o u r 
a g e m e n t f r o m the f o r m e r w h o b e g i n as l i t e rary 
c r i t i c s a n d , after c o n f r o n t i n g the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of 
w h a t m i g h t be c a l l e d the f e m i n i s t f a l l a c y , t u r n to 
h i s t o r y a n d b i o g r a p h y for a s o l u t i o n . 1 6 B u t even 
h i s t o r i a n s , t r a i n e d as they are aga ins t d i s p l a c i n g 
the va lues of the present i n t o the past, have to 
w o n d e r . Does the f e m i n i s t a s s u m p t i o n of c o n 
t r a d i c t i o n s i n h e r e n t i n w o m e n ' s l ives between 
w h a t is expected of t h e m a n d w h a t they w i s h to 
d o i l l u m i n a t e or obfuscate the past? 

G i v e n these d i f f i c u l t i e s , is there a n y t h i n g left 
to be s a i d for f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y ? C a n b i o 
g r a p h y , h i s t o r y , l i t e ra ture or f e m i n i s m be a d 
v a n c e d by a p u r s u i t of s o m e t h i n g so f r a u g h t 
w i t h c o m p l e x i t i e s ? F o r h i s t o r i a n s the a n s w e r 
m a y be easy. I n some w a y s , b i o g r a p h y , h a v i n g 
been one of the i n i t i a l steps i n w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y — 
a n d d i s d a i n e d i n part because of t h a t — n o w 
seems to be the l o g i c a l next step. T w o features of 
c o n t e m p o r a r y w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y w o u l d seem to 
predic t b i o g r a p h y by their very nature . T h e l i fe -
cycle a p p r o a c h to the study of w o m e n is rea l ly 
b i o g r a p h y w r i t large : o n e l o o k s at c h i l d h o o d , 
e d u c a t i o n , w o r k , c o u r t s h i p , m a r r i a g e , c h i l d -
r e a r i n g , h o u s e h o l d m a n a g e m e n t , o l d age a n d 
d e a t h for g r o u p s of w o m e n i n c e r t a i n t imes a n d 
places c o m p a r i n g their experiences a n d w a t c h 
i n g for c h a n g i n g patterns . W h i l e the n u m b e r s 
l e n d a cer ta in c r e d i b i l i t y to the enterprise , that 
enterpr i se is b a s i c a l l y b i o g r a p h i c a l . So too is the 
m e t h o d of o r a l h i s t o r y , used extens ive ly i n 
w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y to u n c o v e r facets of w o m e n ' s 
l ives for w h i c h n o w r i t t e n records exist . Recits de 
vie have become a p o p u l a r research m e t h o d , 
dressed u p i n s o p h i s t i c a t e d c l o t h i n g for the 
g r a n t i n g agencies, but rea l ly c o n s t i t u t i n g n o t h 
i n g m o r e t h a n b i o g r a p h i e s w r i t s m a l l . 

T o m a k e b i o g r a p h y i n t o f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y , 
h o w e v e r , o n e has to a d d the p o l i t i c a l c o m m i t 
m e n t of f e m i n i s t s c h o l a r s h i p . 1 7 T h e s c h o l a r s h i p 
has to serve a p u r p o s e , h o w e v e r scary s u c h a 



n o t i o n m a y be to t r a d i t i o n a l in te l l ec tua l s . T h e 
p u r p o s e m a y be as s i m p l e as u n c o v e r i n g a past 
that has been d e n i e d w o m e n (on the u n s p o k e n 
a s s u m p t i o n that les gens heureux n'ont pas de 
passe) o r it m a y be as c o m p l e x as e x p o s i n g the 
pat terns of p a t r i a r c h a l society i n order to be ab le 
to c h a n g e t h e m . It i n v o l v e s m o r e t h a n d o c u 
m e n t i n g the l i m i t a t i o n s that have been i m p o s e d 
o n w o m e n ' s l ives a n d i t i n v o l v e s m o r e t h a n 
c h r o n i c l i n g w o m e n ' s s truggles agains t those 
l i m i t a t i o n s a l t h o u g h a f e m i n i s t a p p r o a c h i n g 
h i s t o r y for the f irst t i m e o f ten c o n f i n e s w o m e n ' s 
h i s t o r y to that. Indeed , by s u g g e s t i n g the p u r 
poses that f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y m i g h t serve one 
c a n speci fy n o t o n l y the s c h o l a r l y a n d the p o l i t i 
c a l c o m m i t m e n t of f e m i n i s t h i s t o r i a n s but a l so 
the c o n t o u r s o f f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y itself. 

W h a t then m i g h t f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y be for? 
W h e n so m u c h o f o u r c u l t u r a l her i tage has 
stressed w o m e n ' s p a s s i v i t y , f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y 
a l l o w s us to see w o m e n as actors . W h e n that 
same c u l t u r a l her i tage declares the category 
female a n d a l l its at tr ibutes as n a t u r a l g ivens , 
f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y a l l o w s us to see t h e m as h i s 
t o r i c a l constructs . A n d w h e n so m u c h of o u r 
c u l t u r a l her i tage m a k e s the category female i n t o 
a s y m b o l o f p e r m a n e n c e , f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y 
gives us g l i m p s e s of the c h a n g i n g f o r m s of 
femaleness over t ime . M u c h of the f o r e g o i n g is of 
course charac ter i s t i c of w o m e n ' s h i s t o r y i n g e n 
e r a l . W h a t it resembles less is the c o n v e n t i o n a l 
n o t i o n of b i o g r a p h y . A G r e a t M a n d o i n g G r e a t 
Deeds m a y m e r i t a story but rarely does he 
r e q u i r e a n e x p l a n a t i o n . A w o m a n i n the same 
p o s i t i o n i m m e d i a t e l y raises the q u e s t i o n " H o w 
c o m e ? " A s w i l l be i n d i c a t e d s h o r t l y , that ques 
t i o n i n t u r n m a y d e m a n d s o m e r e t h i n k i n g of the 
very f o r m of b i o g r a p h y . H e n c e f e m i n i s t b i o 
g r a p h y m a y w e l l c h a l l e n g e l i t e rary a n d h i s t o r i 
ca l stereotypes jus t as the ( p r o b a b l y but n o t 
necessari ly) f e m a l e subject of s u c h a b i o g r a p h y 
l i k e l y c h a l l e n g e d stereotypes i n her o w n l i fe . 

W h e r e b i o g r a p h y assists f e m i n i s t s c h o l a r s h i p 
is i n the very i n d i v i d u a l i z i n g i t p e r m i t s . M a n y a 

theory o n l y makes sense as e x e m p l i f i e d i n the l i fe 
of a n i n d i v i d u a l . C o n s t r u c t i n g the past of w o m e n 
a r o u n d abstrac t ions s u c h as p r o d u c t i o n , r e p r o 
d u c t i o n , s e x u a l i t y a n d s o c i a l i z a t i o n 1 8 m a y take 
the fancy ( a n d tax the m e m o r y ) of s o c i o l o g y 
students but most p e o p l e prefer to a p p r o a c h 
s u c h issues t h r o u g h a n i n d i v i d u a l . A s a n t h r o 
p o l o g i s t R u t h Benedict r e m a r k e d : 

O n e a d v e n t u r e t h r o u g h the l i fe of one 
w o m a n w h o has been p r o f o u n d l y s t i rred 
by a great restlessness a n d y o u w i l l c o m 
p r e h e n d m o r e t h a n f r o m a l i b r a r y of theo-
r i z i n g s . 1 9 

B i o g r a p h y p r o v i d e s jus t s u c h 'adventures . ' It 
a l s o f u r n i s h e s measures by w h i c h o u r c u l t u r a l 
her i tage c a n be w e i g h e d a n d assessed. Jus t h o w 
d i d a p a r t i c u l a r w o m a n i n a g i v e n society cope 
w i t h the p a r t i c u l a r aspects of that heritage? 
W h a t choices d i d she, c o u l d she m a k e i n the face 
of society's a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t p r o p e r female 
b e h a v i o u r ? B i o g r a p h y c a n even be the l a b o r a 
tory for tes t ing cer ta in g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s a b o u t a 
g i v e n society, a g i v e n soc ia l m o v e m e n t , the p r o 
cess of soc ia l c h a n g e or even female b e h a v i o u r 
itself . D o w o m e n i n fact behave d i f ferent ly f r o m 
m e n i n p o l i t i c s ? A m e r i c a n surveys have revealed 
a " g e n d e r g a p " i n v o t i n g p a t t e r n s — m e n a n d 
w o m e n v o t i n g d i f ferent ly o n cer ta in issues. B u t 
the presence of a w o m a n as D e m o c r a t i c vice-
p r e s i d e n t i a l c a n d i d a t e i n the A m e r i c a n e lec t ions 
o f 1984 seems not to have m a d e m u c h of a d i f fe r 
ence to the R e p u b l i c a n o u t c o m e . A n o t h e r e x a m 
p l e is the suggest ion that the w o m e n ' s r ights 
m o v e m e n t i n ear ly t w e n t i e t h century Q u e b e c 
was l e d by b o u r g e o i s w o m e n aware that the i r 
p r o f e s s i o n a l status was u n d e r c u t by the presence 
of n u n s . 2 0 H o w e v e r , one w o u l d w a n t to k n o w 
m o r e a b o u t M a r i e G e r i n - L a j o i e , Sister St. A n a -
clet a n d Sister St. A n n e M a r i e w h o c o l l a b o r a t e d 
so f r u i t f u l l y i n the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of h i g h e r e d u 
c a t i o n for g i r l s i n Q u e b e c before s p r e a d i n g the 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n too far . 2 1 C e r t a i n l y it does not fit 
T h e r e s e C a s g r a i n . E v e n the f e m i n i s t s l o g a n 
itself , " t h e p e r s o n a l is p o l i t i c a l " s h o u l d be sub
ject to b i o g r a p h i c a l s c r u t i n y a n d v e r i f i c a t i o n . 



F i n a l l y , b i o g r a p h y m a y be able to cast l i g h t o n 
the status of w o m e n i n a g i v e n society. W h e n a 
p a r t i c u l a r l y f a v o u r e d w o m a n ( l i k e l y to be the 
subject of a b i o g r a p h y ) encounters f a m i l i a l , e d u 
c a t i o n a l , l e g a l , p r o f e s s i o n a l or p o l i t i c a l barriers 
i n her o w n p a t h , it c a n be f a i r l y a s s u m e d that 
these h e l d for a l l w o m e n . H e r a b i l i t y to over
c o m e , c i r c u m v e n t or even c o m e to terms w i t h 
t h e m w i l l be i n par t a f u n c t i o n of her o w n char
acter a n d c i r c u m s t a n c e b u t w i l l a l so reveal just 
w h a t is poss ib le for m o s t w o m e n . T h e n , too, jus t 
because so m u c h m o r e c a n be k n o w n a b o u t a 
w o m a n c h o s e n for a b i o g r a p h y , 2 2 she c a n per
h a p s l i g h t u p the darkness s u r r o u n d i n g other 
w o m e n a b o u t w h o m l i t t le c a n be k n o w n . Therese 
C a s g r a i n is l i k e l y to be m o r e i l l u s t r a t i v e of the 
s i t u a t i o n of w o m e n t h a n J o h n D i e f e n b a k e r 
c o u l d be of the s i t u a t i o n of m e n . 2 3 

B u t need the subject of a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y 
necessari ly be a w o m a n , let a l o n e a feminis t? 
N e e d the a u t h o r necessari ly be a f emin is t , let 
a l o n e a w o m a n ? T h e p r e c e d i n g d i s c u s s i o n as
sumes b o t h b u t I a m not sure that e i ther is essen
t i a l a n d each m a y be too l i m i t i n g . F o r i f the 
perspect ive has a n y v a l u e , it s h o u l d p e r h a p s be 
t r ied out by m o r e t h a n the h a n d f u l of p e o p l e — 
w o m e n or m e n — w i l l i n g to declare themselves 
f e m i n i s t s . Indeed, one c o u l d argue that b i o g r a 
p h i e s of m e n f r o m s u c h a perspect ive are c r u c i a l 
i n order prec ise ly to assess the w e i g h t of soc ia l 
p r e s c r i p t i o n s , a w e i g h t that f e m i n i s t s assume 
fies heavier o n w o m e n t h a n o n m e n . P e r h a p s 
then it is necessary to invest igate the very f o r m a t 
of f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y to see whether o n l y the 
a p p r o a c h rather then the a u t h o r or the subject 
need be q u a l i f i e d as f e m i n i s t . 

W h a t m i g h t a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y l o o k l ike? 
I n content a n d p e r h a p s even i n f o r m , s u c h b i o 
g r a p h y m a y w e l l be di f ferent f r o m others. T w o 
basic a s s u m p t i o n s l i k e l y g u i d e the research for 
a n d the w r i t i n g of a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y . T h e 
f irst , decept ive ly s i m p l e w h e n stated but s u r p r i s 
i n g l y l a c k i n g f r o m m o s t b i o g r a p h i e s , is that the 
sex of the subject makes a difference. T h e l i fe 

story of a g i v e n i n d i v i d u a l w o u l d necessar i ly be 
d i f fe rent h a d that p e r s o n been of the " o p p o s i t e 
s e x . " S u p p o s i n g , for e x a m p l e , that Therese C a s 
g r a i n h a d been a m a n ? She c e r t a i n l y was aware 
that her l i f e w o u l d have been di f ferent : " H a d I 
been b o r n a m a n I 'd be p r i m e m i n i s t e r of C a n a d a 
or i n j a i l " to w h i c h she l a u g h i n g l y a d d e d : 
" W h a t a c h o i c e ! " 2 4 She m e a n t to i m p l y that 
b e i n g a w o m a n h a d g i v e n her far m o r e c h o i c e , 
far m o r e variety a n d u l t i m a t e l y a m o r e interest
i n g l i fe . B u t one m a y be p e r m i t t e d to w o n d e r a n d 
a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h e r is u n d e r the o b l i g a t i o n to 
d o so. I d o u b t , h o w e v e r , that the t h o u g h t ever 
crossed the m i n d of K e n M c N a u g h t or C r a i g 
B r o w n w h e n w r i t i n g a b o u t J .S . W o o d s w o r t h o r 
R o b e r t B o r d e n . 2 5 N o r were they l i k e l y to have 
p o n d e r e d the s e c o n d a s s u m p t i o n of f e m i n i s t 
b i o g r a p h y : that i f the subject h a p p e n s to be a 
w o m a n she p r o b a b l y e n c o u n t e r e d c o n s t r a i n t s 
s i m p l y because of that fact. M a l e subjects m a y 
w e l l have s t u m b l e d u p aga ins t barriers of p o v 
erty or i d e o l o g y o r even i l l h e a l t h b u t s e l d o m are 
they b u r d e n e d w i t h spec i f i c constra ints because 
of their m a l e n e s s . 2 6 

G i v e n these t w o a s s u m p t i o n s , f e m i n i s t b i o 
g r a p h y w i l l l i k e l y have to invest igate the l i fe of 
a n i n d i v i d u a l f r o m at least three di f ferent v a n 
tage p o i n t s . T h e f irst , the vantage p o i n t of the 
l i f e cyc le , seems o b v i o u s a n d even trite w h e n 
s p e a k i n g of b i o g r a p h y for h o w else c a n o n e 
a r r a n g e the l i f e of a n i n d i v i d u a l except f r o m 
b i r t h t h r o u g h death? B u t a n awareness of gender 
m a k e s a l l the di f ference : the c h i l d h o o d , adoles
cence, w o r k exper ience , f a m i l i a l re la t ions w i l l be 
q u i t e d i s t i n c t i v e d e p e n d i n g u p o n the sex of the 
subject . A n d if, by chance , the subject h a p p e n s to 
be a f e m i n i s t as is the case w i t h Therese C a s g r a i n 
f o r e x a m p l e , a b i o g r a p h e r w a n t s to k n o w m a n y 
t h i n g s a b o u t the stages of her l i f e cycle . W h a t 
was p a r t i c u l a r a b o u t the stages that caused her to 
emerge as a f e m i n i s t ? O r d i d she, as a f e m i n i s t , 
exper ience some of these stages d i f fe rent ly f r o m 
other w o m e n ? M i g h t her f e m i n i s m i n fact have 
c h a n g e d across the stages? A n d i n l i g h t of that 



c a n o n e e x p l a i n the v a r y i n g reac t ions to her 
d u r i n g her l i f e t ime? 

T h e s e c o n d vantage p o i n t f o r f e m i n i s t b i o 
g r a p h y is less o b v i o u s a n d p e r h a p s m o r e a p p l i 
cable to m a l e or f emale subjects. It enta i l s inves
t i g a t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s , s o m e t h i n g that seems 
p e c u l i a r l y charac ter i s t i c of w o m e n b u t need n o t 
be l i m i t e d to t h e m w h e n used as a means of analyz
i n g a g i v e n i n d i v i d u a l . It jus t m a y be p o s s i b l e to 
d i s c e r n a h i s t o r i c a l character m o r e c lear ly by 
l o o k i n g s p e c i f i c a l l y at the r e l a t i o n s h i p s of that 
character , be they f a m i l i a l , f r i e n d l y o r p o l i t i c a l 
w i t h males , females , parents or c h i l d r e n . R e l a 
t i o n s h i p s m a y even def ine a p e r s o n (one is one 's 
c o n n e c t i o n s ) w h i l e at t i tudes to v a r i o u s r e l a t i o n 
s h i p s w i l l c e r t a i n l y d i s t i n g u i s h that p e r s o n . 
C h a n g e s i n r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i l l t h e n n o t o n l y 
reveal character as i t is affected by the c h a n g e but 
a l s o alter c i r c u m s t a n c e , l i m i t i n g o r e n h a n c i n g 
w h a t a n i n d i v i d u a l c a n d o . M a r r i a g e , for e x a m 
p l e , a l l o w e d T h e r e s e C a s g r a i n to engage i n 
s o c i a l w o r k o n a n u n p a i d a n d u n p r o f e s s i o n a l 
basis : the i n c o m e a n d p o s i t i o n of her h u s b a n d 
freed her f r o m the t r a i n i n g a n d p r o f e s s i o n a l 
exper ience that other y o u n g w o m e n were a c q u i r 
i n g i n the 1920s. T h a t same m a r r i a g e lent great 
c r e d i b i l i t y to her w o r k for w o m e n ' s r i g h t s : Pre 
m i e r T a s c h e r e a u m i g h t refuse her a n n u a l request 
for votes for Q u e b e c w o m e n b u t he c o u l d not 
refuse to see her , the w i f e of a p r o m i n e n t L i b e r a l 
M . P . L a t e r , the e n d of the m a r r i a g e a l l o w e d 
C a s g r a i n to l e a p i n t o act ive p o l i t i c s : as a w i d o w 
d u r i n g the 1950s, she was the first w o m a n to lead 
a p o l i c i t a l p a r t y i n C a n a d a (the C C F n o less!). 
A n o t h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p , that of m o t h e r h o o d , s h o u l d 
a l l o w a b i o g r a p h e r to p r o b e f u r t h e r s t i l l . W h a t 
l i m i t a t i o n s , w h a t p o s s i b i l i t i e s exist for a n i n d i 
v i d u a l w i t h c h i l d r e n ? B o t h T h e r e s e C a s g r a i n 
a n d N e l l i e M c C l u n g , to a d d a n o t h e r e x a m p l e , 
used the i r i m p e c c a b l e credent ia ls as m o t h e r s to 
g a i n entry i n t o terra in very hos t i l e to w o m e n ' s 
r i g h t s . 2 7 S o m e of C a s g r a i n ' s c h i l d r e n , however , 
were d e c i d e d l y uneasy a b o u t the i r m o t h e r ' s C C F 
act iv i t ies a n d that m a y w e l l have m a d e a di f fer
ence to her b e h a v i o u r . 2 8 

T h e t h i r d vantage p o i n t for f e m i n i s t b i o 
g r a p h y is l i k e l y to be a sens i t iv i ty to a n e x p l o r a 
t i o n of n o r m s , s o c i a l c o n v e n t i o n s a n d roles. 
O n c e a g a i n the f e m i n i s t a s s u m p t i o n that these 
c o n v e n t i o n s w e i g h m o r e h e a v i l y o n w o m e n 
c o u l d c o m e u n d e r s c r u t i n y . I n v e s t i g a t i n g m e n as 
w e l l as w o m e n f r o m s u c h a vantage p o i n t m i g h t 
p r o v e most e n l i g h t e n i n g . A b i o g r a p h e r c o u l d 
b e g i n by w o n d e r i n g jus t w h a t a g i v e n society, be 
it f a m i l y , class o r n a t i o n , expects of a p a r t i c u l a r 
i n d i v i d u a l . F r o m there the b i o g r a p h y c o u l d 
s c r u t i n i z e the r e a c t i o n of the i n d i v i d u a l to those 
expec ta t ions . A r e they absorbed, rejected, a c c o m 
m o d a t e d , c i r c u m v e n t e d or changed? M i g h t a n 
i n d i v i d u a l even der ive s t rength f r o m t h e m or 
p e r h a p s m a k e use of t h e m for spec i f i c purposes? 
A y o u n g w o m a n of Therese C a s g r a i n ' s back
g r o u n d , status, e d u c a t i o n , w e a l t h a n d m a r i t a l 
expec ta t ions had, for e x a m p l e , to be c h a r m i n g . 
She was a n d that c h a r m o p e n e d m a n y a p o l i t i c a l 
d o o r , d i s a r m e d m a n y a c h a u v i n i s t , attracted 
m a n y a s u p p o r t e r a n d b r o u g h t m a n y a s o c i a l 
issue to the fore. H o w d i d others cope w i t h the 
expec ta t ions that s u r r o u n d e d them? T h e c o p i n g 
reveals character ; f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y , by t r a c i n g 
that c o p i n g across i n d i v i d u a l l i fe cycles a n d 
t h r o u g h m y r i a d r e l a t i o n s h i p s , m a y have some of 
the answers. 

I n t e r t w i n e d a m o n g these three vantage p o i n t s 
are t w o other poss ib le characterist ics of f e m i n i s t 
b i o g r a p h y . O n e m i g h t requi re , for e x a m p l e , that 
s u c h a b i o g r a p h y h u n t for a n d d o c u m e n t a n 
i n d i v i d u a l ' s s t r u g g l e for a u t o n o m y . T h e d i f f i 
c u l t y w i t h s u c h a r e q u i r e m e n t is that it m a y be 
p l a c i n g a f e m i n i s t n o r m of the 1980s u p o n q u i t e 
di f ferent p e o p l e i n a n ent i re ly di f ferent era. It 
m a y even be i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h the i n v e s t i g a t i o n 
of r e l a t i o n s h i p s : is one i n fact a u t o n o m o u s 
w i t h i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p ? T h e n too, a u t o n o m y 
itself may have a var ie ty of m e a n i n g s , some of 
t h e m perhaps d e p e n d i n g o n w h e t h e r one is m a l e 
or female . B u t a f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y m i g h t be 
d e m a n d i n g even m o r e . C o u l d it l e g i t i m a t e l y 
r e q u i r e of its subject a c o m m i t m e n t to b r i n g 
a b o u t change i n society? W i t h c h a n g e d e f i n e d 



s u f f i c i e n t l y b r o a d l y , one c o u l d perhaps e n c o m 
pass a l l subjects of b i o g r a p h i e s i n any case; the 
f e m i n i s t q u a l i f i e r c o u l d then be r e d u n d a n t . O r 
s u c h a r e q u i r e m e n t m a y be c o n f u s i n g one of the 
p u r p o s e s of f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y w i t h its a c t u a l 
f o r m a t . 

F o r m a t , of course , is m o r e t h a n jus t content . 
T h e f o r m itself , the s tructure , the shape of a 
f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y m a y have to be as dif ferent 
f r o m c o n v e n t i o n a l b i o g r a p h y as are its p u r p o s e 
a n d content . Style m a y be a p o l i t i c a l as w e l l as a 
l i terary d e v i c e . 2 9 H o w does one fit a w o m a n ' s l i fe 
to the p a t t e r n of c h r o n o l o g i c a l , l i n e a r d e v e l o p 
m e n t so c o m m o n i n b i o g r a p h i e s of m e n : he 
developed, h e a c h i e v e d , hedecl ined? M o s t w o m e n 
d o not have such a s i n g l e d i r e c t i o n to their l ives; 
u s u a l l y i f they become subjects of b i o g r a p h i e s at 
a l l they have been i n v o l v e d i n h u n d r e d s of 
t h i n g s at the same t i m e . O n c e a g a i n , Therese 
C a s g r a i n is a n i l l u s t r a t i o n w e a v i n g p o l i t i c a l , 
f e m i n i s t , c h a r i t a b l e , p a t r i o t i c a n d pac i f i s t a c t i v i 
ties i n a n d o u t of her f a m i l y a n d soc ia l respons i 
b i l i t i e s w i t h a s le ight of h a n d that leaves most 
observers g a s p i n g (and some cri t ics , mesmer ized 
by the m a l e career pa t te rn , h i n t i n g at f l i g h t i -
ness). Is there some w a y of c o n v e y i n g that m u l t i -
faceted ac t iv i ty i n the style itself of the b i o g r a p h y 
a n d hence of r e v e a l i n g the i n d i v i d u a l a l l the 
more? 

O r s h o u l d a n al tered f o r m a c c o m p a n y a focus 
o n e x p l a n a t i o n rather t h a n o n a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s ? 
S t a n d a r d b i o g r a p h i e s of m e n stress the latter; 
f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h i e s o f m e n or w o m e n m i g h t 
have to stress the f o r m e r . S t ructure a n d style m a y 
have to be d i f ferent i n order to a c c o m m o d a t e 
that. E v e n t h o u g h , for e x a m p l e , P ierre T r u d e a u 
a n d Therese C a s g r a i n were both p o l i t i c i a n s , a 
b i o g r a p h e r w o u l d l i k e l y a p p r o a c h t h e m di f fer 
e n t l y . H e has a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s w h i c h c a n be 
n o t e d a n d assessed; h i s act ivi t ies are cons idered 
n o r m a l , n o matter h o w e x c e p t i o n a l a n i n d i v i d 
u a l he m a y be. H e r ach ievements need rather to 
be e x p l a i n e d ; h o w d i d a n i n d i v i d u a l w i t h her 
p r i v i l e g e d b a c k g r o u n d c o m e to p l a y such a p r o m 

i n e n t ro le as g a d f l y i n a society u n u s e d to p u b l i c 
w o m e n ? H e r act ivi t ies are a b n o r m a l , n o matter 
h o w c o n v e n t i o n a l a n i n d i v i d u a l she m a y be. A n 
a b n o r m a l f o r m m a y therefore be r e q u i r e d to c o n 
t a i n her. 

W h a t that f o r m w i l l l o o k l i k e has u n d o u b t 
e d l y to a w a i t the s t r u c t u r i n g of f e m i n i s t b i o g r a 
p h i e s i n C a n a d a . L i k e l y the f o r m w i l l f it the 
p u r p o s e ; a u t h o r s m a y e x p e r i m e n t w i t h f o r m s of 
f i l m o r of f i c t i o n i n order to b r i n g subjects closer 
to a larger audience . O r the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
a u t h o r a n d subject m a y become of m o r e interest 
t h a n that between a u t h o r a n d a u d i e n c e or sub
ject a n d a u d i e n c e . 3 0 I n that case o n e m i g h t fore
see a b i o g r a p h y / a u t o b i o g r a p h y i n the f o r m of a 
d i a l o g u e between subject a n d a u t h o r . 

W h e t h e r it be i n f o r m , c o n t e n t or p u r p o s e , 
therefore, f e m i n i s t b i o g r a p h y appears to offer 
s o m e t h i n g a l i t t l e d i f ferent to readers a n d p r a c t i 
t ioners a l i k e , w h e t h e r they be f e m i n i s t s or not . 
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Blown, "Biography in Canadian History," Presidential address 
to the Canadian Historical Association, June 1980. C H A His
torical Papers Communications historiques 1980, pp. 1-8 
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