


Rural women also became more interested in fur-
thering their own educations, in part to take advantage
of the new opportunities offered by the enlarged econ-
omy. In June, 1875, Helen Ely of Winona was heralded
as the first woman to graduate from a four-year pro-
gram at what is now the University of Minnesota.”

Women's rights also excited far more discussion
than in premarket days. Rather than asking for equal
jobs and equal pay, women believed that increased
power lay in the right to vote. In 1870 Governor Horace
Austin estimated that three-fifths of Minnesota's popu-
lation was of foreign birth and opposed to woman suf-
frage—they are “hostile to the measure to a man”—yet
many women worked on behalf of the cause. They also
attempted to break down gender segregation in Minne-
sota politics in other ways. One instance is that of Susie
Stageberg, long-term president of the Red Wing
WCTU, who during the 1920s ran for Minnesota secre-
tary of state on the Farmer-Labor ticket.®
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There is no doubt that the changes that took place
around the turn of the century are significant and de-
serving of further study. But they also raise an ex-
tremely important philosophic issue: how should aca-
demic and public historians interpret these alterations?
How should they present modifications to students,
readers, or visitors to museums, living history farms,
and other historical sites?™ What is the lesson to be
derived from Minnesota rural women’s history?

At the moment, many historians are divided con-
cerning the answer to these questions. They clearly dis-
agree regarding the method and purpose of historical
interpretation. One group insists that researchers ac-
cept rural women’s words as absolute truth: that is, as
reasonably accurate representations of the way they
saw things at the time, or the way they chose to remem-
ber their lives as they aged. These historians would
probably agree that we cannot know the actual past
but can only know the virtual past through written
sources, artifacts, and other bits of evidence. Because
we can only know the past through such material, re-
searchers must interpret the sources as accurately as
possible. Of course, all historians have biases, but a
researcher can recognize them and strive for a degree of
faithfulness to available source materials. If we do not
try to achieve such scholarly rigor, the argument goes,
and we let a feminist perspective, for example, take
control, then rural women’s history becomes a hand-
maiden of sorts to feminism.¥

“ Ely's graduation is reported in Winona Daily Republi-
can, June 9, 1875, clipping in Orrin Fruit Smith and Family
Papers. Another example of a woman who attended college
(Carleton) is Olsen, “Memoirs.” A few educated women went
on to become college instructors, including Matilda Jane
Wilkin of St. Anthony, who became an instructor at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, and Margaret Huntington, who be-
came the Lady Principal, or Dean of Women, at Carleton
College; see Wilkin, “Autobiographical Sketch.” 1923, and
Guttag, “Mrs. Huntington”

* Horace Austin to “My dear Madam™ [Mrs. W. C.
Dodge], Mar. 14, 1870, in Horace Austin and Family Papers.
Accounts of two suffrage workers are found in Sloan, “Remi-
niscences,” and Eugenia B. Farmer, “A Voice from the Civil
War” 1918; Susie W. Stageberg Papers and MAMC, Biogra-
phies Project, “Susie W. Stageberg of Red Wing.”

* For a discussion of interpretation in public history fa-
cilities, see Michael Wallace, “Visiting the Past: History'Mu—
seums in the United States,” in Susan P. Benson, Stephen
Briers, and Roy Rosenzweig, eds., Presenting the Past: Essays
on History and the Public (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1986), 137-161.

* Donald Ostrowski, “The Historian and the Virtual
Past” The Historian 51 (Feb., 1989): 201-220: Jeffrey B. Rus-
sell, “History and Truth” The Historian 50 (Nov., 1987):
3-13. See also Gene Wise, American Historical Explanations:
A Strategy for Grounded Inguiry (Revised ed., Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1980).



A historian holding this point of view, who at-
tempted to follow Minnesota rural women’s writings
rather closely, might conclude that, although 19th-cen-
tury women occasionally held jobs thought unaccepta-
ble, most worked at jobs that were in some way an
extension of their domestic function and focus. Despite
increasing numbers of working women, conceptions of
proper paid jobs expanded little. The idea that wom-
en’s work was supplemental to the breadwinner’s in-
come existed in the workplace as well as in the home.
Women were seen as different from men, whether they
were domestic or paid workers.” Even as they came to
dominate the profession of teaching, they were seen as
earning supplemental income and were thus routinely
paid less than men.

The danger in this approach is the possibility of
overlooking some key point, some insightful generaliza-
tion, that might bring light to our understanding of the
past. By adhering closely to women’s sources, we may
fail to implement a useful approach, such as a feminist
perspective, that could result in insights, while helping
the cause of contemporary feminism along its way.

Other historians argue for a different approach to
the source materials. This school of thought draws an-
other conclusion from the idea that we can know only

 One woman even masqueraded as a man in order to get
a more remunerative job to support her two children;
Kathryn A. O'Connell, “A Laneshoro Report of 1864, 1965,
in Julia F. R. Underhill Papers. For other recent descriptions
of gender separation, see John Mack Faragher, Sugar Creck:
Life an the Illinois Prairie (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1986); Deborah Fink, Open Country, lowa: Rural Women,
Tradition and Change (Albany: SUNY Press, 1986); Joan M.
Jensen, Loosening the Bonds: Mid-Atlantic Farm Women,
1750-1850 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986); Glenda
Riley, The Female Frontier: A Comparative Perspective of
Women of the Prairie and on the Plains (Lawrence: Univer-
sity Press of Kansas, 1988); and Carolyn E. Sachs, The Invisi-
ble Farmers: Women in Agricultural Production (Totawa,
N.].: Rowman & Allenheld, 1983).

* See Russell, “History and Truth,” 5-11. For an example
of the clashing of the “cbjective” version and a “feminist”
version of a past event in Minnesota history, see Thomas A.
Woods, “Varying Versions of the Real: Toward a Socially Re-
sponsible Public History,” Minnesota Histary 51 (Spring,
1989): 178-185.

* For the argument that gender roles were followed less
often than usually thought, see Anne B. Webb, “Forgotten
Persephones: Women Farmers on the Frontier)” Minnesota
History 50 (Winter, 1986): 134—148. See also Nancy Grey
Osterud, * ‘She Helped Me Hay It as Good as a Man': Rela-
tions among Women and Men in an Agricultural Commu-
nity,” in Carol Groneman and Mary Beth Norton, eds., “To
Toil the Livelong Day”: America’s Women at Work,
1780-1980 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 87-97.

the virtual, rather than the actual, past. Its proponents
argue that because we cannot know the literal truth
about the past, we can, indeed we must, interpret the
past in light of current issues and understandings. We
must read the past from the perspective of today’s needs
and concerns. In this view, rural women’s history is a
useful and logical handmaiden to feminism.*

Historians who accepted this approach might con-
clude that postmarket rural wives began to earn signifi-
cant amounts of money that gave them increased power
in the family; that rural women were knocking down
the psychological walls of their homes by seeking em-
ployment and forming associations; and that such
actions showed that they were chafing against their
workloads.® And, by focusing on women wha per-
formed heavy farm labor, worked at a “man’s” job, or
got involved in politics, historians can present far better
role models to women and men of the late 20th century
than by emphasizing women’s domestic side.

One danger in this approach is the possibility of
devaluing rural women’s domestic labor. If men’s work
becomes the normative standard against which we
judge the worth of women’s work, do we not demean
the historical kitchen? Although it is tempting to want
to advance the feminist cause by focusing upon evi-
dence of women breaking gender-oriented bonds, it is
important to avoid the unintended result of devaluing
women’s domestic work.

Despite the pitfalls, proponents of each side seem
absolutely convinced that their way is the only way. At
a recent conference, I heard a speaker inform his audi-
ence that if historians were not interpreting the past in
light of present issues and concerns, they were not do-
ing history. I also heard another historian express his
rage after the session was over. What I did not hear was
anyone exploring whether there might be room for
both approaches.

Clearly, it is increasingly a burning question
whether our historical past will serve a comparatively
abstract scholarship or assist a contemporary cause
such as feminism. Should scholars call it as they see it
only from the sources available to them? Or should they
enlarge our understanding of the past by applying cur-
rent perspectives? Or is there yet another choice: can
historians who espouse different approaches learn to
coexist and derive value from ecach other’s interpreta-
tions?

The illustration on page 66 is from the author’s collection: all
others are in the collections of the Minnesota Historical Soci-
ety.
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