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were made in private, after the session,
when a single individual would corner an
author. Thus, the format of the conference
did not encourage the kind of in-depth
analyses which will be crucial as historians
of women probe more deeply into the
infrastructure of patriarchal societies.
Although the general quality of the pa-
pers and commentary was high, papers and
comments presented at the same session
sometimes varied enormously both in the
breadth of topics covered and in the levels of
interpretation. Some presenters had dif-
ficulty distinguishing between a dry “show
and tell” about their recent research and a
paper which illuminated a point in light of
that research. Commentators were at a loss
to make intelligent remarks about the
papers because they knew little about
a broad range of highly specialized topics.
It was obvious that the program committee
sometimes responded to the disparate pro-
posal ideas by combining papers with a
highly tenuous common thread. The result
was something for everybody—a smorgas-
bord of delicious tidbits, but no main
course. After a while everything began to
taste the same and a little indigestion set
in. It was too much. The format came to
mirror that of other professional confer-
ences; that is, there was little time for re-
flection or for digging more deeply into a
specific topic. It might have been better to
have had fewer sessions, fewer papers, and
more time for formal analysis.

Proposals for
Future Conferences

Let me try and be more precise. Suppose
the conference were to be designed around
three different formats. The first might
vary the typical panel by combining the
paper of a more widely known historian
with that of a somewhat less experienced
researcher. Had they time in advance, they
might work together to plan their different
emphases. In this way, persons interested in
hearing a famed historian would also be
introduced to the work of an unknown
scholar, and a younger historian would
have an opportunity to work with a men-

tor. In addition, sessions would be more
tightly organized.

Another format might consist of a num-
ber of panels on key thematic areas so that
interested persons could become more in-
tensively involved. For example, suppose
the next conference highlighted two
topics—Women and the Law and the
Feminization of Culture. In addition to
the panoply of papers and sessions on
other themes, individuals knowledgeable
about these particular areas might consti-
tute a working subgroup for three days.
On the first day discussions would focus
on the current state of the research for the
benefit of people who just came to be in-
formed. In subsequent meetings the de-
marcation between presenters and audience
would dissolve as both began to analyze
particular aspects of the topic together. It
is my impression that one reason audiences
rush out of sessions or fail to become en-
gaged in discussions is that they simply do
not know the material or the range of
issues related to the topic. By having a
more intensive look at a particular area,
experts or budding experts will have a
chance to sort themselves out.

Finally, I would propose that future con-
ferences consider more methodological
workshops for historians who are research-
ing topics in isolation or who may not be
working with persons exploring new tech-
niques or approaches to women'’s history.
There should be a deliberate effort to en-
courage younger and older women scholars
fearful of using quantitative methods to
try some exercises in these techniques and
overcome their fear of numbers. Similarly,
developmental sessions in Marxist perspec-
tives, the new social history, economic
history, and methodologies for doing com-
parative history should be offered.

In making these suggestions, I realize
that I may be calling upon the planners to
exercise a more directive hand over the
proceedings than has been the case in the
past—in short, to abandon the something-
for-everybody approach. But at this stage
in the development of women’s history, we
have proven that an infinite number of
topics for research exist. Now we might
have to start making choices (at least in
our conference) about the relative im-
portance of different research agendas.

The Legacy
of Mary Beard

As 1 look back over the events I attended,
one session stands out in my mind as a good
example of a women’s history panel. Ann
Lane, the editor of a recent anthology of
Mary Beard’s writings, invited five distin-
guished women historians to comment on
Beard’s legacy. They were told either to
comment on an aspect of Beard’s work or
to offer a general critique of Beard’s con-
tributions to the study of history. Thus,
though the panel was thematically designed,
each person could react in a highly sub-
jective manner. From that session emerged
a fascinating picature not only of Beard’s life
and thoughts, but also of the eminent his-
torians gathered to commemorate her. Each
panelist, regardless of her particular per-
spective on Beard’s strengths and weak-
nesses as an historian, agreed that Beard
had been her unknown role model.

Especially crucial, however, is the fact that
Mary Beard was not perceived as a success
in her time—she never came of age. Beard
lived and worked on the margins of aca-
deme and respectability. Whether she was
trying to establish an international women’s
archive or rewrite the Encyclopedia
Britannica, Beard believed in transforming
society and culture by not making man
and the male model the measure of all
things. Interestingly, she saved much of
her severest criticism for women profes-
sionals and academics who she thought
were interested only in playing ‘“‘female
understudy” to their male mentors.

Beard’s criticisms of the historical
establishment forty years ago and her
expansive view of female culture continue
to haunt me. Her legacy is a reminder that
no matter how successful events such as
the Berks are, we must always fear that
success. It is never enough to come of age.
The real test is whether we can precipitate
anew age. O
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