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Breaking the Pattern: A Toolkit 
for Interrupting Erasure 

“The pattern doesn’t end with history. It repeats in every meeting, every classroom, 
every laboratory, every editorial decision being made right now.” 

You’ve seen the pattern continue across centuries. Eve blamed for knowledge. 
Pandora blamed for curiosity. Medusa blamed for being raped. Diotima erased from 
philosophy. Hypatia murdered for teaching. Trotula’s medical knowledge stolen. 
Midwives burned as witches. Margaret Knight’s patents claimed by men. Rosalind 
Franklin’s data appropriated. Katherine Johnson’s calculations credited elsewhere. 

The pattern is ancient. The pattern is elegant. The pattern is everywhere. 

And now that you’ve seen it in history, you cannot unsee it in the present. 

This is not a comfortable gift. Once you recognize the pattern, you will see it 
constantly—in your workplace, your classroom, your newsfeed, your family dinner 
table. You will notice the passive voice that erases women’s agency. The “she helped 
him” that diminishes authorship. The “anonymous” that hides her name. The photo 
caption that lists Dr. Smith and “his assistant” who also has a doctorate. 

The question is not whether you’ll see it; the question is what you’ll do when it 
appears. 

Recognizing the Pattern in Real Time 

The erasure of women’s intellectual contributions follows predictable linguistic 
patterns. Learn to recognize these red flags: 

Language that minimizes: 

• “She helped him develop…” (when she co-developed or developed it alone) 

• “Working under Professor [Male Name]…” (when the work was collaborative) 

• “She contributed to…” (when men’s equivalent work is described as 
“pioneered” or “discovered”) 

• “The wife/daughter/sister of…” (when her own credentials and work are her 
identity) 
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Passive constructions that hide agency: 

• “The discovery was made…” (by whom? Was it a woman?) 

• “The technique was developed…” (who developed it?) 

• “It was observed that…” (who observed? Check the lab notes) 

Attribution patterns: 

• Men described by their work; women described by their relationships 

• Men’s solo achievements highlighted; women’s framed as collaborative even 
when they led 

• Senior male researcher credited for lab work done by junior female 
researchers 

• “Anonymous” or “Unknown” in fields or time periods when women worked 
but couldn’t sign their names 

The possessive erasure: 

• “Einstein’s wife helped with the math” (Mileva Marić was a physicist) 

• “His assistant discovered…” (why is she defined by him if she discovered it?) 

• “The team he led…” (who else was on that team? Were they really following 
his lead?) 

Temporal red flags: 

• Pre-1960s “Anonymous” or “Unknown” in traditionally feminine fields (textile 
arts, nursing, midwifery, early computing, botanical illustration) 

• Women credited in acknowledgments but not as coauthors 

• Women listed last in author order regardless of contribution 

• Women’s names disappearing between draft and publication 

Ask yourself: If this person were a man, would we be describing their contribution 
differently? 

If the answer is yes, you’ve found the pattern. 

What to Do When You See It: Concrete Interventions 



 The Blame: Breaking the Pattern – Resource © Sara Madden and Velvet Pumpkin Books 
 

In Meetings and Workplaces, when someone’s idea is repeated and attributed to 
someone else: 

“That’s the idea Annie raised five minutes ago. Annie, do you want to develop that 
further?” 

Don’t wait until after the meeting. Don’t send a private email later saying you 
noticed. Interrupt the theft in real time. The meeting minutes will record who 
spoke when you intervene; they won’t if you stay silent. 

When taking meeting notes: 

Explicitly attribute ideas: “Annie proposed X. John agreed and added Y.” Not “It was 
suggested that X” or “The team decided Y.” 

Your notes create the historical record. Make women visible in it. 

When someone talks over a woman or interrupts her: 

“I’d like to hear the rest of Annie’s point.” 

Then look at Annie, not the interrupter. Create space for her to continue. 

When credit is being assigned for a project: 

Ask explicitly: “Who else worked on this? Let’s make sure everyone’s contribution is 
documented.” 

Push back on “team effort” language when it’s being used to obscure who actually 
did the work. 

In Academic Settings 

When you’re writing or reviewing papers: 

Audit your citations. Are you citing women’s work directly, or are you citing men 
who cite women? Go to the original source. Credit the original thinker. 

Check your language. Did you write “Smith discovered” but “Jones contributed to”? 
If Jones is a woman and Smith is a man, reconsider your verb choices. 

When you see a paper that says “Dr. X and his team”: 

Look up the team members. Do they have PhDs? Publications? Then they’re not “his 
team”—they’re colleagues. Use their names. 
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When reviewing papers, dissertations, or grant applications: 

Flag passive voice that hides women’s agency. Request specific attribution. Ask: 
“Who conducted these experiments? Who developed this methodology? Who 
analyzed this data?” 

When teaching: 

Tell students to ask: “Who else was in that laboratory? Who else contributed to this 
discovery? Whose name might be missing from this history?” 

Assign them to research the “assistants” and “wives” of famous scientists. Have 
them rewrite Wikipedia entries that minimize women’s contributions. 

In Publishing and Media 

When editing or reviewing content: 

Question every “Anonymous” or “Unknown.” Research the context. Was this a time 
or place in which women couldn’t sign their work? Could the creator have been a 
woman? 

Challenge photo captions. “Dr. Martinez and his assistant” should be “Dr. Martinez 
and Dr. Chen” if Dr. Chen has a doctorate. 

Watch for the pattern where men are identified by their work and women by their 
relationships. “Physicist Albert Einstein and his wife Mileva” should be “physicists 
Albert Einstein and Mileva Marić.” 

When you control publication decisions: 

Insist on full names and credentials for all contributors, not just the principal 
investigator. 

Push back on “et al.” when it hides women’s contributions. 

Create space for women to tell their own stories rather than being subjects in men’s 
biographies. 

In Family Settings 

Fathers, brothers, sons, husbands: 

How you respond to intellectual work matters more than you know. 
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When your daughter solves a complex problem, don’t say “you worked so hard”—say 
“that’s brilliant thinking.” Hard work is admirable, but intelligence is the trait that 
history erases from women. 

When your wife/partner publishes or creates something, use her name when you 
tell others about it. Not “my wife did something cool,” but “Emily published a paper 
on X.” 

When your sister presents her research, ask substantive questions about her 
methodology and findings, not just “how long did that take?” 

Notice the stories you tell at dinner. Are sons’ achievements described as “smart” 
while daughters “worked so hard”? The language you use teaches children whose 
intelligence is inherent and whose requires explanation. 

Mothers, sisters, daughters: 

Interrupt the pattern in yourself. Do you minimize your own work? Do you say “it’s 
nothing” when someone asks about your research? 

Claim your work aloud. Practice saying “I developed” instead of “we developed” 
when it was your work. Practice saying “I discovered” not “I found.” 

Support other women’s work. Cite women scholars. Recommend women for 
opportunities. Stop the internal voice that says another woman is competition 
rather a contributor to collective knowledge. 

Everyone: 

When you see a statue, a building name, a historical marker, pause and research: 
“Who else was involved? Whose name is missing?” 

Teach children to ask that question every time they encounter a “great man” 
narrative. 

In Everyday Life 

When reading articles, watching documentaries, visiting museums: 

Notice who gets named. Notice who is “Anonymous” or described by their 
relationship to a man. 

Research the women—they’re almost always in the archives, the footnotes, the 
acknowledgments. 
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When you encounter “the wife of” or “working with”: 

Stop. Look up her actual work. What were her credentials? Her publications? Her 
innovations? 

Add her to Wikipedia if she’s missing. Correct entries that minimize her 
contributions. Include citations. 

When you see a biopic that centers a man: 

Research the women written out of the story. They exist; Hollywood just decided 
they weren’t interesting enough. 

Talk about their erasure. Make it visible. 

When you hear “lone genius” narratives: 

Be skeptical. Genius is almost always collaborative. Ask who else was in the lab, the 
studio, the workshop, the writing room. 

Then name them. Say their names aloud. 

Specific Scripts and Tools 

Email Templates 

To an editor who has minimized a woman’s contribution: 

“I noticed that Dr. [Name]’s work on [topic] is described as ‘contributing to’ 
Professor [Name]’s research. Based on the published papers, she was the lead 
researcher on [specific aspect]. Could we revise to reflect her primary role in this 
discovery?” 

To a colleague who took credit for a woman’s idea: 

“In today’s meeting, I noticed that [Idea X] was first proposed by [Woman’s Name] at 
[time]. When you presented it later, it wasn’t attributed to her. I want to make sure 
the record is clear on whose idea this was.” 

To a museum or institution with erasure in their exhibits: 

“I recently visited your exhibit on [topic] and noticed that [Woman’s Name] is 
described as [Man’s Name]’s assistant. According to [source], she was actually [her 
actual role/credentials]. Could you consider updating the exhibit language to 
reflect her independent contributions?” 
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Citation Practices 

Add women to your bibliographies even when men are citing their work. Go to the 
original source. 

When you use someone’s idea, cite them by name—not “it has been suggested” or 
“research shows.” 

If you notice that you’re citing mostly men, stop and search specifically for women’s 
work in your field. It exists. You just have to look. 

Wikipedia Editing 

Create accounts. Add missing women. Correct entries that minimize their work. 

Include proper citations from reliable sources, and connect their work to broader 
fields so they show up in searches. 

If male editors revert your changes, persist. Cite policy. Bring receipts. 

Professional Recommendations 

Nominate women for awards, grants, speaking opportunities, editorial boards. 

When asked “who’s the expert on X?”, name women first, even if a man comes to 
mind faster. Push through the mental pattern that equates expertise with 
masculinity. 

When organizing conferences or panels, commit to representation before you’ve 
finalized any names. “Diverse” cannot be an afterthought—it has to be structural. 

Mentorship 

If you’re in a position to mentor, advocate for women’s work in rooms where they’re 
not present. 

Teach younger women to claim their work loudly. Model that behavior. 

When women in your field face erasure or credit theft, intervene publicly. Your 
voice carries more weight if you’re established. Use that weight. 

Teaching Pattern Recognition to the Next Generation 

Children learn what we model. If you correct erasure in real time, they learn that 
intellectual theft is unacceptable; if you stay silent, they learn that it’s normal. 
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When reading history books with children: 

Ask aloud: “I wonder who else worked on this? Let’s look up who was in the 
laboratory with him.” 

Research together. Show them that the “great man” story is usually incomplete. 

When daughters show you their work: 

Respond to the intellectual content, not just the effort. “This is smart” matters more 
than “you tried so hard.” 

Ask substantive questions about their thinking process, and treat their ideas as 
serious contributions. 

When sons benefit from someone else’s idea: 

Teach them to attribute. “That was Maria’s idea—Maria, do you want to explain it?” 

Model giving credit loudly and consistently. 

When anyone encounters gender-based dismissal: 

Name it. “I noticed that when you spoke, no one responded, but when James said 
the same thing five minutes later, everyone agreed. That’s a pattern we need to 
interrupt.” 

Make the invisible visible. 

The Ultimate Test 

In any situation where you’re uncertain whether erasure is happening, apply this 
test: 

If this person were a man, would we be describing their contribution differently? 

Would we call a male researcher “brilliant” but a female researcher “hardworking”? 

Would we name a male author but use “anonymous” for a female one? 

Would we describe a male scientist as “pioneering” but a female scientist as 
“contributing to”? 

Would we identify a man by his relationship to a woman? (“The husband of the 
famous physicist…”) 
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If the answer is yes, you’ve found the pattern. 

Now you know what to fix. 

Why This Matters: The Daughters Not Yet Born 

You’ve seen what was done to Eve, Pandora, Medusa, Diotima, Hypatia, Trotula, 
Hildegard, Margaret, Rosalind, Katherine, and countless others whose names we’ll 
never know because the erasure was too complete. 

Every time we fail to interrupt the pattern in the present, we’re writing that same 
story forward into the future. There is a girl alive today who will cure a disease, 
solve an equation, write a symphony, discover a planet. She will do this work 
brilliantly. She will do it with her own mind, her own hands, her own genius. 

And someone will try to erase her. 

They will minimize her contribution. They will attribute her work to a male 
colleague. They will say she “helped” when she led. They will call her “Anonymous” 
in the histories written fifty years later. They will say her mentor really did the 
work. They will photograph her in the laboratory and caption it “Dr. [Male Name] 
and his assistant.” 

Unless we interrupt the pattern and follow the path the women of the Rose Line left 
us. Unless we recognize it, name it, and stop it in real time. Unless we insist that her 
name be recorded, her contribution be credited, her authorship be acknowledged. 

Unless we teach her to claim her work aloud and teach the world to receive that 
claim as legitimate. 

The history you’ve just read doesn’t have to be the future we write. 

But that requires something from you. 

It requires that you see the pattern. That you name it when you see it. That you 
interrupt it when it’s happening. That you teach others to recognize it. That you 
refuse to participate in it. That you make the women in your life—and the women 
you’ll never meet—visible in the historical record that’s being written right now, 
today, in meeting notes and photo captions and citations and credits. 

The pattern is ancient, but you are alive now. 

And you get to decide whether it continues. 
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The daughters not yet born are counting on you to break it. 

“She was here. She did this work. She thought these thoughts. She made this discovery. 
Write her name in the record so that fifty years from now, someone doesn’t have to 
excavate her from the footnotes. Give her the future that the women in this book were 
denied.” 

Additional Resources for Continuing This Work 

For researchers recovering hidden histories: 

• Local historical societies often have uncatalogued materials in attics and 
basements 

• Church records, particularly baptismal and marriage records, can reveal 
women’s literacy and education 

• Patent office records list women who filed under their own names or 
husbands’ names 

• University archives often contain correspondence that contains women’s 
intellectual contributions 

• Manuscript collections in libraries worldwide need scholars to identify 
anonymous works 

For those tracking contemporary erasure: 

• Create documentation practices in your workplace that explicitly attribute 
ideas 

• Take photographs at conferences and labs that show women’s full names and 
credentials 

• Maintain your own records of who contributed what to collaborative projects 

• Save emails, notes, and drafts that show intellectual development and 
authorship 

For educators: 

• Integrate primary source analysis that teaches students to look for hidden 
contributors 
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• Assign research projects that recover women’s stories from historical 
archives 

• Teach citation practices that go to original sources rather than secondary 
summaries 

• Create classroom environments where attribution is explicit and constant 

For writers and creators: 

• When you tell a historical story, research exhaustively for the women written 
out 

• Include them even when it complicates the narrative 

• Cite your sources so others can build on your research 

• Create works that center women’s perspectives rather than treating them as 
supporting characters 

The work of recovery continues. The work of interruption continues. The work of 
making women visible continues. 

You are now part of that work. 

Make them see her. Say her name. Write it in the record. Break the pattern. 

 


