























uninformed biographers and dramatists. If qualified
historians and nursing professionals do not enter the
arena of Nightingale biography, the field will be left to
the popularizers and the hacks. A 1978 work of fiction,
The Private Life of Florence Nightingale, posed the sup-
position that Florence Nightingale, an efficient,
energetic health care reformer, happened to be a les-
bian — again revealing an inability to accept Florence as
simply a strong-minded but otherwise normal woman
[73].

The recent and highly pretentious “‘biography’’ of
Miss Nightingale, F.B. Smith's Florence Nightingale:
Reputation and Power, is most disturbing in its indict-
ment of the heroine’s character [74]. From the initial
sentence, “‘Florence Nightingale's first chance to
deploy her talent for manipulation came in August

1853," to the concluding paragraph, “The mystery of

that divided self which had impelled her to fight, to
cheat, to bully, to boast and to save lives,” the reader is
led through a polished exercise in character assassina-
tion with highly sexist overtones. By cleverly quoting
extracts from selected Nightingale letters and failing to
erect a framework within which to evaluate Miss Night-
ingale’s nursing career, including such organizational
factors as her feasible power base and limited work en-
vironment, along with her personal behavior con-
straints, such as female Victorian sex roles, expecta-
tions, and lifestyles, this “"biography’’ offers a portrait of
nursing’s founder as a "boastful,” “lying,” "‘cheating,"””
and “‘egotistic’’ woman. In short, “Miss Nightingale
served the cause of nursing less than it served her' (p.
178). All the qualities of leadership that would be
praised in a male as examples of effective management
are rendered highly negative when applied to Miss
Nightingale’s behavior. What is more, Smith apparently
decided that he could evaluate Miss Nightingale without
reference to recent scholarship in the history of nursing,
women'’s history, or the history of medicine. Thus, this
biography is full of errors of fact, for example, Notes on
Nursing was "wholly directed to home, not hospital,
nursing” (it was used as a text in early nurse training
schools), “the practice of nursing was never among
Miss Nightingale's prime concerns” (she corresponded
extensively on this subject and planned the “’Nightin-
gale ward" to facilitate nursing practice), and “she
preferred patronage and survelliance of nurses’ lives to
guiding their professional work” (strict standards for
nurses were an essential component of Miss Nightin-
gale’s concept of the sanitary movement in health care
and she viewed nurses as soldiers in battle with com-
municable disease). Perhaps the most that can be said
of F.B. Smith's effort is that by constituting the ultimate
insult to Florence Nightingale, it serves as a rallying
point for leaders in nursing to mobilize to encourage a
more equitable modern account of the profession’s
founder.

The nursing profession has a vested interest in pre-
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serving Florence Nightingale's reputation and in pro-
moting the positive association evoked by her name. If
much of the Nightingale legend — the emphasis on self-
sacrifice, discipline, and obedience —no longer appeals
to nursing leaders, Nightingale’'s life remains a fertile
field for the discovery and examination of the powerful
scientific and creative forces that helped to shape the
modern nursing profession. Florence Nightingale re-
mains a strong role model for professional nurses, as
well as for the female population in general; her value
and fame ought to be used for the advancement of the
profession and not shelved as out-of-date.
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