
The Wandering Womb: 
The Odd History of Women’s Health 

Introduction 
In the long and creative history of medicine, few ideas were as odd—or as influential—
as the belief in the “wandering womb.” According to this theory, a woman’s womb 
was not politely fixed in place as it is in modern anatomy books. Instead, it was 
thought to be a restless traveler, wandering around the body like a lost tourist. 
Wherever it went, trouble followed. 

Doctors in Ancient Greece claimed that a wandering womb could press on a woman’s 
heart, causing anxiety, or squeeze her lungs, making her short of breath. If the womb 
climbed up toward the head, the result was hysteria: tears, laughter, fainting, and 
general “misbehavior.” Almost every puzzling illness in women’s health was explained 
by this roaming organ. 

Cause and Cure 
The supposed cause of this strange migration was simple: women were too 
emotional, too empty, or too unmarried. Without a steady supply of marital relations 
and pregnancies, the womb became bored and went sightseeing inside the body. 

For cures, doctors suggested treatments that sound more like magic than science. 
Sweet perfumes were held near a woman’s nose to draw the womb upward, while 
foul smells were placed below to drive it back down. Marriage and childbearing were 
also advertised as excellent “treatments.” 

The Word Hysteria 
The very word hysteria comes from the Greek word hystera, which means “womb.” For 
centuries, hysteria was believed to be an illness of the uterus itself. To doctors in 
ancient and early modern times, hysteria meant almost any strange or hard-to-explain 
problem in women: fainting, nervousness, laughing or crying without reason, even 
refusing to obey. Because the womb was blamed, hysteria was seen as a women-only 
condition. 

Today, the meaning has shifted. In modern English, hysteria usually means extreme, 
uncontrollable emotion or excitement, and it can describe both men and women. For 
example, we might say “the crowd was in hysteria” during a concert. Still, the old 
history of the word reminds us how long women’s health and emotions were linked to 
their wombs. 
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From Lovesickness to Hysteria 
This belief made women into mysteries to be solved, or patients to be cured. A 
lovesick girl, a nervous wife, or a fainting lady could all be read as suffering from a 
womb that refused to stay put. Men often became the “experts,” armed with cures and 
diagnoses. But it is also true that many women themselves accepted these 
explanations. They did not see themselves as dupes, and doctors were not simply 
villains. Both men and women were caught in the same system of thought, one that 
reflected the limits of medical knowledge at the time. 

These old ideas echo in later works like Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow 
Wallpaper," where the narrator’s mind and body are controlled by her husband in the 
name of medical authority. Even here, sickness is explained as part of a mysterious 
female nature. 

Looking Back 
The wandering womb theory may sound comic today. A uterus with a taste for 
adventure! A medical diagnosis based on whether a woman laughed too much! But 
for centuries it offered an explanation for lovesickness, fainting, and nervous fits. It 
helped create an image of women as delicate and in need of guidance. 

In truth, the womb never wandered, but the imagination of both doctors and patients 
certainly did—straight into superstition, guesswork, and centuries of curious medicine. 
The real cure was never incense or marriage, but understanding, respect, and a little 
common sense. 

⸻ 
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The Wandering Womb: Glossary 
ancient – very old; from long ago. They studied ancient Greek culture. 

armed – carrying or provided with something. He went into the debate armed with facts. 

blamed – said that someone or something caused a problem. He blamed the weather for his lateness. 

climbed up – went higher. The boy climbed up the tree. 

comical – funny in a silly way. The play was full of comical mistakes. 

commonsense – good practical judgment. Use your commonsense when crossing the street. 

curious – eager to know or learn something. The curious child asked many questions. 

cures – treatments that make someone healthy again. The doctor looked for cures for the disease. 

delicate – easily damaged or fragile. The flower is delicate and breaks easily. 

diagnoses – judgments about what illness someone has. The doctor made three different diagnoses 
before choosing the right one. 

drive down – to push toward a lower position. The workers tried to drive down the heavy box into the 
cellar. 

dupes – people who are easily tricked. The tourists were dupes of a fake tour guide. 

emotional – full of strong feelings. She became very emotional during the movie. 

empty – having nothing inside. The glass was empty after he drank the water. 

fainting – suddenly becoming unconscious. The heat caused fainting at the festival. 

foul – very bad, dirty, or unpleasant. The garbage gave off a foul smell. 

fragile – easily broken or weak. That was an odd question to ask in class. 

fixed – not moving; staying in one place. The picture was fixed to the wall. 

guidance – help or advice. The coach gave guidance to the players. 

guesswork – trying to find an answer without enough information. Without the map, it was all 
guesswork. 
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hysteria – extreme and uncontrolled emotion. The fans screamed in hysteria at the concert. 

incense – a substance that gives off a sweet smell when burned. The church was filled with incense. 

lovesick – unhappy or weak because of love. The lovesick boy wrote poems to his girlfriend. 

marital relations – sexual relationship between husband and wife. In the past, doctors often linked 
health to marital relations. 

migration – movement from one place to another. Bird migration happens every winter. 

misbehavior – bad or improper behavior. The teacher punished the student for misbehavior. 

nervous fits – sudden bursts of anxious or shaky behavior. The child had nervous fits before the exam. 

odd – strange or unusual. That was an odd question to ask in class. 

organ – a part of the body with a special job. The heart is an important organ. 

press on – to push against something. Her shoes pressed on her toes. 

puzzling – difficult to understand. The directions were puzzling to everyone. 

restless – unable to stay still. The children were restless before the trip. 

roaming – moving around freely. We spent the day roaming the city streets. 

short of breath – finding it hard to breathe. After running, she felt short of breath. 

sightseeing – visiting places of interest for pleasure. We went sightseeing in Paris. 

solved – found an answer to a problem. She solved the difficult puzzle. 

squeeze – to press tightly. He squeezed the sponge to get the water out. 

steady – constant, regular, or stable. He spoke in a steady voice. 

theory – an idea that tries to explain something. The scientist had a theory about the stars. 

villains – bad or evil people in stories. The movie had two villains who fought the hero. 

wandering – moving around without a clear direction. We saw a wandering dog in the street. 

womb – the part of a woman’s body where a baby grows. The baby developed inside the mother’s 
womb. 

© ESL Graduate Studies The Wandering Womb—Worksheet Page  of 4 6



Worksheet: The Wandering Womb 

Part A – Matching (10 min) 

Match each word with its correct definition. 

Part B – Fill in the Blanks (15 min) 

Choose the correct word from the list below that best completes the sentences. 

comical, delicate, hysteria, migration, squeeze, puzzling, steady, lovesick 
1. The glass vase was so _______ that it broke in my hand. 

2. The teacher gave a _______ explanation so everyone understood. 

3. During the concert, the crowd screamed in _______. 

4. He was so _______ that he could not eat or sleep. 

5. The answer to the riddle was _______ and surprised everyone. 

6. The bird’s long _______ south happens every winter. 

7. She tried to _______ the last bit of toothpaste from the tube. 

8. The play was full of _______ mistakes that made us laugh. 

Word Definition

1 womb A losing consciousness suddenly

2 odd B advice or help

3 fainting C a sweet smell made by burning something

4 villains D cannot sit still

5 restless E trying to find an answer without enough information

6 guidance F evil people in stories

7 incense G part of a woman’s body where a baby grows

8 guesswork H a strange or unusual thing
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Part C – Choose the Correct Word (10 min) 

Circle the correct word in each sentence. 

1. After running up the hill, she felt short of breath / incense. 

2. The students were dupes / villains of a fake teacher who sold them fake books. 

3. His commonsense / hysteria told him not to walk alone at night. 

4. The restless / wandering baby could not sit still in the stroller. 

5. The story was puzzling / delicate, and nobody understood the ending. 

Part D – Small Group Art Analysis Activity (20 min) 

Your group will be assigned one of two artworks: The Lovesick Maiden by Jan Steen 
(1660-1665) or A Clinical Lesson at the Salpêtrière by André Brouillet (1887) . 
Examine the art and answer the following questions: 

1. What do you see in the artwork (people, objects, poses)? 

2. How does the woman look (weak, sick, emotional, hysterical)? Use the vocabulary 
we have studied in this unit. 

3. How do the men/doctors look? What is their role? 

4. How does this artwork show ideas about women’s weakness? 

5. In only 5 sentences, present your group’s analysis to the class. 

Part E – Connection Question (Homework) 

Answer in 3-5 sentences:  How do the idea of the wandering womb and the artwork 
you analyzed connect to “The Yellow Wallpaper” story? 

Part F – Individual Writing (Extra Credit Homework) 

Choose one of the following questions and write a paragraph about it. 

1. Do you think the wandering womb theory made women seem weak? Why or why 
not? 

2. Can you think of modern examples where women’s feelings or health are 
explained as “just hormones”?
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