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[image: image]n 1983 a researcher named David Wade Chambers developed the Draw-a-Scientist Test. It was a simple way to work out when children began developing an image of the typical scientist in their heads. Did they see them as bespectacled geniuses in lab coats? Wild-eyed sorcerers with frizzy hair and potions? Or shy bookworms with their nose buried in a pile of academic papers?


Over the next 11 years, Chambers administered tests to more than 4,000 children between the ages of 5 and 11. The results were singularly depressing: of the thousands of drawings produced, only 28 featured female scientists. These were all drawn by girls, who made up 49 per cent of the study; there wasn’t a single picture of a woman drawn by a boy.


According to the Women in Science and Engineering (WISE) campaign, women currently occupy just 21.1 per cent of the total STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) jobs in the UK.1 Things are only fractionally better in the US: although women make up about 50 per cent of the workforce, statistics for 2011 from the United States Department of Commerce show that they take up less than 25 per cent of STEM positions.2


So does this mean that the history books are totally empty of women making earth-shattering discoveries, teasing out scientific truths or publishing bombshell revelations about the inner workings of the universe? Of course not.


Can’t get into university? No problem. In the 18th century, French mathematician Sophie Germain adopted a male nom de plume – Monsieur Le Blanc – so she could obtain the lecture notes. Can’t speak to your academic peers because of their penchant for socializing at all-male clubs? Émilie du Châtelet dressed up in male drag so that she could stroll into Café Gradot to discuss equations.


If you look even further back, you can find women in antiquity and medieval times who were scientific trailblazers in their own right, and whose contributions to their field are still alive and well. Maria the Jewess (also known as Maria the Prophetess) was so highly regarded as a chemist and alchemist in the ancient world that she was rumoured to have discovered the Philosopher’s Stone itself, but the innovation for which she is best known is the bain-marie, or the double boiler, which is still used in kitchens today.


Forgotten Women: The Scientists has been a way of re-educating myself and to show that there were plenty of women who couldn’t just “do” it: they did it exceedingly well, and better than anybody else, often while confronting incredible levels of sexism and at exceedingly high personal cost.


History is full of brilliant women who were forced to accept unpaid jobs as volunteers or assistants just to get their foot in the lab door. Or who were made to resign or step down from their positions after getting married (the logic presumably being that they were better suited to wearing aprons than they were lab coats and goggles).
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