Analyze and discuss attitudes and reactions toward the participation of women in the sciences during the 17th and 18th centuries.

Women have always played an important part in history.  In the centuries prior to the 17th and 18th centuries, they were strong rulers like Catherine de Medici; they were noted icons like Queen Elizabeth I of England, who was also a strong ruler; and they were a major influence on power through such occurrences as marriage.  Women carried their power from these prior centuries into the 17th and 18th centuries.  Not only did they continue to have the powers they already had secured, but also they added power in one more realm, the scientific realm.  Women did not gain this power without hardships, though.  The general attitude towards women in sciences during the 17th and 18th centuries was a negative attitude; the men did not want the women in this field.


Women, generally, were not accepted in the science field because the public felt that the science career was taking her away from the home.  Women were still expected to be the homemaker in the 17th and 18th centuries; this gender role had not changed.  Johann Eberti on describing the German astronomer Marie Cunitz said, “She neglected her household.”  Marie Cunitz had written a book on astronomical tables clarifying the work of Johannes Kepler, but she affirmed the belief that if a woman had another job, then her household would suffer.  Maria Sibylla Merian, a German entomologist, wrote in her Wonderful Metamorphoses and Special Nourishment of Caterpillars (1679) that she “withdrew from human society and engaged exclusively in these investigations” when she studied metamorphosis.  This verified that sometimes when women were engaged in their work, they would not participate in society, which could have negatively affected their families, well at least that is what the people of the 17th and 18th century believed.  In Marquise Emilie du Châtelet’s letter to the Marquis Jean François de Saint-Lambert in 1749 she states that, “never have I made a greater sacrifice to Reason,” for she spends most of the day dedicated to her studies.  This again confirmed what most of the society feared, that women were distracted from their daily jobs when they had the addition of a career.  Even members of the female sex believed that women should not venture into other fields other than the domestic fields.  Marie Thiroux d”Arconville, a French anatomical illustrator wrote in her preface of Thoughts on Literature, Morals, and Physics (1775) that “these subjects fall beyond their sphere of competence.”  In a Göttingen newspaper article describing Dorothea Schlozer, the first women to receive a Ph.D. from a German university in 1787, it states that women will neglect the simplest things like their hair when they go into the study of higher sciences.  Samuel Pepys, an English diarist, wrote in 1667 that women had not much “worth hearing.”  An attitude that shows that men felt women had nothing to contribute.  Then Johann Theodor Jablonski, secretary to the Berlin Academy of Sciences, wrote in opposition to Maria Winkelmann’s application for membership in the Academy in 1710 stating that women would continue the ridicule of an institution.  It was an attitude showing that women were less then men.  Dorothea Erxleben, the first woman to be granted a German M.D., wrote in her Inquiry into the Causes Preventing the Female Sex from Studying in 1742 that men feel she has declared war on them and that women feel that she thinks she is better then they are because she has ventured into the science field.  Also, the head of the University of Halle, Johann Junker, wrote in 1745 concerning learned women saying that they attract a lot of attention when they do journey into the scientific career.  This shows that even women felt threatened of other women entering such a career.  


During this time period there were also other feelings other than negativity, one was of equality towards women in the science field.  Marie Meurdrac, a French Scientist who wrote Chemistry Simplified for Women said, “Minds have no sex.”  This proved that there were people who believed intelligence was not dependent on the sex.  Johannes Hevelius in The Heavenly Machine 1673 showed that he felt women were equal and worked jointly with Elisabeth Hevelius on astronomical research.  The equal attitude towards women was sparser than the attitude of inferiority because of the values the society had during these centuries.


Even sparser than the attitude of equality was the attitude that women were better then men, sparser still because the societal norm was that women should be at home and not in the science career.  There were few people who believed that women were better then men, though.  German astronomer Gottfried Kirch, the husband of Maria Winkelmann wrote in 1680 that Maria was able to find a comet that he was not.  This helped enforce the idea that women were just as, and maybe even more so, capable of scientific research as men were.  Gottfried Leibniz noted German philosopher and mathematician who discovered calculus wrote that he thought “women of elevated mind advance knowledge more properly than do men.”  This shows that even one of the most respected thinkers of the time believed that women were able to be more intelligent then men.  In a newspaper article describing Dorothea Schlozer, the first woman to receive a Ph.D. from a German university in 1787 that she was able to handle domestic chores and her career perfectly fine.  Although there were some positive attitudes towards women in the scientific field, there were more negative attitudes towards women in the scientific field.


Women played an important part in scientific advances despite the attitude against them in the 17th and 18th centuries.  Women made advances in biology, astronomy, medicine, and other scientific fields in this time period.  They would continue to advance knowledge in other fields in the following centuries, but rarely received acceptance.

