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Overview 

There are several reasons why it is important to explore the role of gender and gen-
dered practices in early genetics. First, it revises and enriches the current historiography of ge-
netics, which, by primarily concentrating on elite (male) figures, presents an overly masculine 
perspective of early work in genetics. We need to recover the rich, untold stories of the women 
who contributed to the advances in this important field. Second, this research will provide a 
much-needed gendered dimension to the history and social studies of genetics. Women were 
present in genetics research groups and laboratories from the beginning, conducting experi-
ments, maintaining organisms, contributing to data analysis, and presenting and publishing their 
findings. Uncovering the multiple meanings of gender within the “practice” of genetics will thus 
expand our understanding of the day-to-day “normal” work in this discipline. A focus on women 
within laboratory life, experimental practice, and the sociology and anthropology of laboratory 
organization in genetics can thus complement (and, in some cases, correct the overly masculine 
focus of) existing literature on other disciplines (Knorr Cetina, 1992; Latour and Woolgar, 1987; 
Latour, 1989; Traweek, 1988) and broaden current sociological studies of genetics that focus on 
focus on the elite geneticists and the use of model organisms (Kohler, 1994; Rader, 2004). 

Emerging as a new field of study at precisely the same time that Western women were 
beginning to enter the social mainstream, genetics highlights general trends pertaining to wom-
en in science. After 1900, women demanded greater accessibility to the work force. They were 
especially well poised to pursue advanced research in science. Having gained entry to universi-
ty study in the sciences in the latter third of the nineteenth century, by 1900 many women in 
Britain and America had received excellent undergraduate and graduate training in biology at 
leading universities and were seeking opportunities to pursue advanced research and a career 
in science (Richmond, 1997; Rossiter, 1982; Shmurak and Handler, 1992). Research opportuni-
ties were opening worldwide, as economic development promoted the establishment of universi-
ty, private, and industrial research laboratories (Buderi, 2000; Fox and Guagnini, eds., 1993; 
Hounshell, 1996; Mowery, 1981, 1990; Shinn, 2003; Smith, 1990; Swann, 1990). These devel-
opments created unprecedented opportunities for women to enter science and other profes-
sions (Glazer and Slater, 1987).  As the President of the University of Chicago stated in 1901, 
“The women now being graduated, with the Doctor’s degree, from our strongest institutions, are, 
in almost every particular, as able and as strong as the men. If opportunity were offered, these 
women would show that they possess the qualifications demanded” (cited in Cole, 1979, p. 
210). 

The goal of this project is to combine this data with similar studies of women in Europe, 
Scandinavia, and Russia. The specific aims are threefold: (1) Historical: to provide new data 
and analysis concerning women's participation in genetics research and practice, thereby ex-
panding the historiography of genetics and of women in science; (2) Sociological: to provide 
(a) a more complex picture of the role gender played in the organization of research programs
and laboratory life in genetics and how this affected the work produced in the discipline; and (b);
a key case study to test premises explaining women’s greater participation in new disciplines—
that is, whether such fields are initially welcoming to women, when few men are attracted to
such as-yet unproven areas of research, or whether the interdisciplinarity of emerging sub-
disciplines attract women by offering future alternative job; and (3) Cross-National Trends in
Science: to compare and contrast the opportunities and challenges faced by women in genetics
in different national contexts, by which to provide general knowledge about how various cultural,
sociopolitical, organizational, and contingent factors may influence not simply "styles" but also
“opportunities” in science.

(This proposal is edited from a successful proposal by Marsha Richmond funded by NSF in 
2005. Edits are the responsibility of the presenters and should not be attributed to Dr. Richmond) 
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Women were present in genetics research groups and laboratories from the beginning, conduct-
ing experiments, maintaining organisms, contributing to data analysis, and presenting and pub-
lishing their findings. The contributions of women, however, were often under-celebrated com-
pared to male peers, yet women contributed to the social order within laboratory practice, the 
organization of the discipline, and the development accepted laboratory approaches. Recent 
scholarship, focused on the Netherlands, England, and Germany, has revealed the prominent 
role women played in advancing early Mendelism and genetics research (Stamhuis, 1995; 
Richmond, 2001, forthcoming; Satzinger, 2004). This work complements, and, in some cases, 
correct an overly masculine focus, the existing literature on the rise of other distinct disciplines 
(Knorr Cetina, 1992; Latour and Woolgar, 1987; Latour, 1989; Traweek, 1988). However, the 
US was a leading center of genetics research, and there has been no systematic analysis of the 
role and influence of women in the establishment of the field. This lack leaves major gaps in our 
understanding of how the intellectual, philosophical, and practical approaches developed in the 
largest revolution in life sciences—the study of biological mechanisms of heredity. 
Our objective in this proposed project is to identify how women influenced the organizational 
structure and system of empirical investigation that guided work practices in genetics during the 
first three decades of the discipline. Our approach will be a systematic analysis gathering data 
of the participation, contributions, work patterns, and sociocultural role of women within genetics 
laboratories and institutes, focusing on the United States and Great Britain over a thirty-five year 
time span. This will allow both combination and contrast with similar studies of women in Eu-
rope, Scandinavia, and Russia. As Paula Gould has noted for physics, "it is necessary to 
move away from documenting individual experience to questioning its meaning within a wider 
context. By directing attention towards the socially constructed practices of ‘doing science’, the 
experiences of women in physics can be properly evaluated, rather than simply tacked on to 
histories of genius." (Gould, 1998, 24). We have a strong track record as the basis for this re-
search, using in archival and interview approaches and analytical approaches from both history 
and sociology. We have three specific objectives that will combine these approaches to gener-
ate a more complete picture of women's participation in the development of the field. 

Objective 1. Identify the extent of women's participation in genetics research and 
practice. We will expand the historiography of genetics and of women in science through 
archival research, interviews, and analysis of patterns across institutions and research 
groups.  
Objective 2. Identify how gender impacted the development and current practice 
genetics research and practice. We will use data from interviews, writing (informal blog 
posts, memoirs) to develop a more complex picture of the role gender played in the 
organization of research programs and laboratory life in genetics and how this affected 
the work pro-duced in the discipline.  
Objective 3. To compare and contrast the opportunities and challenges faced by 
women in genetics in different national contexts. These analysis will provide general 
knowledge about how various cultural, sociopolitical, organizational, and contingent fac-
tors may influence not simply "styles" but also “opportunities” in science.  

This work will provide a detailed picture of women's participation in one discipline that will ena-
ble us, through comparing and contrasting this data with that in other scientific fields, to expand 
our knowledge of how women's participation in early twentieth-century science impacted indi-
viduals as well as research regimens and disciplinary development. 
(This proposal is edited from a successful proposal by Marsha Richmond funded by NSF in 
2005. Edits are the responsibility of the presenters and should not be attributed to Dr. 
Richmond) 


	PROJECT TITLE: Women in the Early History of Genetics
	NSF_SOCIALsci_worse.pdf
	PROJECT TITLE: Women in the Early History of Genetics


