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. The sexual bias has been going on since the 16th

WOMEN'S
LAB

Arecent report has exposed the Royal Society as a sexist institution.
But these eight female scientists have fought prejudice to become
leaders in their field. By Scott Athorne. Photographs: James Hunkin

century, when modern science was born, and

the church was at war with witchcraft, a force of
darkness that could not be understood by
experiment, theory or observation. Women, it was
assumed, were not equipped to do science

but seemed to have access to this other form of
knowledge, which was believed to have come
from the devil. The religious terror led to the
deaths of an estimated 3m women across Europe
1in 250 years. Moreover, the Royal
Society in London, which
institutionalised and codified science
when 1t was established in 1645, has
always been unarguably a men’s club.
A parhamentary investigation has
found thatit s still discriminating
against women, with only 48 of its
1,233 fellows being women.

Marie Curie was one of the first
women to break through at the
beginning of the 20th century. She
discovered polonium and radium,
paving the way for nuclear physics
and cancer therapy. Born in Poland in 1867,
Curie was the first woman in Europe to receive a
doctorate in science,and to win a Nobel prize.

In fact, she won two Nobel prizes — in physics
(1903) and chemistry (1911).

Where are the modern-day Curies? They're out
there, carving niches and creating breakthroughs.
We met eight female scientists and engineers who
are making a difference in the world of science Il

Consider this. The Nobel prize has been running
for 101 years, yet just 11 of the 478 science prizes
have been awarded to women — six in medicine,
three in chemistry and two in physics. Itis a
startling discrepancy for the most universally
accepted endorsement of human excellence.

Women represent scarcely 1% of the UK’s
300,000 registered engineers. Out of more than
35,000 members of the Institute of Physics, only
15% are women;and at the Insticute
of Mathematics, the figure is 17%.

“Stereotyping from an early age is
the biggest reason,” says Marie-
Noelle Barton, the head of Wise
(Women into Science and
Engineering).“A lot of girls are
interested in science, but they can be
put oft by their peers at school, who
see science as uncool or unfeminine.
And 1t’s still common for parents to
buy girls dolls instead of chemistry
sets.In the school lab, girls are still
asked to take notes while the boys get
to do the experiments.”

Perhaps this is why just a third of
undergraduates in the physical sciences (maths,
physics and chemistry) are female. Young women
need smart, edgy role models, says Barton; the
sort of role models who can make science and
engineering seem like exciting alternatives to
the run-of-the-mill arts, law and business courses.

Marie Curie, one of the
first women of science
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STEPHANIE ANKRAH age 25

Sports materials engineer A
Ankrah is a postgraduate researcher at "
Birmingham university. ‘l love football,” she
says. ‘I’'m developing materials that give
better impact protection, which | hope may
lead to improvements in shin guards. My work
involves a mixture of sciences: physics for the
mechanics, chemistry for the materials, and
biology for the body. Adidas have an idea of
what I'm doing, but they will know more when

| present a paper at the fourth International
Conference on the Engineering of Sport in
Kyoto in September. | don’t mind being one of
the only women. | quite enjoy it, to be honest.’






DR LESLEY YELLOWLEES 2age 49

//7 Electrochemist

DR EMILY SHUCKBURGH Atmosiiheric scientist

huckburgh is the
s newly appointed
director of
geophysical and
environmental fluid
dynamics at Cambridge
university, and is a
founding director of
Weather Informatics, a
company involved in long-

range weather forecasting.

She is also a research
fellow at Darwin College,
Cambridge. An expert
panel on Eve magazine
recently named her
Britain's smartest woman.
‘| research the
atmosphere — specifically
the processes that affect
the distribution of
chemicals, such as ozone.
You might think that the
chemical composition IS
the same everywhere, but

that’s not the case. The
most striking example is
the ozone hole. Ozone
protects the planet from
damaging ultraviolet
radiation, and holes in the
ozone increase the risk of
skin cancer. CFCs
(chlorofluorocarbons) are
the main cause of ozone
depletion, and even
though they're being
phased out, ozone levels
are not predicted to
recover until 2050. There
has been a lot of debate in
recent years about climate
change. Last year, an
international report
summarised the current
consensus among
scientists, concluding that
there is strong evidence
that most of the warming
over the past 50 years is

attributable to human
activity, and that global
average temperatures

could rise by between 1.4C

and 5.8C over the next
century. But a lot will
depend on what measures
we take between now and

then. I'm looking at aircraft e

emissions and the effect
they have on the chemical
soup in the atmosphere.
We are advising jet-engine
manufacturers about
the potential dangers
future designs might have,
especially if they fly
at different altitudes.

‘This work is intensely
rewarding. It is currently
dominated by men. But

rather than being negative,

I'd like to encourage and
inspire women to take
up such fascinating work.’
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Yellowlees is a reader in chemistry at
Edinburgh university, where she researches
coloured transitional metal compounds.

‘i's sometimes difficult to get the message
across,’ she says, ‘but what | do, basically,

is manipulate electrons to change a
compound’s property. In my case, I'm looking
at colour. Transitional metal compounds
such as platinum, gold, iron, zinc and cobalt
all give off different colours, and you can use
these colours as a key to identify all sorts

of things. Our blood is red because we

have iron in it. Crabs have blue blood because
they have copper in theirs. But you can
change a compound’s colour by changing the
number of electrons in it. | was doing this in
Australia, in designing effective solar panels,
which need to be highly coloured to absorb
light efficiently from the sun.

‘There are far more men working in science
than women, and there’s a multitude of
reasons why. | have never felt marginalised.
I've always had plenty of support. But it
concerns me that there aren’t more women in
this field. We have five female members out of
40-odd staff in this department. it's not
fantastic, is it?7 | get a great buzz out of doing
experiments that push back the frontiers.
When the photographer took my picture for
this page, | asked him to take me laughing,
because | think science is fun. At school
| liked the fact that when I sat for an exam
question, there was always a right answer.’
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CATHY DAY age 33
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