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Copernicus and cheese-cake. Female amateurs in science

England in the 17th and 18th century is thought to be a country which conceded to girls only a very restricted education. Rigorous social conventions went along with a catalogue of virtues for women no matter of which social class, which confined them to reading, writing, making music and first of all to needle-work. Differently from e.g. Italy, where exceptions were made for particularly gifted women, universities remained closed for Englishwomen; just as the membership in the scientific societies, which formed since the middle of the 17th century. First of all it was the case for the Royal Society, which admitted its first female member in 1945.

Despite of this restrictive intellectual climate there were among the nobility and in the puritan families always some single women who could educate themselves supported by their fathers, brothers or husbands in the faculties of humanism. From 1650 however suddenly many daughters and women of the nobility and the middle-class and 50 years later also women of the lower classes began to take interest in the New Science. Within short time not only textbooks on physics, chemistry, astronomy and mathematics were written especially for female public, but also numerous magazines and almanacs were founded by men for women but also by women for women. These journals were engaged in problems of natural science and were especially asking their female readers to propose solutions.

In 1691 the Athenian Mercury, a question and answer journal, was published for the first time, in which the regularly appearing reports of the Royal Society, the Transactions, were interpreted and transcribed for an amateur public. Shortly later, on 23 May 1691, the editor, John Dunton, asked his readers not to submit until notice any  further questions: the editorial staff was not equal to the run. Furthermore he announced that because of the numerous incoming important questions of the female readers, the first tuesday issue of each month would be exclusively dedicated to questions of women. In 1760  30.000 copies of The Ladies’ Diary, an almanac for women of all classes, were sold. The almanac reprinted beside natural science essays mathematical problems and competition riddles that were often solved by women, but also posed by them.

Not only did interested women buy and read the scientific magazines but visited public lectures and private laboratories, started activities in botany clubs and edited popular science journals of their own. Inspired by their scientific interest which was until then unheard of, these scientific ladies worked busy on the popularisation of the New Science but also formed the developing science on different levels.

These numerous scientific ladies led Pnina Abir-Am and Dorinda Outram to the thesis that the so far stated underrepresentation of women in the sciences could come from the fact that the private and familiar sphere has been till now left out of consideration in research. With the extension of the definition of what is „scientific“ and „academically  trained work“ a new culture of science, established by women, arises. In my presentation I would like to emphasies this thesis and show in which extra academic living contexts women could take part in science and why this was accepted and even promoted by the English society in the middle of the 18th century.



