
Reading Handout: Tuesday, Week 3 
 
Margaret Alic, Hypatia’s Heritage. Ch. 2 – “Women and Sciences in the Ancient World” 

o Early Egyptian women owned property, and worked as scribes. The educated ones worked as doctors and 
surgeons. These female doctors were able to perform surgeries and diagnose pregnancy. 

o Under the Hammurabi, many women engaged in the perfume industry and developed chemical techniques.  
o Greek Pythagoreans engaged in cosmology. They were the first to suggest that matter was discontinuous.  

– Ex: The most famous female cosmologist, Theano 
o Women did not have much power in the patriarchal Greek society. However, a few individuals were able to 

overcome this barrier and contribute to the natural philosophy development.  
– Ex: Aglaonice of Thessaly  

o The Greeks’ relatively lack of superstition helped them improve their medical science development. “Women 
found themselves increasingly restricted to the practice of midwifery” (28).  

– Ex: Artemisia, Agnodice    
o The Romans were less interested in science than the Greeks. When the Romans conquered Greece, Greek 

medical women were enslaved and the Romans learned the knowledge of medicine and established 
well-organized medical schools. “The works of Cleopatra and Aspasia constituted the major medical writings of 
women until Trotula in the eleventh century” (33).  

o The rise of Christianity did not help in advancing science. “The Church was anti-intellectual: faith was 
all-important; there could be no such thing as ‘proof’; scientific research was superfluous since the Second 
Coming was imminent” (33). 

QUESTION: Which women in the patriarchal Greek society were able to overcome the barrier and contribute to 
the natural philosophy? What were their findings? 
 
Margaret Alic, Hypatia’s Heritage. Ch. 3 – “From the Alexandrians to the Arabs” 

o Alchemy was the one science that flourished in Alexandria during these barren times. ''Egyptian alchemy 
probably originated in ancient Mesopotamia where women chemists developed the techniques used in the 
formulation of perfumes and cosmetics'' (36). 

o Maria's bath resembled a double boiler and was used, as is a modern water bath, to heat a substance slowly or to 
maintain it at a constant temperature (37). 

o Cleopatra placed the imagery of conception and birth, the renewal and transformation of life, firmly into the 
literature of alchemy (39). Maria and Cleopatra mark both the beginning and the end of alchemy as a true 
experimental science (41). 

o Hypatia's most significant work was in Algebra, and Diophantus has been called the ‘father of algebra.’ 
o The letters of Synesius contain her designs for several scientific instruments including a plane astrolabe. The 

plane astrolabe was used for measuring the positions of the stars, planets, and the sun, and to calculate tide and 
the ascendant sign of the zodiac (44). 

o Muslim women scholars aren't recorded in the historical texts, their existence is at least testified to by stories 
from the Arabian Nights (47). 

o Throughout the Middle Ages, monastic women enjoyed a degree of intellectual freedom and self-sufficiency 
that they wouldn't experience again until the 20th century (49). 

QUESTION: In the past, the position of women has been much worse, but how did they conquer the 
discrimination and bad environment to be successful?    
 
Londa Schiebinger, The Mind Has No Sex? Ch. 2 – “Noble Networks”  

o Science became fashionable in the middle of the 17th century. During this period popular science written for the 
ladies became a major industry.  

– Ex: Margaret Cavendish’s Description of a New World, called the Blazing World, described a new world 
of peace and honesty, where there is “no difference of the sexes” (38).  

o Studying science was not thought to threaten the traditional virtues of a lady. Modesty and religious reverence 
were thought to be promoted by the study of natural philosophy (39). 

o Noblewomen participated in informal scientific networks until late in the 18th century. 
– Ex: Margaret Cavendish in England and Emilie du Chatelet in France 

o But even Margaret Cavendish accepted the ancient view that women’s brains are cold and soft, which she 
believed was why there were not more women mathematicians, cosmographers, etc. 

o Like Margaret Cavendish, Emilie du Chatelet felt oppressed by “the prejudice which excludes us [women] so 
universally from all the sciences” (64).  

o Unlike Cavendish, du Chatelet didn’t think that the physical nature of women prevented them from being as 
smart as men. She believed that women’s limited contribution came from their limited education.  

o In the same way that privilege gave women only limited access to political power and the throne, nobility gave 
them only limited access to the world of learning. Since women were barred from the centers of scientific 
culture, their relationship to knowledge was inevitably mediated by a man, whether that man was their husband, 
companion, or tutor (65). 

QUESTION: Why were women considered an audience worthy of cultivation? Why did some claim that women 
had a slight edge over men in the study of natural philosophy? 


