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EQUALITY fOR WOMEN SCIENTISTS 

funding Decisions Still Do Not Meet the Needs 

of the Woman Scientist 

Mina J. Bissell 

Women have made a great deal of progress during the past fevi years 
. 

toward achieving equal professional opportunity in sciences. Federal funding 

agencies (NIH anH NSF in particular) have played a major role in this process 

and mus t be gi Yen much credi t. Neverthe 1 es s all is not ~/e 11 with '\'lOmen in 

sci ence" . 

Of the many problems facing women in the s~ientific community, the most 

challenging issue revolves around the question of \,/hi most \'lOmen who do pursue 

scientific careers fail to reach the kind of success that their male colleagues 

achieve. 

1 

Since I am a scientist a~d I do not ac~ept the traditional and Freudian 

theory of genetic and hormonal inferiority of women, I am obl i ged to seek answers 

elsewhere.(l) The sociological and psychological conditioning that plays the 

~l)On this subject I refer to the writing of Dr. Estelle Ramey, Professor of 
... . . 

. 'Physiology pnd Biophysics at Georgetown University: "This middle class Victorian 

:.'geni,us. (i.e. Freud) identified the female reproductive system as the inexorable 
.•..... ~~ .... 

. vice that kept women emotionally unstable, submissive, passive, masochistic, and 

devoid of creative intellectual- potential. Freud's distorted view of femal~ 

pyschology"was the most palatable of all his theories tlo the society of his day 

J because it appeared to give a physiological basis to the prevailing theological 

and cultural attitudes toward women. Seventy years 1 ater , it remai nshi s most 

comforting pronouncement to many scientists, physicians, politicians, professors, 
, 

university presidents~ business executives, hu~bands, and lovers. It has, sadly, 

been embraced a 1 so by the very women who a re bound by its chai ns and it i sa 1 i e. II 

.. 



major role in creating the adults that we are, takes a heavy toll in both the 

number of \'Iomen \'/ho dare enter sciences and jn the women's ability to reach 

their height of creativity. That some \'Iomen do escape the constraints of 

env; ronment and achi eve resounding success is proof enough of a vast potential 

that remains untapped. To put this potential to full use, however s much needs 

to be done. I would like to note a few of the prevailing circumst~nces in the 

scientific wodd which I think· contribute to the difficulties that.women face 

2 

in attempting to achieve success. This is by no means an exhaustive explication, 

but what I hope will be a basis of dialogue for those of us \'/ho are deeply disturbed 

by the. inequities and who remain optimistic that true equality can and will be 

achieved. 

In arguing the case of women scientists with the federal funding agencies, 

I do not for a ·moment ask for preferential funding of IInext to best research ll
• 

It is obvious that excellence should always be the criterian and that poor science 

should not be tolerated regardless of sex! Homen themselves have the primary 

responsibility in demonstrating that they can and in fact do first·rate research. 

But the men. should also learn to admit it. I am also a\'/are that it is in the 

universities and research institutions where the greatest resistence is encountered 

to the equal treatment of women scientists--especially those on their way up~ 

Nevertheless there are further steps that could be taken by the federal establish

ment to rectify the situation. 

I feel that individuals with decision-making power have so far been 

·unwilling to provide the financial support needed to not only train women but 

also enable them to carryon independent research at a level. that offers full 

competitive opportunity. 

WOmen lack role models at every level of endeavor. At Berkeley, female 

students from all the life sciences seek me and the few women faculty members out 

for help, encouragement, and advice. They have so fe\'/ sympathetic people togo to. 

t.ti
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The occasional successful woman, already overburdened and scattered 'here and 

there in the academic and scientific landscape, does not constitute a system 

sufficient to offer the kind of counseling network that women at the outset 

ofa career require •. ~ounsel ing takes an enormous amount of time and energy 

and DHEW should supply funds to provi de women the cpreer gui dance they requi re, 

\' just as they support a multitude of like services for other "minodties" . 
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attempting to make headway in the establishment. I also believe that DHEH will 

have to shoul der fundi ng for more research on the probl ems faci ng women who are 

attempting careers in science and for more unbiased documentation of the achieve

ment records of, those women \'/ho ha ve become success ful . 

The National Institutes of Health has attempted to represent \'lOmen on 

all comriittees and review panel s, and I am happy to say that there has been some 

progress in this area. Additional efforts are still 'required to insure that 

. the case for women is truly represented at all levels in the federal establish

ment. ~lomen in advisory and policy-making positions would insure that the rules 

that already exist against discrimination in promotional and funding decisions 

would be,enforced. 

Since women, for the most part, do not have positions of ultimate 

responsibil i ty on federally supported research grants, efforts need to be made to 

change a system that perpetuates their inability to .secure funds in their own 

names. This vicious cycle reflects poorly on women's capabilities and eventually. 

impedes their productivity and creativity. It should be possible for women (and 

men) to receive"special consideration when they apply for grants if they do not 

have high rank in their departments. t1e,chanisms can be arranged for conditional 

awards, pending the researcher's ability to procure the institutional support and 

necessary facil ities. A system of this type would permit women to present concrete 

evidence of their ability to procure funds to their, institutions when requesting 

the ~llocation of space and other ,support. 

;.: 



When women are able to bring in their own research funds, they will 

receive the same consideration their male colleagues take for granted in this 

area. 
(but by no means all) 

Some \'iomen/, especially those \-/ith family responsibilities, choose 

the less competiti ve areas of research. This does not imply that they do not 

4 
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do excell ent science. Very often \-/onien c1ari fy gray areas of research and bri ng 'J 

new insights into unexpected areas. Yet, those \1ho sit in judgment on women 

for positions or funds are usua11j' highly competitive men, often in "hot" areas . . '" 
of research, who are likely to brand\-lOmen's research proposals as "unteresting," 

n . 

lI unoriginal", or "unexciting." If \'1omen are in topical areas of research they 

are usually under the direction of male principal investi~ators in the field. 

Special consideration of the perform'ance1eve1 of the women in this situation 

woul d compensate for the lack of. vi s; bil ity thi s predi cament entails. Does thei r 

work bring some new insight to a dormant field? IS.the work being done in novel 

faShion? Has it ansh'ered some old questions and opened ne\'1 areas of research? 

'. Considerations of this nature would help to give impact to the wor~ women often 

do in non-g1aniourous areas. Funding agencies should give such considerations 

equal weight with questions which make newspaper headlines. This is beneficial for 

. science in general. Theimpor~ance assigned to afield is all too often the result 
. I . 

of the bias of those scientists making the funding decisions, and they are mainly .. 
men. 

When women find themselves under the direction of a well-known, established 

man, they cannot choose thei r O\'/n area of interest an,d usually rece; ve 1 ittl e 

credit for what they accomplish. This does not imply that they do. not do excellent 

science under these circumstances, only that they have to be unusually assertive 

and aggressive to gain any recognition for their work. A system that takes into 

consideration more completely the quality of each participant's contribution to 

a project would aid women immeasurably in establishing the kind of track record 

that insures institutional cooperation and funding. 
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Age is another factor that sometimes causes \'Iomen to be passed over 

when funding and promotions are at issue. Women reach the height of their 

productivity a few yeats after men do, and for very good reasons. Family 

responsibilities, 1ack·of opportunity and visibility, many years of conditioning, 

all contribute to impeding the progress women make in their work and .cause them 

to achieve their research capability at a later date than most men". This should 

be taken into account when women are up for promotions or research funds. It 

should also be noted that in some fields, mathematics for example, women continue 

to perform at a high level long after most men have slowed down. The current 
. 

fad that reads, "th~ younger, the better," cannot b~ applied indiscriminately in 

making judgments concerning a \'lOman'·s or anyone else's prof~ssion?-l value. The 

issue we face presently of educating more scientists for a sh~inking job market 

affects women most harshly. Again, only a system that takes into account the 

unique problems that women encounter in establishing thei.r own credentials will 

help to solidify the galns that have been made to date, and insure that progress 

toward the goal of equality for women in science continues. 

The "cause" of \'1omenscientists is not simply a cry fot equality with 

men. There are both men and women scientists who question the wisdom of the 

scientific superstructures in this country. The following statement, written by 

. a group of women scientists at Berkeley, including myself, sums up the extent of 

the problem facing all of us in the scientific community: 

"Alleviating the problems faced by many VlOmen who wish to pursue a 

~ career in science involves not only changing the attitude of a few individuals 

\J with decision-making power,although that is essential. It also involves the 

far more complex issue qf the entire structure of science as it is done in 

America today. The demands placed upon individuals who wish to compete success-

fully are among the toughest of any academic discipline. This includes the 
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constraint imposed on the individual by the heavy investment of time spent in 

the laboratory itself. Clearly, the \'Ioman who, because of ,family responsibilities, 

cannot be physically present in the lab ten to fourteen hours every day in early 

career is at a competitive disadvantage to her male count~tpart even if the 

quality of her work is equal or superior to his. It 5s also clear what this' 

investment of time does to the male scientist's ability to function as father, 

partner, and a h~manbeing. Many ~/omen question such a heavy comnitment regardless 

of whether or not they have farni ly responsi bil it i es. Thi s issue re 1 a tes fi na lly 

to the i ntri ca tepatterns of cul tura. 1 condit ioni ng in our soci ety. r~en generally 

develop a more goal-oriented, single-minded approach to their careers. Women, 

even when reinforced to achieve, a~~ also inculcated with the idea of being well 

rounded, and experience greater difficulty relinquishing that· ideal. Should 

women drop that ideal? Is it incompatible with doing good science? We 

think not, but this is a problem that concerns both men and \'/omen scientists as 

well as society itself, and merits more research and discussion." 

The search for truth is not the' province of any particular class, sex, 

or race. Ultimately, the struggle is not between men and women, black and white, 

young and old. This lIeither - or" business is nonsense and utterly unnecessary. 

Many men are on the s ide of \'Iomen achievi ng equality in sci ence, and many \'Iomen 

are not. This war should be about bias, dishonesty, preJudice, mediocrity. and 

self-deception in both sexes. What we are all working for is to free men and 

women from the kind of erroneous ,value 'judgments that impede creativi~y and , 

excellence for both. 

Mina J. Bissell.is a senior staff member at the Laboratory of ' 'Chemical Biodynamics, 

lawrence Berkeley Laboratory, University of California, Berkeley. This article 

is based on a talk given by Dr. Bissell at ,a NIH \~orkshop on "Problems and 

Opportunities for Ph.D's in Science," at Berkeley in December 1976. 
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