By Suresh Memm

of the 513 Nobel winners in the sciences,
only 11 have been women. Why?

AMES Watson begins his book
J ‘about the discovery of the struc-

ture of the DNA, The Double
Helix, with the story of a holiday meet-
ing with Willy Seeds, a scientist who,
rather than stop and speak to Watson,
merely asks, “How 217:s honest Jim?”
and walks on. Seeds was being sarcastic.
Two years earlier, Watson had helped
himself to other people’s data - notably
those of Rosalind Franklin, without per-
mission or acknowledgement - to arrive
at his Nobel-winning conclusion. In her
excellent biography of Franklin, The
Dark Lady of the DNA, Brenda Maddox
wrote: “Rosalind Franklin has become
the symbol of women’s lowly position in
the pantheon of science.”

- There have been 513 winners of the
Nobel Prize in the sciences (physics,
chemistry, medicine). Only 11, or about
two per cent, have been women. Yet
women scientists have pushed the
frontiers of knowledge just as hard and
with just as much determination as the
men; for their efforts, they invariably
brought fame and glory to the men they
worked with. Joceyln Bell was the
astronomer who discovered pulsars,
energy emissions constituting a new
class of stars; the Nobel Prize went to
her: professor for “recognising the
meaning” of her work.

Discrimination: Gerty Cori, who
studied carbohydrate metabolism,

Ll

enzymes, and children’s diseases caused
by enzyme deficiencies, did not become
a profcssor until the year she won a
Nobel Prize. Maria Goeppert Mayer,
who developed the shell model of the
atomic nucleus, worked as a volunteer
for years. She was the last woman
recipient of the physics Nobel, back in
1963. For years, great scientists like
Marie Curie, Lise Meitner, Emma
Noether  (who  provided  the

chairs to listen to lectures,
Yet a decade later, she had become
the director of a centre for radiation
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into the hall upstairs and hid under the
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physics, and an important figure in the

world of science. After fleeing Nazi
exile, she was 60 when she deciphered
what many considered the “experiment
of the century”. She was the first to
recognise that the nucleus of an atom
could be split releasing enormous
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mathematical base for Einstein's

theories and invented a whole new field,
~ dawn of modernity in physics), her
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Lisa Meitner had to use a private
entrance to a carpentry shop in the
basement of Berlin’s chemistry institute
where she worked on her radiation
experiments, She wasn’t allowed to use
a toilet in the building and had to go to a
hotel nearby. Oceasionally she sneaked

amounts of energy. For this path-

breaking work (which heralded the

German partner, Otto Hahn, was
awarded the Nobel Prize. .

“Hahn and Meitner were great
friends; but when they talked, she was
superior. For me, she is really a great
scientist,” wrote the 1989 physzcs Nobel
winner Wolgang Paul (not to be
confused with the 1945 winner Wolgang
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‘tbeen considerable,” wrote a scientist -

later. When she spotted a “bit of scruff”
it was a mere half inch on 400 feet of
chart, but it intrigued Bell and led to the
discovery of pulsars, unimaginably
dense neuron stars only 10 or so
kilometres across, whose existence had
been theoretically predicted three
decades earlier.

Work and credit: Hewish won
the Nobel in 1974 for “his decisive role
in the discovery of pulsars”. The
astronomer Fred Hoyle said Hewish had
“pinched” the Nobel by not giving
Jocelyn Bell proper credit. This started a
joke that Nobel means “No Bell”, BelT
had the modesty to say that this was
“preposterous”, and that  “her
background in astronomy wasn't as good
as Hewish's” and she “didn’t appreciate
all the risks”. Later, it turned out that at
least one other astronomer had seen the
same bit of scruff as Bell had, but had
not followed it up with her tenacity and
open mindedness.

_Frieda Robscheit-Robbins worked
with George Whipple on a cure for
pernicious anaemia - work for which
‘Whipple alone won the Nobel in 1934,
Perhaps she summed it up best when she
said, “You become possessed of a
magnificent obsession and
determination to learn the truth of your
scientific theory if it takes 16 years or
many times 16. If you are successful,
you really deserve no great credit, for by
that time experiment has become the
only thing in life you care to do.”

A noble sentiment, if not a Nobel
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