Ashby Dialogues Report: Feminist Theory and Science, 2014–15
Much as we initially planned, our Ashby Dialogues comprised five reading-based dialogues over the
course of the academic year, plus one public event, a lecture by theoretical physicist Karen Barad titled,
“Dis/continuous Re-memberings: Material Entanglements and Temporal Diffractions.” The lecture took place on
30 October 2014 in the Organ Recital Hall of the Music building, and it drew an audience of about forty-five
people. Following the public lecture, the dialogue group convened with Dr Barad to discuss both her lecture and a
brief article about teaching science and social justice she had written with her collaborators at the University of
California, Santa Cruz (see reading list at end of report). Although we had initially planned to begin our series of
dialogues with more prosaic studies of science and gender, leading up to this challenging work toward the end, Dr
Barad’s time constraints necessitated beginning our series with her talk: it turned out to be a satisfyingly dramatic
way to open up our inquiry to the world of feminist science studies.
The remainder of the dialogues took place during the spring semester of 2015, and although it was
difficult to convene at a time when every member of the dialogue group could attend, all dialogues included
students as well as faculty, and every member of the group save one was able to participate. A number of us had
already read one or more of the books and articles on our list, but it was surprising to some of us how deep the
literature actually is, and how well established science studies, social studies of science, philosophy of science, and
feminist science studies are, considering how little awareness of these concerns has penetrated the conventional
university curriculum. We even have a large number of relevant print sources available in Jackson Library.
The group decided upon a list of readings we hoped would motivate discussion along the following
questions: What is the historical basis for current assumptions that science is a field more suited to men? How has
science constructed gender and sexuality, and how have those constructions helped to maintain male dominance
in scientific fields? How has science de-constructed gender, and what are the social ramifications of that? How
have past and recent female scientists posed different questions, used different methodologies, or created new
bodies of scientific knowledge? What counts as “science,” and why? How have postcolonial perspectives and
practices challenged the hegemony of Euro-American science? Where and when should ethics inform scientific
inquiry and education?
We posted “assigned” readings to a dedicated Blackboard site, and also used that space to share other
relevant resources we found, such as related articles in Nature, the Chronicle of Higher Education, and the New
York Times (see sample below), and web and Facebook pages dedicated to women in science or gender and
science. There is even a surprisingly good Wikipedia article on women in science.
The discussions were lively, and members of the dialogue group came away with more insight into these
issues, but also a desire to learn more and to heighten awareness of them among our students and colleagues. To
that end, WGS plans to hold more talks and discussions on these and related matters, perhaps linked to
prominent news events, and we hope to design and offer a course on feminist science studies.
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