BIS 482 Sexual Science


Questions to guide reading & discussion (NOT homework)

Oct 12: Politics of Women’s Health

Schiebinger (Ch. 6 “Medicine”)


What is her overall assessment of how well “sexual science” throughout history has addressed the health care needs of women?


What examples does she give of theories used to prove “natural” inequalities between the sexes, and why have such theories been so popular?


What’s your opinion on the case she cites (p. 112) in which feminists urged a neuroscientist not to publish her findings about sex differences in the brain?


What examples does she discuss of the omission or underrepresentation of women as objects of medical-scientific studies? What reasons does she give for this disparity?


What points does she make about pregnancy and clinical drug trials? 


What is the Women’s Health Initiative (p. 116)?


What is the community model for women’s health?


What is the women’s health movement (begun in 1960s-70s)?


In federally-funded medical research (NIH), what reforms took place during the 1990s to address criticisms about gender bias?

What social-political factors made these reforms possible?

Messing and Mergler, “The Rat Couldn’t Speak, But We Can”


Overview: These biologists from the Universite du Quebec a Montreal (UQAM) are leading practitioners of “feminist science,” in the field of women’s occupational health hazards. Their research addresses (and tries to remedy) gender, class, and racial biases in the way mainstream science examines the relationship between working conditions and illnesses. They are often criticized for bringing “political bias” into their own science, for instance by cooperating closely with labor unions, expressing an explicit feminist agenda, and treating employees as legitimate makers of scientific knowledge. In this paper they lay out some fairly controversial claims about sources of bias in many standard methods of doing research into the causes of health problems in the workplace. Don’t get bogged down in the specific scientific information and techniques they discuss, but instead focus on their broader arguments.


What are their main points about the use of science to support employers’ vs. employees’ interests in cases of suspected workplace hazards?


What do they say are the reasons for the relative lack of funding for research on women’s occupational health?


Why do their critics complain about their relationship to unions (p. 39)?


How is their institutional base at UQAM crucial to their chosen research (p. 41)?

Extra readings on website


Several examples of recent politicization of medicine/science dealing with women’s (and men’s) health issues: Congress challenging federal grants awarded to study sex and HIV; US limits on the UN Population Fund threaten reproductive health care; passing of the “partial birth abortion” ban (since overturned); controversy in FDA over OTC “morning-after pill”; lack of scientific knowledge about HIV in women.

