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Becoming

Inventors:

Women Who Aspire to
Invent

Despite  growing awareness of  women's
contribulions 1o technological advances in the past,
almost nothing is known about contemporary woten
inventors and the challenges they face. Although
greater attention has bcen given recently to women's
contributions to  technology and innovation,
understanding  of women's technical creativity has
lagged behind understanding of women's creativity in
other realms,

Many fascinating examples of women's inventions
in the past have been "discovered," as feminist scholars
reciaim our past, Women invented food gathering;
Calherine  Littlefield Greene  actually invented the
cotten gin; Ellen Eglin, a black woman, invented the
wringer washer, although the credit went to a white
man. Nothing is known about women who aspire to
become the inveniors of tomorrow.

Innovators and creative thinkers are thought of in
male terms — pioneers on the intellectual frontiers who
have sufficient sclf-coufidence and independence to
criticise cxisting ideas and 1o wark outside traditional
boundaries. Women, not surprisingly, do net easily fit
these coltural images. Yer, in Canada in the 1980s (as
wcl) as in other weslern couniries), women comprise
the fastest growing group of entreprenears, and their
businesses more often survive than do those started by
men. A comtradiction is apparent between what women
are acrually doing and what they are seen to be capable
of doing. The power of patriarchy is such that women
come 10 accept prevalent myths and cxplanations as
real, despite the contradictions between the myths and
our own lived cxpetiences.
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Technology, perhaps even more than science, is a
masculine pursuit. Technolagical change omits women.
What wamen may contribute tends to be redefined as
unimportant. Women's inventions and ideas are often
usurped by men or given to them by women who
believe that an invention by a woman will be taken less
seriously. Is it a new world for women today, as so
many people scem to think (or hape)? Or do bartriers
remain? We interviewed 26 women who aspired to be
inventors to find out. The women were participants in a
workshuop on inventing sponsarcd by the Women
Inventor's Project, held in Waterloo, Omarie, in May
1987.

The women interviewed were diverse, ranging in
age from 24 1o 61 and in occupations from
woodworking to  homemaking to real estalw. A
significani  proportion (6) percent) rcported some
experience in small business. Although most had idcas
only at thc concept stage, some had working models,
and one had dome a patent scarch. Their ideas ranged
from medical to cducational, but the majority had a
domestic componens.

A significant percentage of the women we
interviewed mentioned thal pcople who are important
and close to them tend to be very supportive of their
ideas. Family members, especially husbands, become
less encouraging when the inventing requires the
women's increased commitment of time and money.
More experienced women inventors more often report
of hushands who are disinterested, unwilling to make
prototypes, and withholding of financial support.
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For aspinimg inventors, the greatest challenge s
fingucial. For more expericnced inventors, infervicwed
in ao carlier swudy (Cwinming, McDaniel, Beauchmp,
1988; McDanicl, Cumming, Bceauchamp, 1985), the
mosi commonly cited challenge is lack of lechnical
abilities. Lack of necessary njunmation ranks as an
important  challenge  for both  aspiring and  more
experienced inventors.

Aspliing women mventars end to downplay their
ideas but take pride themselves:

I make excuses for never developing my ideas,
but I believe very strongly in them.

T see miv ideas as valid and accept them for
what they are. | see them as services.

By comirast, the expericnced women inveniors more
ofien rcport that people in positions of authority
withhold information and moncy, and discourage them
in developing their ideas. Aspiring women inventors
may not yel have faced this sohering cxperience.

The wehuical world of invention, for the most part,
does not seem daunung o aspiring women inventors:

If I go imo a map's wnld, | do my homewnrk.
[ leam the phrases and ask questions

No, because silence is good to know. Women
have to play a credibility gam,

Muost of the aspiring women inventars we inferviewed
had no difficulty in associating the word “invenror®
with women:

No. 1 amp aware that there are not many women
inventors  but shar doesnt stop me fiom
associating it [the labe! inventor] with women.

No, however, inventors arc usually males or
they are at feast preseidted wr that way.

No. Women are just a5 goud as males but they
have w trv harder.

Aspiring women invenlors, while tecognising scxisin,
seek to conform, as do female engineciing stodents,
who are also a minority. This may be related to their
optimism about women entermg the male—dominated
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field of invention. Some aspiring inventors mention thal
women or their ideas are not always welcome:

People laughed a1 us at first, a lot of people
didn't lake us seriously because we were four
girls. The company that we approached alsu
certainly  didn't recognize us as aspiting
women inventors. Alse, my cousins who live
in the country were surprised 1o see me
succeed as 2 woman. If | succeed then 1 must
be a male.

The complexity of the patent sysiem is one of the
largest hurdles to aspiring women inventors. Ninefy-
two percent of the wumen we interviewed report that
patent and legai assistance was what they needed most.
Eighty percent said that inarketing assistance was
needed. Technical advice, financial assistance and the
identification of manufactuiers were alse mentivned as
important,

The fabel "inventor" for themselves is less often
viewed as unacceptable or inappropriate to the aspiring
women inventosrs than it is 1o the more experienced
wamen inventors:

Yes, | am an inventor.

Yes, [ would say that [ am an invemtor, but
alsu an educator/rescarcher,

I ani becoming an invenlm. 1 spur studems on
to invent, design, ete. [ am not swe of the
differenee between designing and inventing.

Yes because it's my only claim (o fane. [t
draws attention. I have had so many personal
pressures that this is my time -— this is for
me!

| have qualms saying “yes,” because 1 am not
one tight now. T do aspire to be one.

An cqual number of aspiring women inveniors,
however, were reluclant to identifv themselves as
IMVentoTs:

No, [ am an idea person. I am an innovator,
but I haven't developed any of them.
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[T am) someone who has the ideas but not the
confidence to develop them.

No, because an inventor s somecne very
intelligent and someone with what it takes. |
don't have what it takes!

Nuo, because what I have is reworked process.

No, because it's too premature — [ haven't
done it yet, Thomas Edison I ain't.

Aspiring women inventors, like more experienced
women inventors who do not label themselves
"inventor," revcal apprehension about what the label
entails:

Until this session [ have never met an inventor.
I think of an inventor as a man in a workshop
— it's a preconceived idea.

[ don't think people will think of me as an
inventor.

"Entrepreneur” sounds  more  special.
Inventor reminds me of someone in a garage
with glasses.

The aspiring wommen inventors de not, fur the mos!
part, have difficulty in associating the inventor lahcl
with women, yet thcy have doubts.

Petsonally, I dp not have any problem with
this association [women as inventors|, but the
concept in the brain is that men are vsually
inventors,

Yes, when I think of an inventor I think of
Leonardo da Vinci. However, [ do know that
women can do [these same] things.

Yes, generally when you think of inventors
there is a stigma of a male profession, a stigma
of "far-out,” not credible people, not profitable

peopie.

Emphasis on inventors has been associated
with science and technology. Yet someone
imvented the Melitta Coffee Maker — it's very
practical.
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No, | am aware that there are not many
wiomen inventors but, that doesn't stop me
from associating it with wumen,

This is similar to the impostor svndrome, in which
highly comperent women feel as if they are impustors,

Aspiring women inventors tend to be enthusiastic
and forward-lonking about becoming inventors. They
report  experiencing few barriecs but  recognise
difficulties in occupying a non-traditional role. For
women more experienced with inventing, it is more
readily acknowledged 1hal doors are not, and wili nnt,
always be open for them, and that bamiers take many
forms.

The posiive outlooks of the women we
mterviewed could be a result of their being involved in
the inventors' workshop, likely their first cxperience in
being acknowledged as inventors. This conld elevate
their hopes abput the furure.

The aspiting women inventors are also gencrally
younger thun the more experienced invenfors, which
could explain their preater sclf-confidence. Younger
women may deny that there are social—structural
challenges to women with high aspirations., The more
experienced inventors have had more opponunitics for

negative cnecounters  with  these  social-structural
bariers.
That none of the aspiring women inventors

mentioned a lack of confidence, whereas fourieen
pereent of the experienced women inventors did, is
striking. Differences in labour force participation rates
between the aspiring women inventors (48 percent) and
the more experienced inventors (24 percent) conld
account for the difference. Increased self-confidence
could come from daily task-oriented interaction with
others in the werkplace, from bringing home a
paycheque of their own, and from the savisfaction of
knowing they can do 4 job. Ninety-six percent of the
aspiring women inventors intend to develop their ideas.

One of the mos! optimistic conclusions from our
interviews is the support from other women with
similar aspirations, challenges and interests. Contacts
made with other women inventors and aspiring women
inventors may be the key faclor in these women's
continuing  sclf-confidence about their ideas and
themselves as inventors. The practical and moral
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support of other women working in similar arcas may
be more imporfant than the emotional support of family
and friends. Aspiring women inventors may feel less
alone or devianl and, more impertantly, may be
validated as inventors.

The need for research about the experiences af
women inventors scems clear, if for no reason other
than 10 set the record right. Women involved in
technical work and contributing to technological
progress should be given due credit. The challenges and
constraints women ipventors expericnce must be better
understood to  encourage innovation and  the
development of new ideas.

In future, the challenge may be less of encouraging
individual  creativity, but overcoming societal
shortsightedness about inventors and innovation. The
woman invenier is an cconomic and imellecival
resource, one not to be overlovked or underestimated.

Masks

They watch me
as we laugh, compare
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a 'stars' bare whiteness 10 mine.

Word-sounds separate

me from them, my sons.

They look at me —

wonder, disapproval, fear —

search for the way back in
not sure how the separation
happened in the first place;
feeling different, mothered less perhaps.

Biluish light flickers T.V.
patterns onto supper evening
walls. Faces distort,

tum away,

edges of cyes never quite
atiend. Masks we only
slightly recognize. Bits of
nwmory pasted over distance,
unfzmiliar colours. Half expuosed
pain taped up with smiles
and small talk. Who is she?

Susan Zenell
Otigawa, Ontario
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