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Lost voices of science journalism

tives of ‘Forbidden City.”” In eight

words, the progressive and the prob-
lematic collided in a 1933 Science News
Letter headline. The blonde girl in ques-
tion was science journalist Emma Reh,
writing at a time when most journalists
were men. She had moved to Mexico to
escape a failing marriage. While there,
she conducted research in anthropology,
immersed herself in Indigenous culture
and language, and reported on archaeo-
logical research sites in places like Oax-
aca and Quintana Roo. But Reh’s
article—as its title made clear —centered
the reporter and sensationalized the cul-
ture she had come to study.

In her newest book, Writing for Their
Lives: America’s Pioneering Female Science
Journalists, Marcel Chotkowski LaFollette
has undertaken an ambitious task. She
introduces nearly 60 reporters—mostly
women, including Reh, but also a small
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handful of men—who served as some of
the earliest science writers in the US. The
resulting work spans several decades in
quick succession. LaFollette describes a
cohort of journalists who wrote about
medicine, nutrition, psychology, chemis-
try, the social sciences, and more. She
draws their histories from the records of
the Washington, DC-based Science Ser-
vice, a news service and nonprofit organi-
zation created in 1921, known today as
the Society for Science.

According to LaFollette, women were
the majority of the editorial staff writers
for the first 40 years of the organization’s
operations. At the time, she says, “no
newspaper in the United States employed
a woman to write about science.” Most of
Science Service’s syndicated content,
however, appeared without attribution to
individual authors, effectively masking
the gender of the contributing writers.

LaFollette counterbalances that era-
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sure by uncovering the identities of 58
women who wrote for the news service
during the first half of the 20th century.
Summarizing the contributions of so
many journalists in a relatively short
space, though, means that each individ-
ual receives only a few moments of atten-
tion. Quick biographical sketches reveal
the writers’ travels, genealogies, parents’
employment, and relationships with sib-
lings, in addition to the subjects on which
they reported. What the reader hungers
for most, perhaps, is more analysis of the
perplexing blend of inclusion and ineq-
uity that emerges in this history.

The strongest sections of the book are
its middle chapters. Here, LaFollette
slows down, introducing the reader to




Reh, Jane Stafford, and Marjorie Van de
Water and the topics that they covered:
archaeology, medicine, and psychology,
respectively. The intersection between
professional and personal motivations,
the impact of chronic underpayment,
and the profound commitment that con-
tributing writers demonstrated under
difficult circumstances begin to come
into focus. Reh, for example, sent dis-
patches to Science Service from Mexico
while she waited for her divorce to be
finalized, but editors typically declined
to pay her an advance. When Science
Service fell short of meeting her needs,
Reh sent her work to other publishers,
including Scientific American and the New
York Times, reaching new audiences.

At its heart, Writing for Their Lives is
an homage to archivists. Photographs
are at once intimate and professional,
beautifully evoking the lives and person-
alities of LaFollette’s subjects at work. An
independent historian and a research
associate at the Smithsonian Institution
Archives, LaFollette draws most heavily
from the Smithsonian’s collections, in-
cluding Science Service employment re-
cords and professional correspondence.

The result is a cabinet of curiosities, filled
with details that other authors might
have passed over. In presenting, for ex-
ample, the managing editor’s personal
stationery that highlighted his wife’s
chemistry degree, or the cost of travel
for a freelancer—$45.93 for a trip to
Saint Louis, including “railroad fare and
Pullman charge ... ‘hotel, meals, tips,
taxis . .. and the pressing of a frock’” —
LaFollette invites the reader to explore
the records alongside her.

The book unveils early and impor-
tant, yet incomplete, steps toward includ-
ing women’s voices in science journal-
ism. Science Service editors made space
for women writers but also urged them
to revise their copy for greater splash
and home-economics appeal, support-
ing stories that resonated with tradi-
tional Western attitudes—like that of
the “blonde girl explorer.” The organi-
zation’s first director, Edwin Slosson,
advised one aspiring contributor to trim
her stories by saying, “You put too
much meat into your preparations. Re-
member that a housewife’s skill is based
upon her ability to make a tasty dish out
of a scrap of leftover.” Unsurprising for

the era, but nonetheless disheartening,
LaFollette notes only one woman of
color who worked for the service during
its first five decades. Some staff writers
also hinted at the social impact of gen-
der discrepancies in the fields they cov-
ered. “The test atomic explosions have
been peculiarly man’s work,” wrote
Helen Augusta Miles Davis about nu-
clear tests in Nevada and at Bikini Atoll
after World War II. Despite being mar-
ried to the managing editor at Science
Service, Davis often wrote without com-
pensation and without recognition on
the masthead.

Writing for Their Lives pulls back the
curtain on a complex mix of progress and
disparity but often refrains from critique.
It celebrates women in science journalism
who challenged the early-20th-century
social norms that had excluded them. It
also reveals, indirectly, the considerable
cultural distance between 1933 and 2023.
The book is a reminder not only of how
far society has come but also of how much
road still lies ahead in working toward
full equity and inclusion.
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In this book, the mathematician
Karl Sigmund delves into the rela-
tionship between philosophy and
his own field. Chapters cover such
topics as logic, infinity, limits, ran-
domness, voting, language, fair-
ness, and the social contract.
Physicists may be interested in
learning that many mathemati-
cians also take a “shut up and
calculate”-style attitude toward
the foundations of their field. But
as Sigmund notes, many compel-
ling questions remain. For exam-
ple, does the imaginary number /

actually exist, or did we invent it? Could an alien civilization develop an
alternate form of mathematics, or would they inevitably develop the
same one we have? Sigmund's witty tone inspires readers to delve into

those questions and others.

—RD

How can atoms, which are pre-
dominately empty space, be
used to study human history as
well as that of Earth, the solar
system, and the universe itself?
In The Universal Timekeepers,
the physicist David Helfand dis-
cusses the discovery and struc-
ture of atoms, subatomic parti-
cles, nuclei, and molecules
before moving on to how their
radioactive decay has proved to
be an accurate clock with which
to explore the past. In his “tales
of atomic detective work,” Hel-
fand explains the diverse and wide-ranging applications of radioactive
dating, including detecting art forgeries and investigating Earth’s paleo-
climate, the death of the dinosaurs, evolution, the Sun’s birth, and the
Big Bang. —CC
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