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Abstract 

The 19th century saw a profound transformation in both scientific inquiry and literary expression. 

Within this period, women’s engagement with the fields of science and literature became increasingly 

significant, though often overshadowed by restrictive gender roles and societal expectations. This article 

explores the contributions of women writers to the field of astronomy during the 19th century, with a 

focus on how their works navigated and challenged contemporary gender norms. By examining key 

figures such as Mary Somerville, Maria Mitchell, Caroline Herschel, and literary writers such as Mary 

Shelley, this article situates these women as pivotal actors in the intersection of gender studies, literature, 

and science. The narrative of women in astronomy is often underrepresented in historical accounts, but 

these women’s writings, advocacy, and intellectual pursuits offered both direct and indirect challenges to 

the gendered constraints of their time. This article also examines the impact of literary works that 

explored scientific ideas, furthering the notion of the cosmos as a space in which gendered hierarchies 

could be re-imagined and potentially dismantled. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The 19th century was a time of intellectual and scientific expansion, especially with the rise of 

astronomy as a highly influential field. Advances in astronomy were central to the changing intellectual 

and cultural currents of the time. However, the participation of women in the scientific discourse was 

fraught with barriers due to prevailing gender norms and societal expectations. As gender studies have 

increasingly highlighted, women in the 19th century often had to negotiate rigid gender boundaries to 

engage with the scientific world. 

While women’s contributions to astronomy were often obscured or marginalized, numerous female 

writers and scientists made significant contributions. Women like Mary Somerville, Maria Mitchell, 

Caroline Herschel, and Mary Shelley not only contributed to the scientific landscape of their time but 

also utilized literary works to explore the implications of astronomy, often challenging gendered 

expectations. This article will explore these contributions through the lens of 19th-century gender 

studies, considering how women writers navigated and altered the boundaries of gender, science, and  
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literature. 

The 19th century was a period of significant change in both the scientific and literary worlds, marked by 

the burgeoning fields of natural science and the intellectual and social ferment associated with gender 

roles. While astronomy, a traditionally male-dominated discipline, made considerable advancements 

during this time, women’s involvement in science—particularly in astronomy—was often marginalized 

or underappreciated. Yet, despite the pervasive gender biases of the time, several women writers and 

scientists made crucial contributions to the field of astronomy. This article explores the intersection of 

gender, literature, and science by examining the lives, works, and impacts of women writers who 

engaged with astronomy in the 19th century. 

 

The Historical Context: Women and Science in the 19th Century 

The 19th century was a time of profound transformation in both the social and scientific landscapes. The 

rise of industrialization, the development of new scientific theories, and the broader cultural shifts 

influenced the ways in which women were viewed in both intellectual and professional domains. 

Women, particularly those from middle- and upper-class backgrounds, were often relegated to domestic 

spheres, and their intellectual contributions were frequently dismissed or undervalued. 

In the realm of astronomy, however, there were notable exceptions. While formal access to scientific 

education and institutions was generally restricted for women, many found alternative pathways into the 

field, often through private study, informal mentorship, and their relationships with male scientists. 

Some women were able to gain recognition for their astronomical achievements, and several others took 

on literary roles that allowed them to shape public understandings of science, including astronomy. 

 

Women Writers in Astronomy: Pioneers and Advocates 

One of the most famous women to write about astronomy in the 19th century was Mary Somerville 

(1780–1872), a Scottish writer, mathematician, and scientist. Somerville was one of the first women to 

be recognized as a scientist in her own right, and her book The Mechanism of the Heavens (1831) 

became one of the most influential works in popularizing science for the general public. It offered a clear 

explanation of the complex theories of astronomy and physics, notably those of Pierre-Simon Laplace 

and William Herschel. Through her work, Somerville became an advocate for women’s participation in 

scientific discourse and helped make scientific concepts more accessible to a broader audience, 

including women. 

Another key figure was Caroline Herschel (1750–1848), a German-born astronomer and the sister of 

the famous astronomer Sir William Herschel. Caroline’s contributions to astronomy, including the 

discovery of several comets, were groundbreaking. Though her work in astronomy was often 

overshadowed by that of her brother, she gained recognition in her own right and became one of the first 

women to receive a salary as a scientist. Caroline’s writings, such as her autobiography The Herschel 

Correspondence, shed light on the challenges she faced as a woman in a male-dominated field and the 

ways in which her personal and professional lives were intertwined. 

Maria Mitchell (1818–1889), an American astronomer, was another pioneering figure in the field. In 

1847, Mitchell discovered a comet, which led to her being appointed the first female professor of 

astronomy at Vassar College. Mitchell’s works, including her lectures and essays, often touched upon 

the importance of education for women, encouraging young women to engage with scientific disciplines, 

including astronomy. Mitchell’s contributions to astronomy and her advocacy for women’s education  
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resonate strongly with the 19th-century ideals of gender equality and intellectual advancement. 

 

Literary Works and Astronomy: A Creative Exploration 

In addition to these scientists, several women writers explored astronomy in their literary works, 

intertwining scientific ideas with imaginative narratives. For instance, Margaret Cavendish (1623–

1673), although writing earlier than the 19th century, was an influential figure for later women writers 

who combined speculative fiction with scientific ideas. In her work The Blazing World (1666), 

Cavendish created an alternate world in which women participated in intellectual pursuits and explored 

the universe. This visionary text influenced 19th-century women writers, including those interested in 

astronomy. 

In the 19th century, the rise of the novel as a literary form provided a platform for women writers to 

explore scientific and philosophical ideas, including those related to the cosmos. Writers such as Mary 

Shelley, famous for her novel Frankenstein (1818), often incorporated themes of scientific exploration 

and the consequences of unchecked ambition, a concept that resonates with the burgeoning field of 

astronomy and the limits of human understanding. 

Shelley’s work, while primarily focused on the consequences of scientific experimentation, reflects a 

deep engagement with scientific ideas of the time, including the study of the natural world and the 

implications of discovery. Although Frankenstein does not deal directly with astronomy, its theme of 

pushing beyond human limits echoes the era’s fascination with the stars and the unknown. 

Similarly, Olive Schreiner (1855–1920), a South African writer, engaged with the idea of the cosmos in 

her philosophical and feminist works. Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm (1883) features 

characters who ponder the vastness of the universe, positioning the individual as a small yet significant 

part of the larger cosmic system. This contemplative approach to the universe can be seen as a metaphor 

for women’s roles in society—acknowledging both the smallness and the vast potential of women in an 

expanding world of scientific discovery. 

 

The Interplay of Gender, Science, and Literature 

The contributions of women writers to astronomy in the 19th century highlight the intersection between 

gender, science, and literature. Women writers played a critical role in both the popularization of 

scientific ideas and the reimagining of social and intellectual possibilities for women. They used 

literature as a space to explore and challenge the gendered constraints that limited their access to 

scientific knowledge and participation. Through their engagement with astronomy, these women 

redefined the boundaries of intellectual pursuits, asserting their intellectual authority in a field 

traditionally dominated by men. 

As gender studies scholars have pointed out, the 19th century was a time when gender roles were being 

challenged and redefined. Women writers who engaged with astronomy not only contributed to the 

intellectual life of their time but also became key figures in the broader feminist movement. Their 

writings continue to influence both the history of science and the literature of ideas. 

 

Women and the Rejection of Gendered Constraints 

The 19th century was also a period when traditional gender roles were challenged, and women began to 

assert themselves in fields from literature to the sciences. Women writers, particularly those who wrote 

about astronomy, often faced an intellectual battle not only to be taken seriously but to exist outside the 
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restrictive gender norms of their time. Women like Mary Somerville and Maria Mitchell navigated both 

public and private spheres, advocating for themselves and other women as intellectual equals to men. 

These women’s experiences challenge the notion that women in the 19th century were solely passive 

recipients of male-dominated knowledge. Rather, their engagement with science—particularly 

astronomy—demonstrated their ability to actively contribute to intellectual and cultural movements. By 

writing about the stars, the planets, and the mechanisms of the heavens, these women opened new 

possibilities for women in the sciences, even when their contributions were often overlooked or 

dismissed. 

 

Conclusion:  

The 19th century offers a rich history of women who navigated the complex relationship between 

gender, science, and literature, especially in the field of astronomy. Figures like Mary Somerville, Maria 

Mitchell, and Caroline Herschel made significant contributions to the field, while literary works by 

authors like Mary Shelley and Margaret Cavendish explored the potential of science to re-imagine 

gendered possibilities. The legacy of these women continues to influence our understanding of both the 

history of science and the role of women in the intellectual traditions of their time. By engaging with the 

cosmos, these women not only broadened the scientific landscape but also helped create new intellectual 

spaces in which gender could be rethought and re-imagined. Women writers in the 19th century who 

explored the realms of astronomy contributed to both the scientific and literary worlds. Their works not 

only popularized complex scientific concepts but also questioned traditional gender roles, emphasizing 

the intellectual agency of women. From the works of Mary Somerville and Maria Mitchell to the 

speculative fiction of Mary Shelley, these women broke through barriers and created new spaces for 

female intellectual engagement in fields like astronomy. Their writings continue to inspire feminist 

scholars and historians of science today, serving as a reminder of the often-unrecognized contributions 

of women to the scientific understanding of the cosmos. 

By critically engaging with gender studies and the history of astronomy, we can better appreciate the 

rich contributions that women writers made to our understanding of the universe, laying the groundwork 

for future generations of women to explore the stars. 
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