From Tech Books

It was 1996 and I had just moved to Boston to study at Harvard
University in a new technology graduate program. I sat thumbing
through a recent edition of Wired magazine and it was thick with the
promise of hot technology trends and stories of rising top tech talent.
Flipping through the pages I had a feeling that something was missing
but couldn’t quite put my finger on it.
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Technology with Curves:
Reclaiming women’s stories
hen it clicked. Where were the
women? I began to methodically
scan every page for any hint of
the female. By the time I reached the end,
I had counted only 8 female faces (within
both editorial content
and advertisements) and
few female authors
or contributors (about
15%). The message
was unsettling. Although
each page of the
hip computer industry
publication heralded the
rise of the technological
revolution, there was
little evidence of women
as potential leaders or
even participants in the
cause. According to
Wired magazine, women were nearly invisible.
It was like a flashback to grade school
when every textbook profiled one “dead
white male” after the other and ignored the
other half of the population’s experiences
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and achievements. A time when
according to the history books,
Dr. Marie Curie seemed to be the only
female role model the world had to offer.
Sitting at Harvard, I realized that
despite the generations of women who had
put their energy into reclaiming their
voices, experiences and presence into
history, we were once again asking
ourselves, “where are all the women?”
Granted, women have always been
reluctant to pursue careers in maledominated fields such as science and
engineering, so their unwillingness to take
part in the high-tech culture shouldn’t have
been surprising. But with the advent of the
Internet, it was clear we were on the verge
of a new era when technology would have
a profound impact on virtually every
industry and profession. In fact, if women
didn’t actively increase their participation
and become not only users and consumers
of technology but designers and
developers, they might be in danger of
letting history repeat itself.
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Some quick homework on the
subject revealed that the few dreary
stats that existed echoed my own little
magazine experiment. Women were
well on their way to being
marginalized within the
entire computer culture.
In 1996, women’s

for two documentaries and now
wanted to explore women’s
contributions.
Together we began to swap
stories about female pioneers,
educators and leaders who were
warming up the cold world of high
technology. By telling their stories, we

participation online was nowhere
near the rate of men. And despite the
technology boon, female enrolment
in computer science programs such
as computer science was at about
15% in the U.S. and only slightly
better in Canada.
But what could be done to
encourage women to become tech
savvy? As fate would have it, I soon
befriended two other women who
were busy crafting their own unique
solutions to bridging the gender gap
in technology. Emma Smith was a
Vancouver-based Internet consultant
who had just founded a non-profit
networking organization for women
in technology called the Wired
Woman Society. JoAnn Napier was a
high-tech journalist who had
interviewed the Net’s male pioneers

shared a hope that mainstream media
could see that the wired world was
being shaped by these women in
unique and impressive ways. The
result was our book, Technology with
Curves: Women Reshaping the Digital
Landscape (HarperCollins, 2000). In
it, we celebrate the success of a dozen
high profile leaders such as Esther
Dyson, Anita Borg and Geraldine
Laybourne as well as dozens of
everyday women who are harnessing
the power of technology to educate
and empower themselves. The women
span the generations and include
everyone from 17 year-old Irish
programming genius, Sarah Flanagan
to 76-year old Canadian retiree, Betty
Hall. Each woman brings her own
unique personality and experiences to
the mix.
Before long, my journey to seek
out stories of women in technology
took yet another twist. While
working as a researcher at Ryerson
University, I became involved in a

project instigated by the Canadian
E-business Opportunities Roundtable.
This private sector group of top
businesspeople wanted to publish
profiles
of
top
Canadian
entrepreneurs and innovators. The
purpose of sharing these stories was
twofold: to chronicle what until now
has been largely an untold story; and
to serve as the foundation for a
more accurate positioning of
Canada, and Canadians,
as a nation of
technology leaders
and champions – an
“Innovation Nation.”
While co-authoring
this second book, it
occurred to me that
Canada can somewhat
be likened to a woman.
An odd analogy to be
sure, but both seem to possess
an innate modesty that prevents
them from blowing their own horns.
This humble reluctance to seek the
spotlight may even have attributed to
the fact that both are often seriously
underestimated.
Both of these books are intended
to change that perception. They both
strive to put Canadian stories of
achievement and excellence in the
international limelight. As a showcase
of expertise and leadership, they are
meant to inspire the next generation
of top Canadian talent and to secure
Canada’s place in the history and the
future of technological innovation.
Just ahead of the curve. fp

Denise Shortt is a Harvard-educated
writer and consultant. She recently
joined the faculty at Ryerson University’s
School of Information Technology
Management as a Research Associate.
She is the co-author of Technology with
Curves and Innovation Nation. Denise
invites readers to share their stories at:
denise@technologywithcurves.com
Tech Books airs on Tech TV.
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