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Abstract

Computing today is often seen as a man’s field. The popular image of the skilled computer professional is a caricature of the male “nerd” or “hacker,” and the number of women earning computer science degrees has actually declined since the 1980s. Yet history shows that the image of computing as a man’s field is actually a   recent one. When electronic digital computers were invented during   WWII, the first programmers were overwhelmingly women. Women made   significant contributions to the early development of software   languages and applications and helped shape the emerging discipline   of computer science. Yet their contributions and successes are not   widely known.  

This talk describes how women first got involved in the digital   computer revolution during the Second World War, comparing secret   wartime projects in the US and Britain to show the opportunities   and obstacles that existed. It then explores how women created both   new technologies and new types of careers by profiling the life of   the most renowned woman in computer history, Admiral Grace Murray   Hopper. By revealing the continuities and contrasts with women’s   opportunities in the past, these accounts shed light on the present- day status of women in the field.

