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Introduction Selected facts The puzzle Conclusion

Big project

Did elite human capital trigger the rise of the West?

Building a large sample of academic scholars in Europe over the period
1000CE-1800CE.

To measure the quality of scholars, these data are matched with existing catalogues of
publications

Rethink the complementarity between economic growth and scholars & literati
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Covered institutions (universities & academies)
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Example of
secondary source:
Bologna

Mazzetti (1847):
Repertorio dei
professori
dell’Università e
dell’Istituto delle
scienze di Bologna
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Women

Expected (by us) number of women in academia bef. 1800: 0

But we found 110 women among the 57,877 scholars collected so far

For the curious mind, it is interesting to see who they were, if they were married, if
they published well, how they made it etc.

For the economist, one intriguing question appears:

Most of those women are found in Catholic places

This challenges the view that Protestant countries were ahead on the road to
modernity
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Male & Female scholars over time

Period nb. scholars nb. institutions
Start End all women all with women
1000 1199 317 3 19 1
1200 1347 1918 6 33 3
1348 1449 4746 4 56 2
1450 1526 7056 6 85 3
1527 1617 10171 9 182 7
1618 1685 9498 24 204 6
1686 1733 8135 20 199 10
1734 1800 16036 38 261 26
1000 1800 57877 110 345 39
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Female scholars: marital status

Status Number of women
Married Women with Children 40
Married Childless Women 26
Never Married Women 19
Unknown marital status 25
Total 110
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Gender Empowerment as a side effect of Nepotism

In several cases female
scholars shared their
scholarly activity with
their husband, for
example Anna Morandi
Manzolini in Bologna

Note: Wax Self-Portrait of Anna Morandi with Brain, Poggi Museum, Bologna. Anna Morandi
taught anatomy at the University of Bologna from 1756 to 1774. She was an internationally
known anatomical wax modeler (photo: D. de la Croix).
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Distribution of human capital: men vs women
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Barycenter of places of birth, for published scholars
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The puzzle

If any, we expected to find women teaching at the universities of Leiden, Glasgow,
Copenhagen, or Göttingen, and in scientific academies such as the Royal Society, the
Swedish Academy of Sciences, or the Leopoldina.

Women taught at the universities of Bologna, Padua, and Salamanca, and were
members of academies in Arles, Nancy, Lyon, Beziers, Padua, Rome, and Madrid.

This is not a selection bias, as our database benefits from a comprehensive coverage
for most places.
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Luther and the girls

Promotion of basic education: there were more Protestant women than Catholic
women who could read and write

Patriarchal model prevailed in both Protestant and Catholic lands.

But substantial difference in the regulation of women’s lives:

C Through the formal centralization of decisions, the Church could control the
women who occupied public space. This also allowed room for exceptions,
influencing, albeit marginally, traditional patterns. This is probably what
happened in Italian and Spanish universities.

P role of women in society regulated primarily through the judgment and will of
their husbands or fathers.

12 / 16



Introduction Selected facts The puzzle Conclusion

Mary and the girls

Large differences between C and P in devotional practices

Marian devotion

Catholics accept the possibility that a woman may have un-
common gifts, giving her consideration equal to men

Adoration practices of statues of women professors are ob-
served, as if they were endowed with supernatural powers

In Padua, for example, the statue of Elena Lucrezia Cornaro
Piscopia is touched by new graduates in a gesture of good luck
for their future careers.
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The gender equality paradox

Paradox: countries with low overall levels of gender equality show smaller gender
disparities in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM).

The hypothesis is that high gender inequality drives some women to invest in
professions typically associated with men.

Would be confirmed by the presence of high-level women in Catholic academia
together with the view that Protestant countries are more gender equal.
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The late christianization hypothesis

The Catholic Church was key in the dissolution of
clan-based European society

The dissolution of strong kin networks and asso-
ciated decline in the patriarch may have fostered
women’s agency

The regions which remained Catholic after the Ref-
ormation are those which were christianized first

People in regions that were exposed longer to
Christianity may have been more willing to accept
women in academic positions
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Conclusion

Economic and social historians often have a romantic view of Protestantism, which was
supposedly more modern and led Northern Europe to take off first (little divergence)

We show that Protestantism was perhaps not as modern and liberal as we might think

It left less room for women at the top of the distribution of human capital to exercise
their talent
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