voices: women in physics

Representation of women in physics is increasing but still lags behind other
fields. A new study assesses the participation of women in physics over

time and around the world. The evidence supports the idea that societal attitudes
and support for women play a major role in the gender disparity rather than

any innate difference between men and women.
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wartime manufacturing jobs were laid off and
told to return home because their job would
go to some deserving male veteran. Coupled
with the Gl bill, this emphasis on homemaking
for women and jobs for men had an effect on
women'’s participation in higher education.
Women's representation among PhD recipients
was lower post-war than it had been pre-war, not
only in physics, but in all fields. It was not until
the late 1970s that women'’s participation in higher
education at the PhD level began to increase,
and it has done so rapidly.

Further evidence for the cultural context of
science can be found in examining the vari-
ability of women'’s representation in physics across
countries (Figure 2). The effects of different
cultural environments and different levels of
support for working women are most evident
when we compare the representation of women
in physics in France to their representation in
Germany. In France, where two-earner families
enjoy state-supported child care, more than
one quarter of physics PhDs are earned by
women. In Germany, where this support is absent,
just 10% of physics PhDs are earned by women.
While the child care difference is not solely
responsible for the difference in physics degrees
earned by women, it does illustrate the impor-

tance of societal support for women in science.
Data from the United States indicate that
once women have earned a bachelor's degree

in physics, they are able to advance through the
academic ranks at about the same rate as
men. For example, retention rates during physics
graduate school are about the same for US
women and men. Women are represented on
physics faculties at the rates we would expect
given degree production in the past. However,
these data do not support Summers’ assertion
that there is no discrimination against women

in science. Nor do they mean that we should con-
clude things are as they should be for women

in physics. These data do not tell the complete
story because they do not describe the per-
sonal experiences of women who have dropped
out or, alternatively, persisted in physics despite
a very chilly, if not sometimes hostile, climate.
Instead, these data point to the perseverance and
determination of women in physics and to the
efforts of those who have dedicated themselves
to correcting the situation of women in physics.
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