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An important milestone was crossed recently in the discipline of philosophy, but hardly anyone seems to have noticed. In 2004, for the first time since statistics have been gathered on such things, women earned more than 30 percent of the doctorates in philosophy in this country, 33.3 percent, up from 27.1 percent the year before. The highest percentage women had achieved previously in philosophy was 29.4 percent, in 1998.


The data on earned doctorates are collected by the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago for several Federal agencies. While the number of philosophy doctorates declined slightly in 2004 (from 391 to 363), the number to women increased 14 percent, from 106 to 121; the number to men decreased 15 percent, from 285 to 241. Whether or not this is statistically significant, milestones are milestones and the 30 percent threshold has been crossed once and for all.


Much was made a few years ago about the achievement of American women in receiving more than 50 percent of the doctorates earned by citizens, an accomplishment repeated for three consecutive years (2002-2004). (Chronicle, “Doctoral Degrees Rose 3.4% in 2004, Survey Finds,” December 9, 2005) The yawning chasm between that 50 percent overall and the newly achieved 33 percent in philosophy cannot be dismissed as statistically insignificant. It once again raises the mystery of why women are not represented in much greater numbers in philosophy, especially compared to the humanities and social sciences overall. But it is a mystery not many seem interested in unraveling.


Despite continuing discussion of the serious consequences for the nation of the shortage of women in science, mathematics, and engineering, few seem interested in the shortage of women in philosophy. Does it follow that hardly anyone – not even philosophers – recognizes any particular national interest in attracting more women to philosophy?


In the sciences, attention has focused, not only on the proportion of doctorates awarded to women, but also on the perceived shortfall of women in University teaching relative to their achievements in earning doctorates. Science detailed concerns about such disparities last year, noting that women make up only about 15 percent of full-time biology professors, even though they earn almost 46 percent of doctorates in the field.  (“The dearth of women in science,” Science, August 19, 2005) The disparity in other scientific disciplines also is significant. One-quarter of the doctorates in the physical sciences are held by women, according to Science, but they constitute less than seven percent of full-time faculty in the field. 


According to other studies, the full-time faculty at the country’s top research universities is 70 percent male overall and 60 percent male among new assistant professors (Robin Wilson, “Where the Elite Teach, It’s Still a Man’s World,” Chronicle, December 3, 2004), despite the receipt by American women now of over 50 percent of the doctorates. 


Comparing the earned doctorates in a field with faculty composition is more challenging in philosophy. Thanks to the NORC, reliable data on doctorates are available, but data on college faculty are something else. The American Philosophical Association attempted a survey several years ago at the urging of its Committee on the Status of Women to determine the representation of women in the field, but a poor response left the profession without reliable data. 


I have attempted in recent years to see how well women are represented in philosophy by studying department web pages, especially for doctoral programs. (http://www.csulb.edu/~jvancamp/doctoral_2004.html) Some web sites are more up-to-date than others, and other complications cloud the tabulation. I do not count faculty in temporary or non-tenure-track positions, such as adjuncts, visitors, lecturers, or auxiliary faculty with appointments only in other disciplines, especially as such faculty typically have no vote in hiring or department policies. I count joint appointments only if the faculty member has a full faculty appointment in philosophy. 


With these caveats on the reliability of this homespun data collection, it appears that women make up about 18 percent of the tenured and tenure-track faculty at the 50 doctoral programs on the much-discussed Philosophical Gourmet Report by Brian Leiter at the University of Texas-Austin.  (http://www.philosophicalgourmet.com/) Fourteen of those schools have just one or two token women on their faculties. The highest percentage of women among this group is a mere 36 percent (Harvard) and only five departments are more than 30 percent female (University of Washington-35%, University of Illinois, Chicago-33%, Yale University-33%, University of Pennsylvania-31%, along with Harvard).  All of the top five schools on the rankings are less than 20 percent female (#1 New York University-17.6%; #2 Rutgers University-13.8%; #3 Princeton University-10.0%; #4 University of Michigan-9.1%;  #5 University of Pittsburgh-16.7%).


The percentage of doctorates in philosophy going to women in the United States  has hovered consistently for decades in the 20s, from a low of 24.2 percent in 1995 to a high of 29.4 percent in 1998, before crossing the 30 percent threshold in 2004. Given the glacial turnover in university faculties, some might consider 18 percent representation at the elite schools acceptable, especially as it mirrors patterns throughout academe, in which women are better represented at the lower tiers of the academic hierarchy – community colleges, four-year colleges, non-doctoral universities. (Wilson, “Where the Elite Teach”) Compared to the sciences, the disparities between earned doctorates and the proportion of university faculty members might not seem so stark, though advanced training in the sciences is more likely to lead to significant opportunities in private business and government, especially contrasted with the career opportunities for Ph.D.s in philosophy.


But public discussion addressing the shortage of women on university faculties in the sciences, math, and engineering echoes the anecdotal experiences of many women in philosophy. Token women in mostly male departments sometimes endure the “ridicule, slights, and leering” reported by female scientists. (Science, August 19, 2005). Female students find few if any role models in philosophy, a problem frequently noted in the sciences and other technical fields. When a female professor at the University of California, Irvine, claimed the surprise is not that there are so few women in mathematics, but that there are so many, given the hostility they endure on a regular basis (Rich Monastersky, “Primed for Numbers,” Chronicle, March 4, 2005), her comments resonated with at least some women in philosophy. 


But the shortage of women in philosophy – if it is even appropriately described as a “shortage” – and the explanations for that shortage, do not seem to alarm anybody on the national scene. We worry about the shortage of scientists, mathematicians, and engineers, because of the impact on our nation’s competitiveness in future advances in the sciences and technology. Is there any reason why the nation should worry about a shortage of women in philosophy?


Universities should provide a haven for all research, no matter how esoteric or irrelevant or useless it might seem to the general public and especially to the taxpayer for public institutions. Yet some connection, some justification for their continued existence, helps departments in the fight for resources, students, and recognition. The historians who help us understand the nature of post-World War II occupations are vital in the current debate about the occupation of Iraq. The medievalists who study the nature of “just war” derived from Thomas Aquinas help clarify the debate about President Bush’s doctrine of “pre-emptive war.” 


Philosophy too should provide a haven for what might seem irrelevant to the general public. But the discipline has long demonstrated that it contributes more obviously to the national well-being and it could and should make the case that it is vital to the national interest. Bertrand Russell’s work on binary logic in the early 20th-century provided the basis for today’s computer languages. The challenge of such philosophers as John Searle to the Turing Machine and our understanding of artificial intelligence has enhanced our understanding of the possibilities and limitations of computer simulation. Work on applied ethics has improved our public dialogue on everything from abortion, stem cell research, and gay marriage to assisted suicide, capital punishment, and business ethics. 


Such distinguished philosophers as Richard Rorty of Stanford and Martha Nussbaum of the University of Chicago have promoted the importance of “applied” philosophy in our public dialogue as well as the practicalities of drawing students to philosophy departments, enrollment that supports the more esoteric work in those departments.


Attracting as many talented people as possible to the profession in order to pursue these important questions for society seems an obviously worthwhile goal. Drawing from the entire population, both men and women, would increase the talent pool. It also seems obvious that the nation would benefit from a diversity of views on important issues from adoption to gay marriage, including diversity by gender. 


Instead of belittling those who urge better representation of women in philosophy or rationalizing their underrepresentation relative to the population, philosophers would be better served by insisting on the importance of philosophy to the nation and thus to the importance of inclusiveness of all who might enhance these important contributions. Perhaps then we would see the sort of public dialogue on the importance of women in philosophy now so familiar in science, math, and engineering.
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� The title of this paper traces to an article by Robin Wilson in The Chronicle of Higher Education, “Deep Thought, Quantified” (May 20, 2005 ) on the impact on the profession of Brian Leiter’s Philosophical Gourmet Report. On July 1, 2005, the Chronicle published “’Boyish Preoccupations’ of Philosophers,” a Letter to the Editor by Cheryl A. Foster, Professor of Philosophy, University of Rhode Island, in which she noted that Wilson  “. . . quotes a dozen male philosophers without featuring a single female voice,” and that “. . . the Philosophical Gourmet Report captures the boyish preoccupation of the philosophical profession in America.” 
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