NEC PLURIBUS IMPAR

JUST BECAUSE EVERYONE SAYS SOMETHING DOESN'T MEAN IT'S TRUE

JUNE 4,2017 - BY PHILIPPE LEMOINE

Why are women underrepresented in
philosophy and should we care?
(UPDATED)

In my last post, | offered a brief commentary on a recent paper about
the representation of women in philosophy journals, but | now want
to discuss a bit more thoroughly the underlying issue of the
underrepresentation of women in philosophy. It's a well-known fact
that women are underrepresented in philosophy. Indeed, except for
engineering, computer science and physics, philosophy seems to

be the field in which the proportion of women is the lowest. Now,
whenever a group that has traditionally been disadvantaged is
underrepresented in a prestigious occupation (which is how
philosophers, though perhaps not many other people, see their field),
you can be certain that people are going to conclude that it's because
the members of that group are being discriminated against. So it
shouldn’t surprise anyone that, in the case of women’s
underrepresentation in philosophy, a lot of people have been saying
just that. What should be more surprising is that, despite the lack of
evidence (more on this shortly), this explanation has become so
popular among philosophers, who like to think of themselves as
reasonable people who care a great deal about evidence and are less
susceptible to the kind of bias that affect other people. Unfortunately,
as anyone who has interacted with philosophers for long enough
knows, nothing could be further from the truth. The hypothesis that
women are underrepresented in philosophy because sexism is
pervasive in the field is what | call the official narrative, precisely
because it has become the default explanation among philosophers, at
least in public discourse.



Despite how widespread that explanation is, however, there is almost
no evidence to support it. As far as | can tell, when the people who
promote that explanation bother to adduce some evidence in favor of
it, they either rely on anecdotal evidence or draw on psychological
research which is deeply flawed and/or doesn’'t show what they think
it shows. The anecdotal evidence they give for the most part consist in
stories of women that have been mistreated because of their gender
or at least who think they have been mistreated because of their
gender. You can find many examples of that kind of stories on What is
it like to be awoman in philosophy?, a blog that was created a few
years ago to collect them. The problem is that, while anecdotal
evidence may be suggestive, it's essentially worthless as evidence,
even when you have a lot of it. The right thing to do when you have
anecdotal evidence which suggests that a hypothesis might be true is
to collect evidence in a systematic way to test it. (As | explain below,
when people have done that in the case of the underrepresentation of
women in philosophy, it didn’t confirm the hypothesis that
discrimination against women is pervasive in philosophy, quite the
opposite.) But until you have done that, anecdotal evidence has

little probative value, at least when you're trying to use it to support a
causal hypothesis about a complex phenomenon. It can’t tell you much
about the prevalence of sexism and it can tell you even less about the
magnitude of the effect it has. This is true even if you have a lot of
anecdotal evidence, because the problem isn’'t so much the amount of
evidence you have as much as the kind of evidence it is and, in
particular, how it was collected. It never ceases to amaze me how
often | have to repeat that to philosophers, despite the fact that it’s
entirely uncontroversial in science, for reasons that are familiar to

anyone who has enough of it.

When they don’t rely on anecdotal evidence, the people who promote
the official narrative use psychological research which, in the best
case scenario, offers some very indirect support for the hypothesis
that women are underrepresented in philosophy because of bias
against them. In particular, implicit bias and stereotype threat have
been all the rage among philosophers in recent years, though I'm
afraid it’s mostly because they haven't read the literature. Indeed, not
only is that psychological research deeply flawed, but even if it were
not, it would still not offer much support to the official narrative. It



would take a whole post to explain why in details, so here | will just
make a few remarks, which hopefully will be sufficient to give you a
sense of the problems with that research and the way in which it’s
being used by people who promote the official narrative. First, as |
already noted, the research about implicit bias and, even more so,
stereotype threat is often flawed in a way most people who use it
don’t suspect. For instance, the research about stereotype threat
suffers from both publication bias and failure of replication, especially
in connection with sex-based stereotype threat. Moreover, even if we
could trust the results of the studies about stereotype threat, they
don’t actually show what philosophers and many other people in the
public think they do. So as far as we can tell from the literature, it’s not
even clear that stereotype threat exists, let alone that it can explain
the underrepresentation of women in philosophy.

The literature about implicit bias also has a lot of flaws, though it’s not
as bad as that on stereotype threat, which is admittedly difficult. The
main problem with it, however, is that several meta-analyses have
shown that, to the extent that implicit bias exists and is measured by
the Implicit Association Test (IAT), it doesn’t really explain much
because the effect is extremely weak. If you want to know more about
this, you should read Jesse Singal’s excellent write-up on the
literature in New York Magazine, which has links to the most
important studies. What's really amazing is that, even though people
in mainstream publications have only started to talk about

this recently, it has been very clear to people who know the literature
for along time. Indeed, it was already clear when Greenwald et

al. published their meta-analysis in 2009, despite their effort to spin
the results. (In general, when you read social science, you should
always ignore the spin and look at the tables. | have lost count of how
many studies | have read which concluded exactly the opposite of
what the data actually showed.) Philosophers routinely attribute to
implicit bias a power that, according to the literature, it simply doesn’t
have.

Even if this were not the case, this psychological research would offer
little support to the hypothesis that women are underrepresented in
philosophy because discrimination against them is pervasive in the
field. Indeed, there are major concerns about ecological validity with



the research about both implicit bias and stereotype threat, for
reasons that should be obvious if you just take a minute to think about
it. (If you are interested, the fact that most studies about implicit bias
lack ecological validity is illustrated by this study about police
decisions to shoot, which has a very nice design.) For instance, even if
the research about implicit bias really showed that, in a laboratory,
unconscious bias of the sort allegedly detected by the IAT was
causally related to discriminatory behavior, it would say little about
whether implicit bias results in discrimination against womenine. g. a
concrete hiring decision, because there are so many potential factors
that might counter implicit bias in a real situation. Similarly, even if
stereotype threat were a thing, it doesn’t follow that it would have
any practical import.

In fact, not only is there no non-anecdotal evidence that bias against
women is pervasive in philosophy, but there is actually some non-
anecdotal evidence that exactly the opposite is true. In particular, in
recent years, Carolyn Dicey-Jenning and her team have collected a lot
of data about placement. They did a multilevel logistic regression
analysis which showed that, even controlling for area of specialization
and year of graduation, women were a lot more likely than men to find
a permanent position as opposed to a temporary one. Moreover, as |
explained at the time, this analysis probably underestimates how
much more likely than men to find a permanent position women are,
because it doesn’t control for the number of publications and data
previously collected by Carolyn Dicey-Jennings showed that men had
on average significantly more publications than women. (In another
analysis of updated data that was published a few months later, the
effect of gender wasn't significant, but as | and a few other people
noted at the time, this isn’t surprising since none of the models

were the same as the one used previously. Indeed, not only was
multilevel regression not used, but even more importantly none of the
models used for that analysis compares the odds of finding a
permanent position as opposed to a temporary one. Given how strong
the effect was, how small the p-value and how much overlap there
was in the data, | have no doubt that, if you did the same analysis with
the up to date dataset, you would find a significant effect. Indeed, in a
later analysis of the data, the effect was replicated as | and others had
predicted it would.) Now, | know that regression analysis not the same



thing as causal inference, that we need to be careful when
interpreting the results, etc. But it would be profoundly dishonest to
deny that it’s evidence in favor of the hypothesis that, not only are
women not discriminated against, but they even get some kind of
preferential treatment. It would be profoundly dishonest, but if you
read the comments, you will see that it prevents many people from
doing just that.

What is really baffling with the fact that many people find the
hypothesis that women get some kind of preferential treatment
difficult to believe is that, given how much people in the field talk
about the importance of increasing the proportion of women in
philosophy, it shouldn’t surprise anyone. Maybe it’s just me, but when
everyone around me talks about how important it is to have more
women in the field, it doesn’t really surprise me when | find out that
most of them are doing just that... (Before you accuse me of relying on
anecdotal evidence myself, which is precisely what | criticized other
people for doing, | invite you to read what | just said carefully. | didn’t
use anecdotal evidence to establish the claim that women get some
kind of preferential treatment in hiring. | showed that we had non-
anecdotal evidence that women are favored in hiring and pointed out
that, given some of the anecdotal evidence we have, this should not
be surprising, which isn’t the same thing.) Of course, people often say
one thing and do something completely different, but they do what
they say even more often. A world in which the situation for women is
as dire as that described by the official narrative is unlikely to be a
world in which people constantly lament the underrepresentation of
women in philosophy, create task forces to figure out ways to increase
the proportion of women in the field, offer various resources to
women in order to help them find a job, etc. | have never been to a Ku
Klux Klan rally, but somehow | doubt that if | did, | would hear a lot of
people talk about the urgency of advancing the well-being of black
folks.

It's interesting that, when you talk to people in private, almost
everyone agrees that women get some kind of preferential treatment
(even if some think it’s justified), but most of them would never say
that in public. This is hardly surprising given that, every time you say
that, there is always someone to accuse you of being angry at women,



as | have experienced myself. But I’'m not angry at women, I’'m just not
statistically illiterate, which despite what some people seem to think
is not the same thing. This kind of defamatory, ad hominem attack is
just a way of stifling debate. As | explain below, | personally don’t
think such a preferential treatment is justified, but | also think that
reasonable people can disagree about that. What reasonable people
can’t disagree about is that, as far as we can tell based on the evidence
we currently have, women do get some kind of preferential
treatment. The truth is that, although | don’t think it’s fair, | don’t care
that much about it. After all, if everything | think is unfair (no matter
how insignificant) kept me up at night, | would never sleep. What
bothers me is not so much that women get a preferential treatment,
but the amount of bad faith | see every time the issue comes up in
conversation. Everyone knows that, if the situation was reversed and
the evidence showed that men are more likely to get a job, we'd never
hear the end of it. This is why, against my better judgment, | always
seem to get myself involved in long debates about that issue.

So even if you think that women should get some kind of preferential
treatment, it would be nice if you stopped pretending that we don't
have good reasons to believe that they probably do, because so far
that’s what the evidence indicates. It would also be even great if
people stopped claiming that sexism is rampant in philosophy,
because there doesn’t seem to be any non-anecdotal evidence to
support that claim. It’s kind of infuriating when, despite all the
evidence to the contrary, people not only deny that women get any
kind of preferential treatment, but even insist that men do since
women face ubiquitous discrimination in the profession. Indeed, this
is adding insult to injury, which is really annoying even when the injury
is not that big of a deal. If you step on my foot because you thought it
was the only way to achieve some purpose which you think is
desirable, I’'m not going to make a fuss about it, even if | disagree with
you that it was the only way to achieve that purpose and/or that it’s
desirable. But if you step on my foot and tell me that I'm the one who
stepped on your foot, it's going to piss me off, which doesn’t strike me
as extravagant.

If people want to keep saying that women are routinely discriminated
against in philosophy, they should give some non-anecdotal evidence



to support their view. Indeed, assertions that sexism is rampant in
philosophy and that women face a lot of discrimination are not
evidence, no matter how often they are repeated. Similarly, appeals to
cherry-picked psychological studies about stereotype threat and
implicit bias that at best have indirect bearing on the
underrepresentation of women in philosophy are not evidence, it’s
just magical thinking masquerading as empirically informed
discussion, of the sort philosophers are unfortunately quite fond. In
some cases, it would actually be pretty easy to test the claims people
who defend the official narrative are making, but they don’t seem very
interested in doing so. For instance, not so long ago, | had a
conversation on Daily Nous with someone who, among many other
unsubstantiated claims, asserted that women were less often invited
to give talks than men. So I did a quick and dirty test of that claim and
found that not only was it not the case, but actually women were
significantly more often invited to give talks. Of course, the way | did
that was pretty sloppy, but it would be relatively easy to test that
hypothesis rigorously. | have little doubt that, if you did, you would
confirm my finding, but somehow | don’t see a lot of people trying
among those who promote the official narrative...

But let’s even suppose, just for the sake of the argument, that
discrimination against women is pervasive in philosophy. What people
don’t seem to realize is that, even if we had good, non-anecdotal
evidence that women are being routinely discriminated against in
philosophy, it would not be enough to explain their
underrepresentation in the field. Indeed, this would explain why
women who are interested in philosophy are less likely to enter the
field relative to men who are similarly interested, but it wouldn’t
explain why women are underrepresented in philosophy but not in
other fields. The problem for that hypothesis is that, in many other
fields, not only are women not underrepresented, but they are vastly
overrepresented. This suggests that, even if sexism is part of the story
behind the underrepresentation of women in philosophy, there

are other, far more powerful factors. If you want to insist that bias
explains more than a small part of the gap, you have to show that,
whatever discrimination women face in philosophy, it's much worse
than in other fields such as psychology, which are dominated by
women to the same extent that philosophy is dominated by men.



Unless you can do that, you may have explained part of the gap, but
only a small part since the factor you are relying upon was
presumably just as much a factor in fields other than philosophy
where there is no gap.

In fact, even if you could show that women face a lot more of
discrimination in philosophy than in other fields where they are not
underrepresented, it still wouldn’t be enough. After all, since women
are overrepresented in psychology, it wouldn’t be surprising if they
faced less discrimination than in philosophy, where they are
underrepresented. But this wouldn’t explain why, after the
restrictions that prevented women from entering academia were
lifted, some fields quickly reach gender parity and some, such as
psychology, even came to be dominated by women,

whereas philosophy remained dominated by men. However, there is
no reason to believe that, 50 years ago or so, sexism was more
widespread in philosophy than in psychology, law, medicine,
literature, etc. For instance, | have no doubt that women are far more
likely to be affected by sexual harassment in philosophy, because men
are presumably more likely to engage in that kind of behavior than
women and they are overrepresented in philosophy. Thus, when it
comes to sexual harassment, there is no doubt that men are privileged
in the field. But there is also no reason to think that, when the
restrictions that prevented the entry of women in academia were
lifted (at which point most fields had the same, extremely low
proportion of women), there was more sexual harassment in
psychology, law, medicine, literature, etc. than in philosophy.

Thus, the official narrative can’t really explain why women are
underrepresented in philosophy but not in many other fields, because
we'd have to assume that philosophers have historically been a lot
more sexist than e. g. physicians. But given the long history of sexism
in the medical profession, this seems completely implausible to me.
This is why | think that a much better explanation of the fact that
women are underrepresented in philosophy is that, for whatever
reason, men tend to be more interested in philosophy while the
opposite is true for other disciplines such as psychology. Unlike the
official narrative, the hypothesis that women have different
preferences than men explains not only why they are



underrepresented in philosophy, but also why they are not
underrepresented and are even overrepresented in other

fields. Indeed, it’s interesting that, in the case of psychology, nobody
has any problem accepting the idea that men are underrepresented
because they have different preferences than women. It’s only when
women are underrepresented that people start protesting against
this explanation. | get that, since women have historically been
disadvantaged, the situation isn’t exactly symmetric, but this doesn’t
justify that double standard.

Moreover, unlike the hypothesis that women face pervasive sexismin
philosophy, the hypothesis that women tend to be less interested in
philosophy than men has a lot of direct empirical support. For
instance, a study from 2015 found some evidence that, even before
their first philosophy course, women at the University of Sidney were
already less interested in majoring than men. | also calculated that,
according to a survey filled by more than 1.6 million students in the
US between 2000 and 2005, among those who entered a four-year
college with the intention of majoring in philosophy during that
period, only 31% were female despite the fact that women made up
56% of the respondents. It’s true that, in 2012, another study had
found that the proportion of women declined significantly between
the population of philosophy introductory courses and the population
of philosophy majors. Many people took that to be evidence that
women are discouraged from majoring in philosophy after they
experience a philosophy classroom, but since many if not

most students take introductory philosophy courses to satisfy a
requirement, this was clearly a mistake. Indeed, not only did that
same study also found that men still outnumbered women in
introductory philosophy courses, but it found no statistically
significant decline in the proportion of women between the
population of philosophy majors and the population of philosophy
graduate students or between the population of philosophy graduate
students and the population of philosophy faculty.

Yet another study based on a survey of 1,540 undergraduates at
Georgia State University, which they filled at the end of their
introduction to philosophy, showed that women found the course less
interesting, were less interested in taking more philosophy courses or



majoring in philosophy, thought philosophy was less relevant to their
lives, etc. They said that at a time when they had only taken only one
philosophy class, whose instructors were clearly interested in
drawing women to the field, since they were conducting a study to
understand why so few women were majoring in philosophy. Indeed,
according to the survey, the women in the class felt the instructors,
but also the men in the class, treated everyone with respect no matter
their gender. In order to test whether the small number of women
may have something to do with the fact that women showed less
interest than men in philosophy, the instructors intervened by
increasing the proportion of women on the syllabus after the first
year, but it had no effect whatsoever. There is also nothing

surprising about it, since it’s just a specific instance of the more
general phenomenon that women have different occupational
preferences than men, which is largely uncontroversial. Again, even
among those who peddle the official narrative, few would dispute that
women tend to be more interested in psychology than men. It’s only
when you suggest that women might be less interested in philosophy
than men that people start being uncomfortable with that kind of
explanation.

Not only does the evidence | just discussed support the hypothesis
that women are less interested in philosophy, but it’s also hard to
reconcile with the official narrative, since it suggests that women are
already less interested in philosophy before they have even taken any
philosophy class. | understand that, for the people who promote that
narrative, bias is a powerful factor, but they will have to forgive me if |
continue to think that backward causation is not a thing... On the
other hand, unlike the official narrative, the hypothesis that women
are underrepresented because they tend to be less interested in
philosophy explains the data extremely well. Indeed, as we have

seen above, approximately 31% of the students about to enter college
who declared the intention to major in philosophy between 2000 and
2005 were female. Now, according to the National Science
Foundation (NSF), almost 28% of the people who received a PhD in
philosophy between 2010 and 2015 were female. However, during
that period, women only made up 46.3% of the people who received a
PhD. When you account for that fact, based on the proportion of
women among the students who declare the intention to major in



philosophy when they enter college, you would only expect
approximately 27% of the people who received a PhD in philosophy to
be women, which is less than the actual proportion. Of course,

by applying this correction, | may be in part accounting for bias
against women that prevents them from getting a PhD, but if so this
has nothing to do with philosophy in particular.

In fact, this is not just true of philosophy, it seems to be true across the
various academic fields. | used the data about students in four-year
colleges from the CIRP Freshman Survey, which asks more than
250,000 students every year what they plan to study as they enter
college, as well as the data from the NSF about PhD recipients, to see
what correlation there was between the women/men ratio of
incoming freshmen who declared their intention to major in a field
between 2000 and 2005 and the proportion of women who received
a PhD in that field between 2010 and 2015. There was data about
dozens of fields/majors, but it wasn’t always possible to match the
data about majors from the survey to the data about PhD recipients
from the NSF and the preparation of the data was pretty time-
consuming, so | only compiled data for 21 fields. They include
philosophy, mathematics, physics, history, psychology, biology, etc.
The criteria | used to choose which fields were going to be included in
the analysis were how easy it was to match the data from the survey
to the data from the NSF, what proportion of the incoming freshmen
declare their intention to major in them and how prestigious they are.
I may have made a mistake, so if you want to check my analysis, | have
uploaded the data here. If you want to include more fields/majors, you
also have everything you need.

As it turns out, the proportion of women among freshmen who
declared the intention to major in a field upon entering college
between 2000 and 2005 predicts the proportion of women who
received a PhD in that field between 2010 and 2015 almost perfectly,
as you can see on this graph:
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The correlation between the proportion of women among freshmen
who declared their intention of majoring in a field and the proportion
of women among the people who received a PhD in that field was a
whopping 0.958, which means that the former explained almost 92%
of the variance in the latter. This is as strong a correlation as you are
ever going to find in social scientific data. In fact, although | expected
the correlation to be strong, even | didn’t think it would be that strong.

Thus, for the most part, the proportion of women in a field seems to
be already determined by the time students enter college. Of course,
this doesn’'t explain why women are underrepresented among PhD
recipients across the board, which could have something to do with
bias or some other form of injustice against women. (My guess is that
it has a lot to do with the fact that, in order to get a PhD, women often
have to delay motherhood, which many are not willing to do.
Universities could probably do more to accommodate women who
want to have a child while in graduate school, but it's not that easy
and, in any case, this is more complicated than people taking the work
of women less seriously or something like that.) But even if bias or
some other kind of injustice explains this fact, it seems to operate
more or less equally across fields. In particular, you can see on the
graph that philosophy is not an outlier, on the contrary. This should
put to rest the narrative that philosophy is uniquely bad for women
and that sexism discourage them to pursue a PhD in philosophy in a
way it does not in other fields. According to the data | analyzed,
insofar as sexism discourages some women from pursuing a PhD in
philosophy, it does not seem to do so any more than in other fields.
Moreover, given how much variation in the proportion of women



there is between fields, even if bias is a factor in the
underrepresentation of women in academia as a whole (which is not
clear), it’s presumably not very powerful compared to the factors that
explain variation in the proportion of women between fields.

Another possible explanation of the underrepresentation of women
in philosophy, which is not incompatible with the hypothesis that
women are less interested in philosophy, is that men are more likely to
have the kind of cognitive abilities that are required to succeed in
philosophy, which could also contribute to explain why women are
underrepresented in philosophy. Although it’s often summarily
dismissed for what | think are ideological reasons, | don’t think we can
rule out this hypothesis, but | also think that we are not currently in a
position to know whether sex differences in cognitive abilities play a
role in the underrepresentation of women in philosophy and, if so,
how much of the gap it explains. Sex differences in cognitive abilities
are a complicated issue that would require a lengthy discussion, but
it'’s better left to another post specifically on that question, so | will
just make a few brief remarks here. (If you want to read more about
that question, you can read this great, balanced review of the
literature by Halpern et al. from 2007.) There is a lot of evidence that
there are sex differences in cognitive abilities, although it’s not
always conclusive. For instance, it seems that men have

higher visuospatial abilities, but lower verbal abilities. Moreover, for
some cognitive abilities, there seems to be more variability among
men. It’s less clear whether these differences are genetic or result
from environmental factors, although the evidence suggests

that genetic and environmental factors interact in complicated ways
to produce them.

But it's unclear how much, if at all, sex differences in cognitive abilities
bear on the underrepresentation of women in philosophy. First, we
don’t know what specific cognitive abilities are correlated with
philosophical aptitude, but as we have seen differences between the
sexes vary a lot across different cognitive abilities. Moreover, even
when there are differences between the sexes in cognitive abilities,
they are often relatively small. Now, even small differences can result
in large men/women disparities, but only at the tails of the
distribution of cognitive ability. However, not only is it not clear what



cognitive abilities are important to be successful in philosophy, but it's
also not clear which region of the distribution of these cognitive
abilities philosophers typically occupy. To be clear, | do not doubt that
philosophers are smarter than people in most other fields, nor do |
deny that many philosophers are superiorly intelligent. For instance, |
read John Hawthorne’s paper on Benardete’s paradox a few months
ago and it left me no doubt about the fact that he is extremely smart,
but | don't really know how high philosophers typically score on the
cognitive abilities that are associated with success in philosophy.
(Indeed, as | already noted, we don’t even know exactly what
cognitive abilities are associated with success in philosophy.) Thus,
even if men are overrepresented among people who have very high
cognitive abilities of the kind required to succeed in philosophy, it may
not matter that much, although this could also be part of the story
behind the underrepresentation of women in philosophy. Finally, as
we have seen above, the fact that women are already less interested
in philosophy as they enter college can already explain pretty much
the whole gap. This suggests that, even if differences in ability
contribute to explain the gap (which is hard to know at this point),
their effect is probably mediated by differences in preferences.
Indeed, as Halpern et al. explain, even among individuals who are
academically gifted across the board, people tend the prefer the
fields in which they are strongest. So | think it’s reasonable to assume
that, even if men are more likely than women to have the kind of
cognitive abilities that are required to succeed in philosophy (which
again is pure speculation at this point), the fact that women have
different preferences than men explains why they are
underrepresented in the field.

Now, even if you accept this explanation of the underrepresentation
of women in philosophy, you may worry that the fact that women
have different preferences from men is not innocent. It’s certainly
true that, in general, this fact is probably not innocent. It seems likely
that, if women tend to prefer low status occupations, it’s at least in
part because of the way they are socialized, which probably reflects
some illegitimate gender-based discrimination. But it doesn’t follow
that every difference in occupational preferences between men and
women reflects some kind of injustice, even if it’s partly a

product of cultural factors. In particular, it doesn’t mean that, if men



are more likely to be interested in philosophy than women, we should
worry about it. Indeed, while | can see why someone might worry that
women are being socialized to prefer low status occupations, | really
don’t see why we should worry if women are being socialized to
prefer psychology to philosophy. Of course, this could be a byproduct
of the factors that make women prefer low status occupations, but
this is hardly obvious. Moreover, even if this were the case,
philosophy departments would probably not be the place where
change needs to happen.

Leslie et al. published a study in 2015 which found that women were
underrepresented in fields that were perceived as requiring innate
talent. Since philosophy was among the fields in question, this

result was taken to show that women may be discouraged from
entering the field by the perception that it requires some kind of
innate talent. If this were the case, it might be a reason to worry about
the fact that women are less interested in philosophy than men, for it
could be that women are socialized to believe that they don’t have the
necessary innate talent. The problem is that, as Scott Alexander
explained on Slate Star Codex, the study failed to account for the
possibility that the effect of perceived required ability was mediated
by actual required ability. As it happens, when you perform the same
kind of analysis as Leslie et al. but control for the quantitative score
on the GRE, the effect of perceived required ability disappears. Now,
you may not like the idea of using the quantitative score on the GRE
as a proxy of innate ability (whatever this means exactly), but the fact
is that it predicts the share of women in fields of study extremely well
and, in any case, it’s clear that Leslie et al. should have accounted for
the possibility that people’s beliefs about required ability may

be accurate. This isn’t specific to Leslie et al., but is actually a
widespread problem in the literature about bias and self-fulfilling
prophecies, because studies in that literature rarely try to measure
the accuracy of people’s beliefs and stereotypes. As Lee Jussim
argued in a book published in 2012, which | have recently started to
read, this omission has resulted in a completely distorted picture of
human cognition in the psychological literature.

Another thing people often say is that, even if women are
underrepresented in the field because they are less interested in



philosophy than men, we should worry about it and try to change this
because it means that we are losing out on a lot of potential talent
that would improve the quality of the field. This argument has obvious
problems, but it's almost never challenged, because people are afraid
to say what they think. Indeed, this line of reasoning implicitly
assumes that we could change the preferences of women, without
changing the field in a way that would harm its quality. But it seems
rather implausible that we could change the preferences of women
without changing the field in a way most philosophers would find
undesirable. To the extent that women are less interested in
philosophy than men, it’s presumably the result of several factors:

- natural differences between the sexes,

- social forces operating in society at large,

- the nature of the subject-matter and

- the culture of the field.

Since philosophy departments have presumably little to no

influence over the natural differences between the sexes and the
social forces operating in society at large, they can only increase the
interest for philosophy among women by redefining the subject-
matter and/or changing the culture of the field. It's probably not easy
to change the culture of the field without also redefining the subject-
matter, because to a certain extent, the difference between the
culture of a field and the nature of its subject-matter is artificial or, at
least, they are causally related.

| know that many people think we could also increase the proportion
of women in the field without radically changing its boundaries, but
the notion that departments of philosophy can adopt policies that
change the culture of the field in a way that would affect the
preferences of women toward philosophy without also redefining the
subject-matter in a significant way strikes me as extravagant. As we
have seen above, when people tried to attract more women by
increasing the number of women on the syllabus, it had absolutely no
effect. Merely increasing the proportion of women in departments of
philosophy might attract more women to the field, but it’s unlikely to
have a large effect, since otherwise psychology, which started with
the same proportion of women as philosophy, would probably not
have become female-dominated while philosophy remained male-
dominated. Similarly, given how enormous the difference between



the gender ratio of philosophy and that of psychology is, the notion
that what is sometimes described as the adversarial culture of
philosophy could explain a large part of it, which is often floated,
strikes me as magical thinking. (Beside, it neglects the fact that, as
Joseph Heath argued, there is a lot to be said in defense of the
adversarial culture of philosophy.) If philosophers really want to
attract significantly more women, they have no choice but to change
the nature of the subject-matter, i. e. what counts as philosophy.

In practice, if they refuse to do that but nevertheless insist on
increasing the proportion of women in the field, departments of
philosophy will just engage in some kind of affirmative action. Indeed,
as we have seen above, there is quite a lot of evidence that it’s already
the case. But if the reason why women are underrepresented in
philosophy is not that they are discriminated against, but that they
have different preferences than men, this will probably lower the
average quality of the field, which is precisely the opposite of what
this policy was intended to do. Indeed, the idea was that we should try
to increase the proportion of women in philosophy because, at the
moment, we are not tapping into a large pool of talent. But if women
are underrepresented in philosophy because they have different
preferences than men, then insofar as affirmative action policies don’t
affect women'’s preferences, we'll just tap in the same pool but go
deeper init and recruit less talented people than we would have in the
absence of such policies. This is true even if, as is no doubt the case,
hiring decisions don’t perfectly track philosophical talent even when
there is no affirmative action.

On the other hand, if we really try to increase the proportion of
women by making them more interested in philosophy, then for the
reasons | gave above, | worry that we'll just end up changing
philosophy rather than women. In particular, | worry that, in order to
make philosophy more “women-friendly”, we're going to make it less
like philosophy and more like the rest of the humanities or fields such
as gender studies, critical race theory, etc. But | don’t want that to
happen, because | quite like the way philosophy is currently done and,
to be perfectly honest, | have a rather dim view of the value of these
other fields. It's not that | think everything is perfect about the way
philosophy is done and that we couldn’t improve some things. But |



doubt the changes that people who promote the official

narrative have in mind would improve the field and, on the contrary,
I’'m quite sure they would have the opposite effect. If | liked
meaningless jargon and poorly argued, empirically uninformed
nonsense, | would have pursued a PhD in another field and perhaps |
would have written a dissertation about why the fact that white
people make ethnic food is a symptom of white supremacy. But
instead | chose a field in which people have traditionally avoided that
kind of bullshit and | would like it to stay that way.

EDIT: I have made substantial changes to the original version of this
post, especially in the last part, which | had kind of botched and which
| think is now much better. Among other things, | added a brief
discussion of Leslie et al’s paper, though you should read Alexander’s
post for a more thorough treatment.

ANOTHER EDIT: After someone raised that issue upon reading my
post, | added a few words about sexual harassment, which | should
probably have done in the original version of this post. | also added
something about why | don’t think anecdotal evidence is very useful.

YET ANOTHER EDIT: I have added a regression analysis which shows
that, when you use data from a large-scale survey to account for the
fact that women are already less interested in philosophy than men by
the time they enter college, you can explain pretty much the whole

gap.

ONE MORE EDIT: Someone pointed out in the comments that the
independent variable | had originally picked for the regression did not
make sense, so | updated the analysis and the post to fix that issue. |
guess that will teach me not to accuse other people of being
statistically illiterate... Anyway, when | use a more sensible
independent variable for the regression, the correlation actually

goes up and some fields which used to look like outliers no longer do.
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s.wallerstein
May 30,2017 at 9:26 pm

A traditional history of philosophy, say, Russell’s History
of Western Philosophy, only includes males, so it just may
be that women have less interest in studying what males
have to say about the problems philosophers talk about.

It would be interesting to see if in another field, say,
literature, women specialize in the 16th and 17th century,
when all known authors were male or tend to specialize in
the 19th and/or 20th century, for example, from Jane
Austen on (in English literature) when there are certain
number of recognized female authors.

REPLY

Jordan
June 5,2017 at 11:04 am

S. Wallerstein,

| don’t think you want to push that line of argument. You
will end up having to defend the claim that women and
men have substantially different ways of thinking, and
that they each much prefer their own gender-specific
way of thinking.



REPLY

Anomaly
June 2,2017 at 5:53am

Thank you, we needed that. Philosophers should get back
to our roots of asking uncomfortable questions (and
considering unconventional answers) or get out of the
profession and do some honest work for a living. We are
swimming in a sea of motivated reasoning in moral and
political philosophy, and if things don’t change soon we
can only hope someone will come along and hasten our
death by ripping off our water wings and holding our
heads under water.

REPLY

anon
June 4,2017 at 3:04 pm

Even if women had less natural aptitude for philosophy, it
seems that explanation would be swamped by their lack
of interest. After all, as you demonstrate, by the time they
are first year undergraduates women already have less
interest in philosophy than men, and this can account for
most of their under representation. So it is not as though
women are trying philosophy and getting forced out
because they are not as good at it. Perhaps women are
less interested because they have less aptitude - but that
seems a different thing to some degree

REPLY

Philippe Lemoine
June 4,2017 at 3:23 pm

Yes, | completely agree with you and was actually
making that point already, but | realized after
reading your comment that it wasn't clear so | made
achange in the relevant paragraph. (The original
version of that paragraph, where | made the point
but not very clearly, had been written before | added



the regression analysis, so at the time | didn't know
that preferences explained the gender ratio in
philosophy so well.)

REPLY

)
June 5,2017 at 10:54 am

Are there any studies on the effects of including
philosophy in primary/secondary curricula for
representation of women in philosophy at the third level?
| believe that philosophy is part of the secondary school
curriculumin France. Do we find a similar under
presentation at the third level there? This is not to say
that better representation would be explained by the
inclusion of philosophy in the secondary school
curriculum. But if we want to decide why women are less
interested in pursuing philosophy at the age of 17-18, we
need to identify what exposure they have had to
philosophy by that age. Any? The same as their male
peers? | don’'t know, for instance, whether all boy schools
are more or less likely to include philosophy in their
curriculum than all girl schools. It wasn’t that long ago
when girls were expected to study home economics in
British schools while boys were expected to study
different subject. | don’'t know whether any schools in the
US do include philosophy in their curriculum, and, if any
do, which types. A comparison to France, if possible,
would be helpful here given that philosophy is included in
the secondary school curriculum there.

Any info? (might be too big a request while you are
working on your dissertation)

REPLY

Philippe Lemoine
June 5,2017 at 11:31 am

Actually, | already looked this up a while ago, so it’s
no work at all! According to this article, which gives



the figures for 2012, women made up only 20% of
professors of philosophy at university in France,
which apparently is the lowest in any non-scientific
field. So either the inclusion of philosophy in the
high school curriculum has no effect on the
representation of women or there are other factors
which cancel that effect.

REPLY

S
June 5,2017 at 1:26 pm

Thanks! | found some relevant data on Ireland
where philosophy was actively excluded from the
secondary school curriculum for years. For 2012,
women received a little over half of all higher level
degrees, diplomas, and certificates (all disciplines).
They received 47% of third level philosophy
awards that year. Most study philosophy in Ireland
by pursuing a mixed humanities degrees. Women
received about 68% of these, but that means little
given that | don't know what subjects they pursued
as part of their mixed degree. Also interesting is
that a higher percentage of women received
awards in philosophy than were enrolled in
philosophy programs. More years are needed to
draw any conclusions from that, but women in
Ireland who start a program in philosophy might
be more likely to complete their studies than their
male peers.

The Irish data also shows that 35% of
postgraduate awards in philosophy in 2012 went
to women. I'd need to look at all the data for more
years, but if this held up, then the percentage of
women earning undergraduate degrees in
philosophy is significantly lower than those who
earn postgraduate degrees in philosophy.



What'’s interesting is that the percentage of
women earning any type of post grad award in any
field in 2012 was 58%. The percentage of women
earning an undergrad award in the same year was
52%. Focusing just on humanities and arts, the
percentage of women earning undergrad and
postgrad is about the same (58%). So it’s possible
that Ireland has a very specific problem about
representation of women in philosophy that is not
part of a larger problem of representation of
women in the academy.

| didn’t dig in further, but | wonder whether this
kind of detailed data would allow us test some
proposed hypotheses. For instance, if women who
are enrolling in philosophy programs are more
likely to graduate, that would suggest their
aptitude is equal to, if not greater than, their male
peers for philosophy. Other explanations are
possible of course.

The French and Irish data also raise the question
whether exposure to philosophy in secondary
education might be less rather than more likely to
improve the representation of women pursuing
philosophy at third level.

The data for 2012 is here:
http://www.hea.ie/en/statistics/2012-13

They government posts detailed data for other
years too. Given that the data is so complete-it
includes all fields, levels (degree, diploma, etc), full
time, part time, enrollments, awards, degree level
earned (honor, ordinary, etc)- | think someone
with the right statistical skills, which | don’t have,
might be able to learn something interesting from
it.



REPLY

Philippe Lemoine
June 5,2017 at 3:18 pm

Thanks, | really don’t have time to look
through this right now, but hopefully
someone else will. | was actually a bit
surprised by the low proportion of women
among French professors of philosophy,
because departments of philosophy in
France are heavily skewed toward history of
philosophy, which | think has more women in
the US. They are also predominantly
continental, which may suggest that
whatever makes women less interested in
philosophy, it transcends the
analytic/continental divide. But | would like
to see more data from other countries
before | draw this conclusion, because I'm a
bit skeptical.

REPLY

another anon
June 5,2017 at 12:53 pm

Regarding your regression analysis and your plot: Why
did you plot w/(w+m) for awarded PhDs against w/m for
declared interest (purely formally: probability versus
odds)? | haven’t checked your spreadsheet in detail, but it
seems to me that if you plot w/(w+m) for awarded PhDs
against w/(w+m) for declared interest, the correlation
goes up to 0.959.

REPLY

Philippe Lemoine
June 5,2017 at 3:26 pm




| did that for no good reason at all, | just wasn’t
thinking, but you're right that it doesn’t really make
sense. (In my defense, when | ran that regression, it
was 3 in the morning *_*) | updated the spreadsheet
and the graph to correct that oversight. | also find
that, when you do that, the correlation goes up to
0.959. Otherwise things are essentially the same,
which is unsurprising, except that some fields which
used to look like outliers no longer do. Thanks for
catching this.

REPLY

jbr

June 5,2017 at 2:45 pm

“Not only does the evidence | just discussed support the
hypothesis that women are less interested in philosophy,
but it’s also hard to reconcile with the official narrative,
since it suggests that women are already less interested
in philosophy before they have even taken any philosophy
class. | understand that, for the people who promote that
narrative, bias is a powerful factor, but they will have to
forgive me if | continue to think that backward causation
is not a thing”

This is disingenuous. Presumably in first year women
make their course choices based in part on prior personal
interests and the “reputation” of certain courses of study
(based on reported the experience of friends, relatives,
info online, etc). If first year women avoid phil in part
because it has a reputation for being unwelcoming to
women, then the lack of enrolment would be partially
explained by the sort of factor’s identified by the
narrative you are criticising. No commitment to
backwards causation is necessary.

REPLY

m Philippe Lemoine



June 5,2017 at 3:33 pm

| was being a bit cheeky in this passage, but you are
right that it’s a possibility. That being said, | doubt
that it’s the case or at least that it has a large effect,
because | doubt that 18-year-old students have any
view on how welcoming or unwelcoming for women
philosophy is. But suppose that I'm wrong. In that
case, it would be all the more urgent to push back
against the narrative that philosophy is uniquely bad
for women, because it’s not warranted by the
evidence and it might prevent women from entering
the field.

REPLY
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