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Gender Gap
On january 14, President Lawrence H.
Summers appeared as a luncheon speaker
at “Diversifying the Science and Engi-
neering Workforce,” a two-day sympo-
sium hosted by the National Bureau of
Economic Research. Addressing a na-
tional academic audience—rather than
the Harvard faculty members to whom,
exactly a month before, he had suggested
steps for better accommodating women
professors (see “Women and Tenure,”
below)—his subject was “Faculty Diver-
sity: Research Agenda.” That innocuous
title did not hint at the controversy Sum-
mers’s remarks set o≠, nor the fast-track
e≠orts launched thereafter to reduce bar-
riers to women at Harvard.

Women are underrepresented in fields
such as mathematics, science, and engi-
neering at elite research universities. At

Harvard, women hold 19 percent of
tenured positions within the Faculty of
Arts and Sciences (FAS), but just 8 per-
cent in the sciences (see graph). That im-
balance has persisted even though
women have taken more undergraduate
and graduate degrees in such fields in re-
cent decades, achieving parity with or
even outnumbering men in many disci-
plines. (Minority underrepresentation is
even more pronounced; the conference
explored this issue, too.) Focusing on
women, Summers advanced three theo-
ries for the current mismatch: a “high-
powered job” hypothesis; di≠ering abili-
ties, as measured by the distribution of
high test scores; and discrimination.

The job hypothesis—that women are
less willing than men to work the 80-
hour weeks he said were required to suc-
ceed in academic science—would, if true,
mean that the supply of highly qualified

female candidates for professorships is
smaller as a result. By implication, that
would make it hard to find candidates to
recruit to an institution’s science and en-
gineering faculty.

As for gender-linked di≠erences in test
scores, Summers drew attention to boys’
higher performance at the upper end of
mathematics test results. Boys also out-
number girls at the bottom of the curve.
He said that the di≠erences might be due
less to social factors and more to biology
than prevailing scholarship had sug-
gested. Recent work on autism, he noted,
gives greater weight to genetic factors
than in the past.

Finally, Summers said that discrimina-
tion might be overused to explain the rel-
ative scarcity of women in science and en-
gineering. Resorting to a classical
economic analogy, he said that if discrimi-
nation were widespread, a competing in-

The discussion of tenured appointments of women within
the Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) cooled somewhat during
an extended airing of the issues at a faculty meeting December
14 (see “Tenure and Gender,” January-February, page 64).Then,
beyond University Hall, the heat was turned up remarkably in
mid January, following remarks made by President Lawrence H.
Summers at a conference on diversifying the scientific and engi-
neering workforce (see “Gender Gap,” above).

At the faculty meeting, after describing the very limited num-
ber of tenure offers made to women during the prior academic
year (4 of 32 offers) as “unacceptable,” FAS dean William C.
Kirby stressed the importance of conducting thorough searches
for prospective professors and of aggressive recruiting. He also
mentioned the “less quantifiable obstacles” within depart-
ments—attitudes toward taking parental leave and balancing ca-
reer and family obligations—that hamper women.

Citing the need to “motivate ourselves to do better,” dean for
the social sciences David Cutler, an economist, said that there
would be “no [departmental] search devoid of discussion of this
issue” in that division. And the division itself is looking for tal-
ented scholars whose work crosses disciplines, and, beginning
this spring, expects to recommend that departments consider
appointing them. (Kirby has given divisional deans power to initi-
ate such extra-departmental appointments; see page 66.)

Dean for the humanities Maria Tatar, a scholar of German lit-
erature, echoed Cutler’s remarks. Noting the gender equity of
the undergraduate student body, compared to a predominantly
male faculty, she said, “These numbers send a distressing signal”
to students and junior faculty. Therefore, she said, the division

will monitor searches, maintain records, and intervene with de-
partments. On the matter of faculty development and family is-
sues, she observed that by one count, only 44 percent of
tenured women are married and have children, compared to 70
percent of tenured men—a suggestively significant imbalance 
in care obligations and conflicting family-career demands.

Following these formal presentations, members of the faculty
raised a number of matters beyond those previously reported
(the importance of University leaders’ public support for faculty
diversity, the efficacy of appointing a faculty officer responsible
for such issues versus vesting authority in the divisional deans
and in each department).

• Leadership. Jones professor of American studies Lizabeth
Cohen called for installing more women in positions of leader-
ship: on the Harvard Corporation; as University Professors, Har-
vard’s most distinguished scholars (just one of 17 incumbents is
a woman); and in FAS’s own ranks (no woman has sat at the
round table in front of the Faculty Room since historian Susan
G. Pedersen stepped down as dean of undergraduate education
in 2002; she has since relocated to Columbia).

Cohen referred faculty colleagues to professor of sociology
Michèle Lamont’s summary of scholarly findings on recruiting, pro-
moting, and retaining women in the academy. Among its recom-
mendations:“support an increased number of women in university
administration and recruitment committees,” because “Women
are more likely to be hired for positions generally occupied by
men when there are more women in critical administrative posts.”

• Eroding competitiveness. Professor of economics Caroline
M. Hoxby said that the future of scholarship depends on drawing

Women and Tenure

JHJ-final.qxd  2/9/05  1:58 PM  Page 62



Harvard Magazine 63

stitution could improve its own faculty
by hiring superb women whom other
schools had cast aside. Absent any evi-
dence that this is happening, the argu-
ment that discrimination plagues univer-
sity hiring weakens.

Precisely what Summers said, and how,
cannot be ascertained. The meeting was
not public, and although his remarks
were taped (he often has significant talks
recorded and transcribed; some are
posted at www.president.harvard.edu),
the record has not been released. The
meeting organizer, Ascherman professor
of economics Richard B. Freeman, later
said he had asked the president to be
“provocative.” Judging by the reaction of
some of the 50 or so participants, he was.

MIT’s Amgen professor of biology
Nancy H. Hopkins ’64, Ph.D. ’71, who led
that institution’s self-analysis and ac-
knowledgment of bias against women

faculty members,
published in 1999,
walked out of the
symposium as Sum-
mers talked about
the possibly innate
basis of di≠erenc-
es in mathematics
skil ls. Her sharp
criticisms of his 
presentation were
featured in a Boston
Globe story on Janu-
ary 17, along with
those of several
other attendees the newspaper inter-
viewed, and further comments by Sum-
mers himself. His original presentation,
the Globe reported, “sparked an uproar.”
In ensuing days, that controversy went
global, with coverage extending from the
Wall Street Journal to the Times of London,

filling the Harvard news o∞ce’s daily
summaries.

Radcli≠e Institute Fellow Linda H.
Krieger, a professor of law at Boalt Hall
(Berkeley), who attended the sympo-
sium, said that a belief that women are
less likely than men to be productive

from the largest possible pool of talented individuals. While
women are at least equally represented in selective schools’ stu-
dent bodies, and so are being prepared for high-performing ca-
reers, she said, they are being disproportionately attracted to
nonacademic professions which have made far more progress in
hiring: law, business, and medicine. That should lend urgency in
the academy to more effective searches (“Be flexible about the
superficial things, so we can be inflexible about excellence”:
don’t lose sight of scholarly brilliance because of a candidate’s
decisions on family timing or her career schedule) and to effec-
tive mentoring of junior professors.

• Junior faculty. Assistant professor of English and American
literature and language Ann W. Rowland pointed out that al-
though the number of women professors nearly tripled from
1988 to 2005 (rising from 27 to 86), the number of nontenured
junior faculty women stagnated (56 in 1988; 73 in 1991; 55 in
2001; 68 today) as FAS de-emphasized hiring assistant and associ-
ate professors. Given Kirby’s emphasis on junior-level hiring, she
said, the faculty’s composition depends on subsequent efforts to
develop assistant and associate professors during the life stage
when many women face their most consequential family choices.

The challenges are not small. Some professors report that ju-
nior-faculty searches can be less thorough and effective than
those for tenured appointments. And David Cutler reported
that discussions of mentoring within the social sciences yielded
the “sense that we’re a little bit at a loss” about how to bring ju-
nior colleagues along.

President Lawrence H. Summers characterized the afternoon
exchanges as “a very successful effort at collective conscious-

ness-raising.” Turning to specifics, he urged faculty members to
raise any concerns about diversity during tenure reviews. Rather
than making it an exception to extend the tenure clock to ac-
commodate junior faculty members’ family needs, he suggested,
reasonable accommodations of this sort ought to become the
routine expectation. And departments could advance the
broader University goal, he noted, by helping each other make
key appointments when spousal positions are involved.

Finally, Summers challenged Hoxby’s assessment that women
are making greater progress outside academia. In a letter he sent
last July to faculty members concerned about gender and
tenure, Summers wrote, “I have been struck by the pervasive
sense that, nearly a generation after the achievement of much
greater gender balance in the ranks of those being trained for
academic and professional careers, there has not been commen-
surate advance of women to the highest levels of these profes-
sions”—in the elite professoriate, at leading law firms, atop
major businesses, or as leading physicians at major hospitals. Ex-
amined this way, he said, the unfortunate fact is that FAS’s 19
percent representation of women among senior professors ap-
pears relatively favorable.

Accordingly, he suggested on both occasions, more research
was needed to understand “pipeline” issues in society at large.
To begin, Lee professor of economics Claudia Goldin and Allison
professor of economics Lawrence F. Katz will conduct a longitu-
dinal study of “highly talented women across a range of profes-
sions.” In other words, Summers said, even as the University had
to do better in its own faculty hiring, it had an academic oppor-
tunity to explore these broader social concerns.
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could influence decisions on granting
tenure—the ultimate bet on a professor’s
likely future output. In that light, much
of the Harvard reaction to Summers’s
presentation was shaped both by the re-
cent discussion of the declining number
of o≠ers of tenured positions to women
within FAS, and by the fact that he is the
final arbiter on tenure decisions at the
University.

Shulamit Kahn, an associate professor
at Boston University School of Manage-
ment who also attended, said that al-
though the issues Summers advanced
about the distribution of top test scores
might be researched further, she did not
expect such studies to augment current
knowledge. She noted that several experi-
ments show that average scores can be in-
fluenced by the context in which tests are
administered.

As for innate di≠erences in ability,
much scholarship addresses gender varia-
tions in test scores and their predictive
power for subsequent college studies, ca-
reer choices, or professional performance
for boys or girls. Perhaps the leading cur-
rent work in the field is Women in Science:
Career Processes and Outcomes, published by
Harvard University Press in 2003, by Yu
Xie and Kimberlee A. Shauman. Both at-
tended the symposium. Their final chap-

ter, included in the briefing materials,
concludes that “gender

di≠erences in nei-
ther average nor
high achievement
in mathematics
explain young
m e n’ s  h i g h e r
likelihood of ma-
joring in [science
and engineering]
fields in college
relative to young
women.”

Presentations
made during the

symposium ses-
sions (which Sum-
mers did not at-
tend), plus the two
volumes of papers
and background
material, and exist-
ing research in the
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Yesterday’s News
From the pages of the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine

1920 The Corporation and Overseers
have voted to admit female students to
the new Graduate School of Education,
which will open its doors in September.

1925 Following a review of the fresh-
man year, the faculty creates a Board of
Advisors to counsel first-year students
and approves plans for the College’s first
freshman orientation, a three-day session
to be held before classes begin in the fall.

1930 A “prohibition poll” by the Crim-
son of the College and the law, business,
and medical schools reveals that 2,678 of
the respondents favor modification or re-
peal of the existing law, 529 want it strict-
ly enforced, and only 67 like the status quo.

1935 President Conant proposes 
creating an endowment fund to maintain
Harvard’s athletic program because the
Depression has reduced football ticket
sales—which finance all other sports.

1940 Professor of zoology Alfred S.
Romer gets a long-distance phone call
from the Hollywood studio filming
1,000,000 B.C., inquiring about the kind
of fighting noises a tyrannosaurus and
dimetrodon would make.

1945 The Corporation votes to open
Nieman Fellowships to female journalists.

1955 Dean of the Faculty of Arts
and Sciences McGeorge Bundy
tells a Senate subcommittee
that Harvard refuses to do
secret work in peace-
time because classi-
fied-research con-

tracts can easily contaminate the essen-
tial atmosphere of a university.

1965 Following the lead of Columbia
students, Harvard students organize a
seven-hour “teach-in” on Vietnam, with
100 faculty speakers and attendance ap-
proaching 10,000.

1975 Harvard Medical School and the
Monsanto Company have joined forces in
a 12-year, $23-million project in basic bio-
logical research,“the base for a totally
new field—biologic-industrial technology.”  

1980 The Faculty of Arts and Sciences
votes to legitimize drama as part of the
undergraduate curriculum, authorizing a
faculty committee to approve courses and
recommend lecturers from the recently
arrived American Repertory Theatre.

1985 An estimated 5,000 people meet
in Tercentenary Theatre on April 4 to hear
the Reverend Jesse Jackson call on Har-
vard and other institutions to divest their
holdings in compa-
nies doing 
business in
apartheid
South Africa.
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field, Kahn said, give a more coherent, in-
terrelated picture of the issue of women’s
pursuit of science and engineering ca-
reers. Nowhere in his hypotheses, she
said, did Summers explicitly raise the
issue of stereotyping. As Xie and Shau-
man wrote, “Although some of the gender
di≠erences are attributable to the advan-
tages that marriage and parenthood be-
stow upon men, they clearly suggest that
being married and having children create
career barriers that are unique to women
scientists.”

After the Globe article appeared, Sum-
mers posted a statement on his website,
saying, “My remarks have been miscon-
strued as suggesting that women lack the
ability to succeed at the highest levels of
math and science. I did not say that, nor
do I believe it.…In the spirit of academic
inquiry, my aim at the conference was to
underscore that the situation is likely the
product of a variety of factors, and that
further research can help us better under-
stand their interplay,” the better to secure
success in advancing women’s progress.

Unmollified, the FAS Standing Com-
mittee on Women wrote to Summers the
next day to “express our concern” over
the statements he was reported to have
made, and over his amplifying remarks to
the Globe. Citing his role as president, the
letter said that “your e≠orts to ‘provoke’
your audience did not serve our institu-
tion well,” served to “reinforce an institu-
tional culture at Harvard that erects 
numerous barriers to improving the rep-
resentation of women on the faculty,” and
“send at best mixed signals to our high
achieving women students.”

The exchanges and explanations cas-
caded. Summers responded to the com-
mittee, “I share your concerns about the
fallout from my remarks, and I apologize
for any adverse impact…on our common
e≠orts to make steady progress” in ad-
vancing women in science.

The president amplified in a further
note, disseminated throughout the Uni-
versity on January 19, after dozens of fac-
ulty members signed the committee’s
statement. Steps he advocated to nurture
women included “carefully avoiding
stereotypes, being alert to forms of subtle
discrimination, and doing everything we
can to remove obstacles to success.” And

he reiterated commitments he had made
in FAS meetings last fall, both to research
and immediate steps aimed at “actively
exploring ways to enhance flexibility and
support for faculty trying to balance ca-
reer and family, through such measures as
enhanced leave, parental teaching relief,
delayed tenure clocks, and better child-
care options.”

In the wake of these exchanges came
three broad strands of public discussion.
There were extensive reports on the re-
search findings about the basis for gender
di≠erences in mathematics skill—and
whether those di≠erences are innate or
social constructions, fixed or mutable,
apparent in other countries or cultures, or
consequential. The Crimson, for example,
interviewed Johnstone Family professor
of psychology Steven Pinker, whose writ-
ing on behavioral genetics Summers in-
voked, and professor of psychology Eliza-
beth Spelke, who studies cognitive
development (she downplayed the signif-
icance, if any, of gender di≠erences in di-
verse intellectual abilities). Joining the
debate in a di≠erent forum, economics
professors Claudia Goldin and Lawrence
F. Katz—whose study of women’s careers
is supported by Summers—wrote in the
Globe that, compared to discriminatory
barriers to advancement or di≠erences in
career choice, “The ‘ability’ reason is of
limited importance not because it is polit-
ically incorrect to talk of gender di≠er-
ences in ability, but because research
shows that men and women of similar
ability have di≠erent career outcomes,
particularly in science and engineering.”

The debate spread across the country.
Reports in newspapers as far-flung as San
Francisco and Lincoln, Nebraska, fea-
tured women documenting the obstacles
they had faced, from early school days
through their current professions, as they
pursued their interest in science. Some
political commentators—none of them
present at the symposium—suggested
that Summers had run afoul of feminist
political correctness. Humorists and po-
litical cartoonists weighed in: Andy Boro-
witz ’80 headlined his daily on-line col-
umn for January 26 “Harvard to O≠er
Major in Home Ec; Move Seen as Olive
Branch to Women.”

And there were reports focused on the

e≠ectiveness of the president’s style and
manner of presentation—notably a Janu-
ary 26 New York Times article titled “At
Harvard, the Bigger Concern of the Fac-
ulty Is the President’s Management
Style.” The January 24 issue of Fortune ex-
cerpted You’re in Charge—Now What? by
Thomas Ne≠ and James Citrin, a recent
business book on leaders’ first 100 days in
their new organizations. In a highlighted
passage based on a conversation with
Summers, the president recalled that “a
student came to see me and said she was
from the choir. I asked, ‘Why is it impor-
tant for the university to have a choir?’ I
was asking because I truly wanted to un-
derstand the reason, but the student took
my questions as a challenge to the exis-
tence of the choir”—a misunderstanding
he acknowledged he could have avoided
by joining an appreciation of the choir’s
role with questions about how it worked
and what it contributed to Harvard.

Following a meeting with the standing
committee on January 20, Summers asked
Radcli≠e Institute dean Drew Gilpin Faust
and Provost Steven E. Hyman to develop a
set of initiatives to enhance women’s sta-
tus within Harvard. In an interview on
February 2, Summers said he was “deter-
mined to…take new, concrete steps to as-
sure that Harvard is at the state of the art
in every aspect of recruitment, career de-
velopment, and career enhancement of
women in science and other areas.”

To that end, the next day—just before
scheduled meetings of the alumni associa-
tion, the Board of Overseers, and the Har-
vard Corporation—Summers announced
two new University task forces, coordi-
nated by Faust: one on women faculty
generally, and one on women in science
and engineering. (Complete committee
memberships and their respective charges
are available at www.news.harvard.edu/-
gazette/daily/2005/02/03-women.html).
Each is to report by May 1, so recommen-
dations can be implemented by the new
academic year. Spurring the sense of ur-
gency, Summers said in an accompanying
statement, “I have long been aware of the
many challenges women face in pursuing
academic careers, but in the past several
weeks the nature and extent of those
challenges have been made particularly
vivid to me.”
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