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Quantifying the Gender Gap:
An Empirical Study of the
Underrepresentation of Women in
Philosophy

MOLLY PAXTON, CARRIE FIGDOR, AND VALERIE TIBERIUS

The lack of gender parity in philosophy has garnered serious attention recently. Previous
empirical work that aims to quantify what has come to be called “the gender gap” in
philosophy focuses mainly on the absence of women in philosophy faculty and graduate
programs. Our study looks at gender representation in philosophy among undergraduate
students, undergraduate majors, graduate students, and faculty. Our findings are con-
sistent with what other studies have found about women faculty in philosophy, but we
were able to add two pieces of new information. First, the biggest drop in the proportion
of women in philosophy occurs between students enrolled in introductory philosophy
classes and philosophy majors. Second, this drop is mitigated by the presence of more
women philosophy faculty.

INTRODUCTION

In March of 2000, the U.S. National Center for Educational Statistics reported
that women make up twenty-one percent of full-time faculty in philosophy
(Division APAP 2011), a much smaller percentage than for any of the other
humanities. On the plausible assumption that the intrinsic demands of the disci-
pline are not gender-specific, it is reasonable to ask why there aren’t more
women in philosophy. We are by no means alone in wondering. The lack of
gender parity in philosophy has garnered serious attention recently. Examples of
empirical work on the topic include studies that attempt to quantify the



underrepresentation of female faculty in philosophy (Van Camp 2010) and
research that investigates why female philosophy faculty do not attain the same
ranks within academia in proportion to their male counterparts (Haslanger 2008;
Lee and Schunn 2010). Additionally, some work has been done that shows that
publication in top journals by female philosophers is less than the expected rate
given the percentage of women in the profession (Haslanger 2008).

Potential explanations for these effects have begun to surface, some of which
suggest that relatively extrinsic, social factors such as stereotype threat, evalua-
tion bias, or implicit bias are to blame (Haslanger 2008). Others have hypothe-
sized that women’s different philosophical intuitions about key thought
experiments make the philosophy “game” an alien experience for many women
students (Gilligan 1982; Buckwalter and Stich 2010).

We find these theoretical explanations intriguing and often convincing. How-
ever, we also think it is premature to theorize, because we do not yet have an
accurate picture of what needs to be explained. This is because, until now, most
of the data we have are about the gender gap in philosophy at the faculty level.
But we do not actually know that the gender gap originates at the faculty level;
it may begin much earlier in the academic hierarchy.1 In order to develop useful
theoretical explanations for the underrepresentation of women in philosophy, we
need to be well informed about the phenomena in need of explanation. This
study thus looks at the spectrum of undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty
in philosophy departments from across the United States, in an effort to see
where the gender gap originates, which may in turn help to shed light on poten-
tial causes and remedies.

METHODS

Before we began data collection, appropriate institutional review board (IRB)
members were contacted and confirmed that official IRB approval was not neces-
sary. The data we collected were not individualized, and had no identifiers what-
soever. Ideally, information on the gender proportions within different
disciplines in academia should be publicly available. It is our hope that this study
and ones like it will motivate such openness within institutions.

Preliminary research indicated that there are approximately 130 institutions
in the United States that grant doctoral degrees in philosophy (PhD.org nd). Of
those, 98 institutions make their department contact information available
online. In March through May of 2011, we contacted registrars’ offices as well as
the chairs and administrative heads of these philosophy departments via email.
We requested gender breakdowns from the spring term for each of the following:
1) students enrolled in all introductory philosophy courses, which were defined
as any course students normally take in their freshman or sophomore year that
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do not have prerequisites; 2) students who were declared philosophy majors; 3)
philosophy graduate students; and 4) philosophy faculty by title (full, associate,
assistant, or adjunct). Letters sent to registrars’ offices also requested the same
data for biology, mathematics, psychology, and religion departments to see if we
could obtain sufficient data for comparison purposes.

Additionally, we consulted the U.S. News and World Report rankings for lib-
eral arts institutions and selected the top 64 colleges. Letters were again sent via
email to both philosophy departments and registrars’ offices at these institutions.
As with the doctoral programs, chairs and administrative heads of philosophy
departments were contacted directly. We requested all the same data, except for
data about graduate students. Letters sent to liberal arts institution registrars’ offi-
ces asked for the same data for biology, mathematics, psychology, and religion
departments, again for possible comparison purposes.

RESULTS

The response rate for letters sent to registrars’ offices at doctoral-granting institu-
tions regarding gender breakdowns in philosophy was nearly 33 percent, with 32
out of 98 institutions submitting at least one of the requested pieces of informa-
tion. Out of these 32 responses, 12 institutions sent introductory course data, 25
sent undergraduate major data, 31 sent graduate student data, and all 32 sent
data on faculty. The response rate from these letters regarding the same gender
breakdowns in biology, mathematics, psychology, and religion was 9 percent
(9 out of 98 institutions). Due to this low response rate for non-philosophy
departments, we did not do any comparative analysis with these disciplines.

The response rate for philosophy departments at liberal arts institutions was
38 percent, with 24 out of 64 institutions submitting data. Of these 24 liberal arts
institutions, 20 sent introductory course data, 24 undergraduate major data, and all
24 sent data on faculty. The response rate from the letters to registrars’ offices regard-
ing the same gender breakdowns in biology, mathematics, psychology, and religion
was 5 percent (3 out of 64 institutions). Again, due to this low response rate for non-
philosophy departments, we did not do any comparative analysis with these disci-
plines. Thus, all of our results are restricted to gender breakdowns in philosophy.

There were no significant differences in the results between PhD-granting
institutions and liberal arts colleges. Therefore, we collapse across all institutions
in what follows. The data reported below, then, are from 56 institutions, repre-
senting 11,246 students from philosophy introductory courses, 3,443 students
who are declared philosophy majors, 1,359 graduate students in philosophy
programs, and 711 philosophy faculty members.

In the instance where we paired observations within institutions, the bivariate
correlations between the proportion of female introductory students and majors,
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majors and graduate students, and graduate students and faculty were all nonsig-
nificant. This lack of statistical dependence for ordered pairs of observations
within institutions led us to treat these observations as independent when per-
forming subsequent analyses.

Performing a simple linear regression on the proportion of women across aca-
demic standing revealed that the proportion of females reliably decreases as one
moves through each level in the academy, from introductory courses through the
faculty population (r2=.15, p<.001; Figure 1). Comparing the mean proportion of
women between successive levels of academic standing shows a significant drop
in the proportion of women between their enrollment in introductory courses
and their registration as philosophy majors (independent samples t-test, t(78)
=5.27, p<.001; Figure 2A). By contrast, there is no comparably significant drop
between the proportion of philosophy majors who are female and the proportion
of philosophy graduate students who are female (t(77)=2.37, p=.12; Figure 2B).
Likewise, the difference between the proportion of graduate students who are
female and the proportion of philosophy faculty who are female is not significant
(t(85)=-.45, p=1.0; Figure 2C).

Figure 1 Proportion of Females in Philosophy by Status in the Academy. This simple linear regression

provides evidence to suggest that the proportion of women in philosophy decreases with

respect to the increase in status level within the academy.
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Finally, the data indicate a significant positive correlation between the pro-
portion of philosophy majors who are female, and the proportion of philosophy
faculty who are female. This was the only significant correlation found (r=.45,
p=.012; Figure 3).2

DISCUSSION

Our results indicate that there is an overall decline in the proportion of women
in philosophy as one travels up the academic hierarchy.3 In an attempt to pro-
vide an empirical basis for understanding the relative lack of women in philoso-
phy, these data offer two interesting insights. First, the data suggest that a major
contribution to the gender gap in professional philosophy is the significant drop
in the percentage of women that occurs between the introductory and major lev-
els. This suggests that theoretical causal explanations for the underrepresentation
of women in philosophy might focus initially on this drop. Although we would
certainly expect to see fewer women (and men!) become philosophy majors than
enroll in introductory courses in philosophy, there is no clear reason to expect
this dramatic decrease in the proportion of females in philosophy between the
two levels.4

A B C

Figure 2 Comparison of Means across Status in the Academy. The first graph (A) is evidence of

a significant decline in the proportion of women, as one looks from the population of

introductory philosophy courses to the population of philosophy majors. The proportion of

women found at the major, graduate, and faculty levels (B and C) indicate no such further

drop. In all graphs, error bars represent standard error of the mean.
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Second, the data indicate that the proportion of women among philosophy
majors is maintained in the graduate and faculty populations. This suggests that,
after the initial drop from the introductory level to the major level, women tend
to stay in philosophy at the same rate as their male counterparts. There is a
trend toward a significant decline in the proportion of women in philosophy as
we go from philosophy majors to graduate students. Even in the event that this
decline is found to be significant its magnitude is dwarfed by the decline that we
see from introductory students to majors.

Finally, our data indicate that there is a positive correlation between the per-
centage of female philosophy majors and of female faculty members found within
particular institutions. This may be due to common causes that drive the
increase in both the number of females who become philosophy majors and the
number of females who are hired as faculty, respectively. However, since any
such common cause would plausibly also increase the proportion of females who
become philosophy graduate students, we would expect to see similar correlations
with this population as we see with the major and faculty population. Since this
is not the case, we have reason to suspect a direct causal relationship between
the proportion of female faculty and undergraduates at a given institution.

The idea of exposing female philosophy undergraduates to female role models
and mentors is not new. For example, Margaret Walker writes that “the presence

Figure 3 Correlation between Female Philosophy Majors and Faculty. The data indicate a

significant positive correlation between the proportion of philosophy majors who

are female and the proportion of philosophy faculty who are female.
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of concerns, texts, and images that acknowledge women within undergraduate
classrooms, graduate training, and professional media allow women students to
feel that a discipline, literally, comprehends them, that it is a space that they are
free to enter and expected to enter” (Walker 2009, 156). Our data are consistent
with this hypothesis about how more women professors might lead to more
women majors. However, they are also consistent with a much simpler hypothe-
sis: that the mere presence of women faculty in philosophy classrooms yields a
quantifiable result in the percentage of women entering philosophy at the under-
graduate level, independent of course content. Future research should focus on
the relative importance of these two candidate explanations in accounting for
differences in percentage of women majors in philosophy.

Finally, we recognize the possibility that the institutions most likely to respond
to our requests for data were institutions sensitive to the issues of women in philoso-
phy and academia. We have no way of knowing if our data are biased in this way,
but we offer the following response to this possibility. We think it is reasonable to
assume that the departments that are most sensitive to the underrepresentation of
women do not have fewer women than other departments, on average. Indeed, such
departments are more likely to be places in which gender awareness positively influ-
ences recruiting and retention of women philosophy students and faculty. Conse-
quently, if our respondents did tend to be from departments with greater awareness
of gender issues, we would expect the data we report here to be a best-case scenario
for women in the field. There is a need in the academy for these data to motivate
further efforts that aim at empirically understanding the gender gap in philosophy.

CONCLUSION

There is an underrepresentation of women in philosophy to an extent that, at
present, surpasses all other humanities disciplines (Healy 2011). The purpose of
this study was to garner empirical evidence that would allow for a better under-
standing of the gender breakdown in philosophy. In quantifying the gender gaps
at various levels within academia, we are now in a better position to work
toward solutions to narrow these gaps in the future.

The results of this study suggest that a major contribution to the underrepre-
sentation of women in professional philosophy occurs at the undergraduate level.
A significant drop in the proportion of women in philosophy occurs between
taking an introductory class in philosophy and declaring a major in the field.
Furthermore, there are no other statistically significant drops in the proportion of
women as we continue through the academic hierarchy. Finally, this study pro-
vides evidence to support the claim that the more female faculty that undergrad-
uates are exposed to, the higher the proportion of women one will find among
philosophy majors. This indicates that, in the effort to increase the proportion of
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women in philosophy, one promising response would be to increase the exposure
that introductory philosophy students have to female philosophy faculty (U.S.
Department of Education 2011).

Undoubtedly, Cheshire Calhoun’s suggestion that college students bring pre-
conceived notions of what it means to do philosophy accounts for the gender
disparity that we witness at the introductory level (Calhoun 2009). However,
our data suggest that it is only after exposure to the discipline that we see such a
stark decline in the proportion of females in philosophy (that is, at the level of
philosophy majors). One necessary focus of further research is to ascertain in
what other ways, from within the field, we might be able to encourage women
undergraduates to pursue studies in philosophy.

The focus of this study has been women in philosophy. There is, of course,
underrepresentation of other groups in philosophy. We do not know if the pat-
tern of minority representation in philosophy is similar to that of women—it
would certainly be important to know and to be able to compare the two cases.
We hope that this study will bring attention to the importance of discovering
exactly where changes in representation occur and what factors mitigate these
changes. This understanding may bring into focus facets of the problem that
have not historically been the main focus. As is the case with many equal access
issues, understanding the problem is the first step to a solution.
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1. Indeed, this is just what Wesley Buckwalter and Stephen Stich hypothesize, in
part based on our data (see Buckwalter and Stich 2010. 31–32). Buckwalter and Stich are
thus an exception to the tendency to focus on faculty and graduate students. They report
their own data from undergraduate enrollments in philosophy courses at Rutgers Univer-
sity. Their findings are consistent with ours, but their data are quite limited, focused as
their study is on a single institution.

2. Given the exploratory nature of this study, we performed an exhaustive search for
correlations and mean differences between groups. Therefore, in order to correct for
inflation in the false positive rate due to multiple comparisons, we calculated Bonferroni
corrected p-values for each test, and report these above.

3. We collected and analyzed data on the percentage of women within the ranks
of professional philosophy as well. Means and standard deviations for the percentage of
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women at each faculty level are as follows: full 19 percent (22%), associate 23 percent
(29%), assistant 43 percent (35%), adjunct 19 percent (36%). For departments that
provided gender breakdowns across faculty levels (full, assistant, associate, adjunct), the
percentage of women at the assistant level was significantly greater than all other
faculty levels, viz., full (t(88)=3.87, p<.001), associate (t(88)=2.94, p=.006), and adjunct
(t(88)=3.21, p=.003). There were no other significant differences among faculty levels
(all p>.3).

4. According to the U.S. Department of Education National Center for Education
Statistics (2011), the average enrollment rate for women in degree-granting institutions is
57 percent. The mean percentage of women in introductory philosophy courses is particu-
larly low (41%) in comparison—a fact we consider worth further exploration.
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