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The STEM Gender Gap

Women in Science : an Uphill Battle

The Persistence of Sexism in STEM Fields

Nowadays, being a woman in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) remains a significant challenge, as women are still underrepresented in the field. The corpus under scrutiny sheds light on such disparities and examines both their causes and their consequences. While Rebecca Wang’s editorial describes the obstacles she faces as a graduate student in STEM, Holly Brockwell’s 2017 opinion piece in The Guardian, in response to a controversial Google memo, challenges the idea that women are biologically unsuited for science. Likewise, Ian McEwan’s novel SOLAR denounces, with irony, similar sexist assumptions. Finally, Chris Madden’s 2015 cartoon highlights how women in science continue to be judged on their appearance/looks rather than their scientific skills. Thus, these documents raise the following question: Why do women remain underrepresented in STEM fields despite their qualifications?

First, gender inequalities are still widespread in STEM fields. In Rebecca Wang’s experience, this gap is already entrenched at university, and only worsens afterwards, as she was the only woman among 27 engineers during her internship at a space technology company. This echoes the ‘subordination’ of women in computer fields described by Marie Hicks in the Guardian: the more lucrative and prominent programming became as a field, the more women were progressively locked out of it. Both James Damore, quoted in the Guardian, and Ian McEwan’s fictional Professor Beard acknowledge the gender gap in STEM fields, but seem blasé, if not satisfied, about it. What’s more, both argue that the low number of women in science is due to biological differences between men and women.

However, the corpus refutes this claim: the gap primarily stems from societal barriers/stereotypes placed on women in this field. Indeed, Brockwell dismisses biological essentialism as “junk science” used to disguise sexism, directly echoing the Pr. Beard’s attitude: his lack of genuine interest or concern on this topic undermines the very credibility of his explanation. Both Brockwell and Wang further challenge any notion that women are less qualified than men to work in STEM fields, or are uninterested. Indeed, while Brockwell blames the discouragement from peers, lack of confidence, or restricted access to healthcare, Rebecca Wang’s account of her internship experience denounces a more hostile professional environment. According to a University of Vermont study she quotes, not only do women face lower salaries, but also fewer career prospects than their male counterparts. Lastly, the cartoon illustrates that, even in a scientific context, women are judged primarily on their appearance rather than on their qualifications, highlighting the persistence of systemic sexism.

Lastly, such narratives and practices have far-reaching consequences. Indeed, Brockwell explains how women’s historical achievements in STEM have been progressively excluded from the field, and argues that this exclusion actually limits innovation and harms the industry itself, as diversity fosters progress. Wang echoes this argument on a personal level, showing how feeling under-represented and isolated during her internship directly affected her performance and confidence and could have pushed her to question her ability/will to pursue her scientific career. Similarly, the novel highlights how sexism can drive women away from scientific fields, through the depiction of a female professor resigning as a reaction to Beard’s denigrating comments. Finally, by prioritizing appearance over competence, the cartoon shows that the efforts to promote women in science are purely performative and ultimately reinforce stereotypes that restrict women’s opportunities. 550 words

