
COMM 114G: 
Gender & 
Science 
 
Week 2:  
Jan 14, 2014 

THE SUMMERS’ 
CONTROVERSY 



¡  Gender ideology and the science of dif ference 
¡  Is gender in the brain and, if so, does it affect men and 

women’s ability to succeed in STEM fields? 
¡  An evolutionary explanation 
¡  Baron-Cohen’s empathizing female brain and systematizing 

male brain  
¡  Tests of dif ference 
¡  Scientific literacy concepts: Interpretation of measures, 

population size/selection (N) effects, experimenter expectancy 
effects, repeatability/reliability, double-blinding, and 
predictive value/extrapolation. 

LAST CLASS 



¡  Read the transcript of Summers’ Harvard 
controversial speech and the news media 
coverage of it.  

¡  1) What are the reasons that Summers 
gives for not being about to find enough 
women? 

¡  2) How does Summers support his claim? 

¡  3) Do the articles themselves offer any 
additional evidence or fact-checking to 
support this claims? 

¡  4) How is opposition to Summers 
characterized in the news articles?  

FOR TODAY 



¡  To what extent did the media create the controversy or report 
on it?  

¡  In what ways did reporters substantiate their “facts”?  
¡  How did Summers engage (or not) the literature on gender and 

math/science?  
¡  How were his views shaped by labor force issues at Harvard?  
¡  To what extent can labor force issues serve as data about 

gender essentialism? 
¡  How did the news reports shape the debate with media 

frames? 
¡ What can the historical record tell us about women’s abilities 

in math and science?  

NEWS COVERAGE ESSAY QUESTIONS 



¡  Former Harvard Economics 
Professor 1983 -1991 

¡ World Bank Chief Economist 
1991-1993 

¡  [Deputy] Secretary of the 
Treasury under President 
Clinton 1995-2001 

¡  Harvard President 2001-2006 
¡  National Economic Council 

Director 2009-2010 

LARRY SUMMERS 



Possibilities proposed by Summers: 
¡  1) High-powered job hypothesis 
¡  2) Variable aptitude at the high end 
¡  3) Socialization patterns and discrimination 

“in my own view, their importance probably ranks in exactly the 
order that I just described.”  
 
National Bureau for Economic Research Conference on Diversifying 
the Science and Engineering Workforce: Women, Underrepresented 
Minorities, and Their S&E Careers. January 2005 
 
What do you think about the way that Summers framed his 
argument and supported his claims? 

WHY SO FEW WOMEN STEM 
PROFESSORS AT HARVARD? 



¡  Biology professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
since 1973 

¡  Led “Study on the Status of Women 
 Faculty in Science at MIT” 1999 

Why so few women in science? 
¡  Work/life balance 
¡  Gender bias 

"You see, if you say there’s  
discrimination, it means you’re  
not good enough.” 
 
What do you think about her argument and the way she 
supported her claims in the Women in Higher Education 
Interview?  

NANCY HOPKINS 



¡  A debate between two Harvard Psychology professors, sponsored 
by the Harvard University Mind/Brain/Behavior Initiative 

THE SCIENCE OF GENDER AND SCIENCE, 
APR. 22, 2005 

http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/debate05/debate05_index.html 

STEVEN PINKER ELIZABETH S. SPELKE 



¡  “most of what we've learned from empirical psychology in 
the last fif teen years has been that people naturally 
attribute things to socialization that are in fact not 
attributable to socialization.” 
§  Summers’ speech at NBER 

¡  Spelke’s response to Summers: “First, humans are 
predisposed to organize the social world by gender, even in 
situations in which no relevant gender dif ferences exist. 
Second, humans are predisposed to naturalize our current 
social arrangements, confusing features that are typical of 
the members of a profession with those that are necessary 
for success in that profession.”  
§  Elizabeth Spelke (Harvard, Psychology) and Katherine Ellison, 

“Gender, Math, and Science”  The Science on Women and Science 
(2009) p. 43 

OUR BIAS: TOWARDS SOCIAL FACTORS 
OR NATURAL ONES? 



¡ What is Spelke’s argument regarding why women are 
underrepresented in STEM fields? 

¡ What does she argue regarding the dif ferences between 
the sexes? 

¡  How does Spelke support her argument? 

¡ What do you find convincing or unconvincing in her support 
for her argument?  

¡ What issues might we raise about the news coverage of 
the Summers Controversy based on Spelke’s talk? 

DISCUSS 



¡  Read the three articles on news framing. 

¡  What is news framing?  

¡  Robinson & Powell: Examine the news frame analysis of 
portrayals of Anita Hill and Clarence Thomas during the Thomas 
Confirmation Hearings Controversy. How might this method help 
us make sense of the news on the Summers Controversy? 

¡  Anastasio, Rose & Chapman: Through what methods do news 
frames affect public opinion of an issue? How might the news 
framing techniques in the Summers Controversy be working to 
shape public opinion? 

¡  Hornig Priest: Examine the analysis of the framing of cloning. 
What specific reporting issues are raised specifically in scientific 
news? To what extent do these issues arise in the Summers 
Controversy? 

FOR THURSDAY 


