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Gender and the Politics of Knowledge
Mary Ann Dzuback
History of Education Quarterly 43 (Summer 2003):
171-195.

Contentious public debates about women's rational and moral capacity circulated
during the European Enlightenment at the same time that science was emerging as a
dominant mode of inquiry. As Karen Offen argues in European Feminisms, these
debates preoccupied both men and women intellectuals of the middling and upper classes
and represented a pivotal moment in the three-century campaign to rearticulate a politics
of knowledge proclaiming that women were as deserving as men of formal schooling at
all levels. They emerged in the context of efforts to redefine the rights and privileges of
men, of male intellectuals to reassert male dominance over and control of females' access
to intellectual participation as well as the craft guilds associated with women's work, and
of men and women to consider the meaning and structure of social institutions and social
systems. A poem by German poet Philippine Engelhard captures women's frustrations
with the limits imposed upon them in comparison to men in the context of the formation
of the liberal state, the development of the middle class, and the growth of humanistic
and scientific inquiry:

How oft with damnation

And tears of frustration

My gender I curse!

Its ban ever dooms

Us girls to our rooms;

How freely men move!
Even youngster and serf.!



Privileged women in the convents had had access to advanced formal learning
from the sixth to the eleventh centuries. But during the period of university formation,
from the twelfth to the seventeenth centuries, women were excluded from such learning
except in those convents that maintained possession of their wealth and libraries during
the Reformation. A small number of intellectuals had argued for women's equality with
men throughout the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. As early as 1622, Marie Jars de
Gournay claimed that women and men were essentially equal, that differences in ability
were not innate, but cultural, because women did not have the same access to education
and knowledge that men did. An intellectual catapult, according to Londa Scheibinger,
was the development of Cartesian philosophy. As early as 1673, for example, a French
cleric, Frangois Poullain de la Barre, asserted "the mind has no sex." Such a claim placed
the discussion within the realm of philosophy, and enabled others to draw on it in the
eighteenth century.?

During the Enlightenment a number of factors and conditions converged, which
made the debate increasingly public, in fiction, poetry, plays, pamphlets, and other print
media. Expanded literacy among men and women and an explosion of print culture
increased women's ability to participate publicly, to criticize male dominance of
intellectual life, and to articulate a feminist challenge to existing gender relations that
placed women subordinate to men and denied them access to the same rights and
privileges. One of the first among these privileges was education. An early advocate of
women's advanced learning, Mary Astell, argued in1694 that women could reason as well
as men; she urged the establishment of a women's university and female scholarly

communities. In the 1730s, European women had concrete proof that it was possible to



succeed in such an environment when the University of Bologna awarded a doctorate in
philosophy to Laura Bassi, who became a professor of physics there and annually
presented papers on her research. Italian universities, by granting a small number of
doctorates to women and employing women as lecturers in law, sciences, and
mathematics (particularly at Bologna), were the exception to European higher education
institutions.’

Throughout the eighteenth century the discussion of women's rights and women's
education evinced a significant range of views. Some claimed, like Rousseau in Emile,
that man was intellectually superior to woman and that woman's primary social
contributions were her beauty and her ability to provide emotional support and care to
men and children. Mary Wollstonecraft contended that

Not only the virtue, but the knowledge of the two sexes should be the

same in nature, if not in degree, and that women, considered not only as

moral, but rational creatures, ought to endeavor to acquire human virtues

. . . by the same means as men, instead of being educated like

a fanciful kind of half being—one of Rousseau's wild chimeras.

Still others, including Voltaire, thought women should have opportunities to serve in
government.*

These were the arguments that reached American women in the late eighteenth
century. Judith Sargent Murray took a position similar to Wollstonecraft's linking the
development of reason to access to education: "We can only reason from what we know,
and if opportunity of acquiring knowledge hath been denied us, the inferiority of our sex
cannot fairly be deduced from thence." The logical power of these arguments failed to

sway America's early politicians to include women in formal politics, despite their many

contributions to furthering the revolutionary cause, but did fuel an ongoing conversation



about the development and purpose of formal education for women. This conversation
was pursued against the historical background of formal education for men in colonial
America.’

Whereas men's colleges had been established throughout the colonial period in
America, modeled in part on the all-male colleges of Britain and Scotland, no such
institutions existed for women. Women who desired advanced education might seek
instruction from an educated male relative or attend one of the academies or seminaries
that offered more than a post-primary curriculum. These institutions provided secondary
and possibly post-secondary study, but the classical curriculum, including Latin and
Greek, offered at the men's colleges was not available to American women in formal
settings throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth, and the first half of the nineteenth
century. And when a few colleges began admitting women before the Civil War, female
students were either relegated to a less rigorous, feminized curriculum or, in the case of
Oberlin, asked to perform domestic chores for their male counterparts. This situation
began to change after 1865. But the precedent had been established by then. American
higher education had been framed entirely based on what knowledge was most important
for educating male leaders and professionals, what kinds of institutions would best
educate them, what methods were most appropriate given cultural expectations of
masculinity, and who was most fitted to teach them. When women began to penetrate
that realm, in coeducational institutions, women's colleges, and eventually research
universities, debates raged about how the feminine presence would affect their masculine

character, their intellectual rigor, and their extracurricular life.5



The story of higher education in the United States is a story that cannot be
understood without thorough attention to gender as the fundamental defining
characteristic of American educational institutions, ideas, and practices. If the
historiography of education has fallen short in the treatment of gender, it has been in the
assumption that gender is merely an important concept primarily for understanding
access. As Linda Eisenmann notes, although historians of education have spent the past
two decades building a body of literature exploring women's access and experience, the
work has not had the kind of influence on the intellectual and institutional history of
higher education that it has on social history in general or increasingly on the history of
secondary education in the United States. If women were not there, the reasoning seemed
to be, gender need not be studied. Except in rare cases and newly emerging work of the
last ten or so years, historians of higher education have treated women as the added
factor, the "other," to be contained in a chapter or a few sentences when writing about
male institutions, practices, and norms as the central story, while women are the side
story at given periods of history. I argue that gender is the central story of the history of
higher education. We simply cannot understand the most basic and normative concepts
shaping the development of formal education without analyzing for gender. Further, as
gender has been defined and characterized within particular groups, including ethnic
minorities and social classes, analyses of gender remain critical to understanding the
experiences of these groups in relation to majority norms, in the case of education, those
arising from and reflecting values of the white middle class.’

American intellectual and cultural historians, who have integrated gender in

promising and theoretically rich ways into their studies, have not demonstrated much



interest in close examination of higher education. One reads the literature exploring the
history of feminism and finds allusions to the centrality of education in the development
of feminist consciousness and, subsequently, to women's full economic and political
participation; one also reads about the significance of gender constructions in
understanding cultural and social change in United States history. However, rarely are
the processes and institutions of education themselves explored in these accounts.
Access to formal education and the opportunity to use it have been under-analyzed in the
literature of the history of feminism.®

A Word on Theory

Joan Scott's definition of gender is instructive for looking at the history of
education: "a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences
between the sexes," as well as "a primary way of signifying relationships of power . . .
Power is articulated," she suggests, through "culturally available symbols," often
contradictory; "normative concepts," in religious, educational, legal, and scientific
doctrines that interpret the meanings of those symbols; policies and practices of social
institutions that construct, maintain, or challenge ideas and practices based in gender; and
subjective identities--how individuals acted on and shaped gender identity in relation to
gender constructions. Barbara Melosh notes that feminist historians have explored how
"discourses of gender not only regulate the behavior of men and women", but also
become "ways of ordering politics and of maintaining hierarchies."” Further, historians
have explored the gaps between discourse and experience to discern who was and was

not influenced by these discourses and why.’



Gerda Lerner argues that historians' task is to examine how men and women have
struggled over issues of power, because in the realms of learning and politics the
"ultimate consequence of men's power to define—the power to define what is a political
issue and what is not—has had a profound effect on women's struggle for their own
emancipation . . . and has literally aborted and distorted the intellectual talents of
women for thousands of years." As Geraldine Clifford and Ellen Lagemann suggest, we
need to study how institutions resisted change to preserve gender distinctions and
hierarchies and we need to study how women and men challenged those institutions to
create more elastic and equal roles for men and women and less oppositional definitions
for masculinity and femininity.!°

How Theories of Gender Reframe the History of Higher Education

If, as Lerner claims, access to education was critical to the creation of feminist
consciousness, which became a tool for challenging traditional gendered hierarchies, we
must think of gender as a fundamental category that shaped hierarchy and power within
and among educational institutions. Gendered assumptions organized their missons and
practices. Gender was repeatedly invoked to justify relations of power within them, as
well as the introduction of new institutional forms, the establishment of professions and
the requirements of professional expertise, and the relationships among professions and
educating institutions. Placing gender at the center of higher education history is not just
a process of restoring who was left out of the historical narrative, but rather
reconceptualizing the history of higher education with a focus on gender "as a primary
field within which or by means of which power has been articulated" in educational

institutions.



One way to think about this is to envision education as a field in which men have
been repeatedly displaced by women, particularly as this displacement has occurred in
areas of education that have declined in value, power, or status in relation to larger social
changes. Another is to examine closely, as Nancy Beadie does, the relationship between
institutions and the bodies founding them, including religious organizations and the state,
to understand where and how they confirmed or contradicted larger state interests in
legislating gender categories, roles, and relations. And a third, as Kim Tolley has done
with her study of secondary science education, is to examine how the relative valuing of
certain kinds of knowledge changed over time and worked with gendered assumptions of
appropriate male and female activity (often based on beliefs about innate capacity) to
influence who participated in what kinds of science education in which periods.'!

Here, I explore the ways that gender and power functioned in shaping how
women began to penetrate the male-dominated academic profession, particularly in the
social sciences, an area in which women had some social authority as co-reformers with
men and reformers in their own right by the late nineteenth century. Women entered
academe as professionals through the women's colleges that opened in the latter half of
the nineteenth century. Unlike the colleges that served the male population, there was no
continuous tradition of women's advanced formal education to guide their founders and
early administrators and faculty. Advanced education for women of the nobility in
Europe had almost entirely disappeared with the rise of medieval universities and the
closing of convents during the Reformation. Men's colleges had been established
throughout the colonial period in America. The earliest women's colleges in the United

States followed the earliest men's college by more than two centuries. Most were



located on rural campuses. Others emerged in urban areas after intense lobbying and
fund raising by women and men attempting to expand the existing educational system
and provide further study for the growing numbers of female high school graduates. And
still others opened as public institutions to reach a broader pool of young women. A few,
but not all, began with an explicit agenda to offer post-secondary education to young
women, in some cases to help fill the teaching ranks of the expanding public education
system, and in all cases to offer women educational opportunities on par with their
brothers.!?

During the 1880s and 1890s educators began making the argument that it was
appropriate to extend women's teaching to the college level. Women, who had been
teaching in primary schools since the early nineteenth century and in secondary schools
and academies for women since the end of the eighteenth, were considered appropriate
transmitters of knowledge, particularly when the students were young women. But
women used their college positions to extend that role into the production of knowledge,
the last bastion of male control of the politics of knowledge. Such a move began a long
stop-and-go process of reshaping gendered power relations in academe. Women
challenged existing beliefs about who could and should produce knowledge by
demanding and gaining admission to graduate programs and by carrying their research
agenda into what had been viewed as teaching-focused institutions. A number of factors
shaped their access, their ability to participate, and their impact on these institutions.

Over the second half of the nineteenth century the authoritative foundations of
patriarchal power eroded and secular governance increased. As the social and political

power of the clergy declined, universities shifted their cultural and structural orientation
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to develop their capacity not just for the transmission of knowledge, but also its
production. Scientific methods--empirical research, inductive reasoning and the like--
became prominent values shaping institutions, preparing academic professionals, and
determining the kinds of knowledge considered valid, particularly in the sciences and
social sciences. Because science was becoming the dominant mode of inquiry in
universities, epistemological authority shifted, as Julie Reuben argues, from traditional
sources to the empirical work of professional researchers. At the same time, the
profession was male-dominated, although a small number of women taught at women's
colleges.!'?

Women students gained access to women's colleges and coeducational institutions
in this period by using financial, social, and political pressure, exploiting whatever
meager openings were initially offered, and developing meritocratic as well as
specifically gendered arguments to justify their demands. At the same time, women
enrolling in state universities and attempting admission to graduate programs encountered
a larger cultural crisis in masculinity. Women's efforts to obtain suffrage and middle-
class women's social reform activities threatened male power and control of politics and
had a cumulative impact on concerns about maintaining clear distinctions between
manliness and womanliness by the 1880s and 1890s. Universities provided an important
site for the articulation and negotiation of this crisis. According to Gail Bederman,
"middle-class men, uncomfortably confused about the nature and sources of male power,
began to cast about for new ways to fortify their shaky constructions of manliness." She
claims that they focused on the discourse of civilization, using eugenics and nativist

assumptions about the superiority of white males to distinguish themselves from women,
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Blacks, southern and eastern Europeans, and Indians. In this discourse, "extreme sexual
difference was seen as a hallmark of civilization's advancement." It served manliness to
characterize males as strong breadwinners, producers, and leaders, and females as fragile,
dependent, and subservient reproducers.'*

The construction of manliness that emerged at Harvard in the 1880s and 1890s
was reflected at other higher education institutions that saw as their central mission the
education of men. To the Harvard faculty manhood rested on a certain kind of strong-
mindedness and engagement in physical activity. A gentleman ought to select a
profession, support a family, and distinguishing himself by to making a mark
intellectually or professionally. It required having a wife to help tame man's erotic and
violent emotions, to soothe his psychic traumas, and to serve his needs. Women, in this
view, were morally elevated beings with the power to purify the domestic sphere and in
limited ways other spaces, but were not autonomous individuals. Manliness depended
on a man's ability to maintain dominance in his own household and particularly over his
wife in ensuring that his needs were met. It demanded a strong will and disciplined
habits, as well as a vigorous intellect. Most of all it required the ability to remain
separate from women in certain aspects of life in order to maintain masculine strength
and health. This was the major reason an institution like Harvard resisted coeducation for
more than eighty years after founding the Annex that became Radcliffe College, and
refused to appoint women to the faculty.'?

These concerns about masculinity held cultural currency at the same time that
women were entering higher education institutions at unprecedented rates, numerically

equaling men in some universities, and excelling in academic performance. Colleges and
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universities were the rubicon of male dominance in education. Protecting them from the
incursions of women and African Americans was a matter of white masculine honor.
One form of protection was to bar women's entry to undergraduate programs at male
institutions, which is what the male ivy leagues did. Another, illustrated by Lynn
Gordon's study, was to marginalize women once on campus, as most coeducational
institutions and graduate schools did. An exception, as we know from Christine Ogren's
work, included the normal schools, where women participated with men in academic
programs and in creating extracurricular activities. However, these institutions were
classified by the academic elite as being of lower status in comparison to colleges and
universities. Unlike the women's colleges and normal schools, the coeducational
universities and graduate programs treated the male student as the norm and the female
student as "other." African-American students—male or female--who gained admission
to all but historically black institutions were even further marginalized.'®

When women were turned away from graduate study in the United States, they
enrolled in European universities in the 1880s and 1890s and were admitted, even though
some of these institutions refused to train European women, because it was assumed the
Americans would return to their home country rather than seek academic positions in
Europe. In response to this competition from abroad, and to help staff the women's
colleges, American universities began admitting women to masters and doctoral
programs in the 1890s. Such an alteration in policy put the shifting social and structural
organization of universities in tension with cultural concerns about maintaining
masculine power. If the institutions were to be governed by commitment to the empirical

findings of science, the results of the work rather than the moral or cultural authority of
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the researcher, the quality of the researcher's training as well as the knowledge produced
should determine who gained access to the profession. When male faculty agreed to
work with women graduate students, it was this kind of reasoning and commitment that
shaped their willingness to do so. Yet, when women completed their advanced degrees,
their male mentors rarely recommended them for positions in the kinds of institutions that
had trained them. Instead they were encouraged to seek positions in the women's
colleges.!’

Gender and the Women's Colleges

The women's colleges opened their doors with the self-conscious understanding
that they were reaching out to a constituency that was "different” from those at the
majority of existing institutions. Despite their distinct contexts and goals, they all
focused on succeeding in the education of women. This mission was reflected in
building design, campus location, curricular decisions, and—the focus here-- the
appointment and treatment of faculty and administrators. They began with an explicit
agenda to offer advanced education to young women, to help fill the teaching ranks of the
expanding public education system, and to offer women educational opportunities on par
with their brothers. '8

Hiring women faculty enabled the women's colleges to distinguish themselves
from other public and private collegiate-level institutions that began admitting women in
the 1870s because they could attract the most highly educated women in the country. In
addition, they offered women an opening into academe. By taking positions as faculty,
women directly challenged the gendered assumption that professional work and college

teaching were and should continue to be male occupations. Judging by the swelling
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ranks of women faculty, they were anxious to make such a challenge. Women entered
college-level teaching in increasing numbers after the Civil War, and by 1890, composed
more than 13 percent of coeducational college faculties and 72 percent of women's
college faculties. This was, of course, in the period before advanced degrees were
expected for faculty; scholarship was just beginning to be an important mark of the
professional academic. Although by 1900 more than twice as many women were
enrolled in coeducational universities and colleges as in the women's colleges, the
majority of women faculty were employed in single-sex institutions (and teachers
colleges and normal schools in which the majority of students were women), and by the
1940s, represented 72 percent of the twenty-two largest women's college faculties. The
women's colleges were for women critical entry points to academic life.'?

To understand how women scholars contributed to transforming the gendered
culture of higher education, it is important to grasp how the institutions treated women as
professional teachers and scholars. Conditions and expectations at the colleges varied,
often by gender of faculty and administrators, and were shaped by the institutions'
financial resources. At Wellesley and Mount Holyoke the president, all or most of the
faculty, and some members of the board were female. While Wellesley's presidents did
not push faculty to obtain the PhD, the mark of the male academic professional, Mount
Holyoke's Emma Woolley did. Bryn Mawr's Dean and then President M. Carey Thomas
hired more men initially than women, and required doctorates because she believed that
was the way to establish Bryn Mawr's credibility as a research institution as well as a
college; it was the lack of access to training for the PhD that moved Thomas to create this

space in Bryn Mawr for women graduate students. Goucher opened under male
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leadership, but after women were appointed to the presidency and deanship, the
proportion of women faculty increased; by 1938 women were in the majority of faculty
and of faculty who had PhDs. New Jersey College for Women (Douglass), opened in the
1910s with a majority male faculty, but most men and women had PhDs, and all were
subordinate to the Rutgers faculty. 2

Women seized the opportunity to contest the masculine hold on academic
professional culture and they used the women's colleges to do it. But they continued to
encounter gendered assumptions even as they made headway on the faculties. At many
of the institutions women were paid less than men, although this discrimination
diminished by the 1920s, except at Douglass. Similarly, until the 1920s and 1930s, men
typically outranked women, particularly at institutions with a strong male presence on the
faculty. At Smith in the early years, the male president and trustees had appointed some
women as faculty to serve as proper feminine models for students, and relied on male
faculty at nearby Ambherst to teach the majority of courses. But by 1915, the faculty was
one-third male; slightly fewer than half of full professors, two-thirds of associate
professors, more than two-thirds of assistant professors, and most instructors were
women.?!

Beginning in the 1880s at Vassar, women professors began redefining the
professional identity of the faculty. Women had initially been appointed as teachers
whose primary obligation was to the preparatory department and men were hired as
professors and heads of departments in the college proper. Women were required to live

among students and supervise dormitory life, while men were encouraged to live in

separate houses with their families, and, unlike women, were paid enough to afford such
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housing. Women and men were expected to focus on teaching, although the
administration tolerated research as long as teaching remained the primary obligation of
faculty. But as more women who had pursued graduate study were appointed as
professors in the 1880s, and began to contest Vassar's differential treatment of women,
Vassar's male presidents had to contend with an increasingly strong majority female
faculty in the 1910s. By 1918, 100 percent of Vassar's faculty held the PhD, in
comparison with 75 percent at Mount Holyoke, 50 percent at Wellesley, 67 percent at
Harvard, and 43 percent at Barnard.??

Although Barbara Rossiter argues that women were unable to reform academia's
gender discrimination and reduce resulting limitations on women academics' professional
advancement, she acknowledges that many colleges actually expanded their faculties,
raised salaries, and increased classroom and laboratory space from the 1910s through the
1930s. But she does not explore the multiple ways that women faculty themselves
shaped collegiate institutions to enhance women's professional development and
accommodate them as producers as well as transmitters of knowledge. Colleges had
different ways of responding to their demands and supporting women as professional
scholars: allowing them to teach courses in their research areas, offering regular
sabbaticals, expanding library collections in response to research needs, providing
teaching and research assistance by graduate and undergraduate students, expanding
departments, encouraging travel to conferences and professional meetings, hiring a
critical mass of women to serve as mentors, recognizing women faculty as professional
colleagues of, rather than subordinates to, male faculty, offering incentives through

promotion and salary raises, and providing faculty and graduates research fellowships. In
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short, because women faculty and administrators pressured the women's colleges to
recognize their needs as scholars, assistance that had become increasingly available to
male faculty at research universities and male colleges from the 1890s, became
available to women at the women's colleges in the first third of the twentieth century.?3

Gender, the Women's Colleges, and Social Science Scholarship

For social science scholars, a critical issue was the extent to which the colleges
committed to providing social science study in the curriculum. The most fully articulated
programs by the 1920s were at the northeastern colleges and Goucher, where the numbers
of women faculty were highest in economics, history, sociology, and political science.
Developments in collegiate programs took decades to unfold. The demand for social
science research to address social and economic problems, students' desire to study social
sciences, and faculty pressure to expand social science course offerings led the colleges
to recognize the rising importance of the social sciences as disciplines.

Vassar offers an example of how women faculty successfully pressed the college
to recognize them as scholars and acknowledge the value of their scholarship. Lucy
Salmon initiated regular teaching in history, introducing five courses in her first year on
the faculty (1887-88), which early established history as an important department in the
college. She rejected the college's gender-based requirement that female faculty live with
students, while male faculty were exempted, as well as the underlying assumption that
academic professionalism could make different demands on men than on women. She
described this expectation for women as "the clink of chains and the key turned in the
door," where one had to "get up by a bell [and] eat by a bell." Economist Herbert Mills

was appointed to the history faculty in 1890. Because President Taylor had promised
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him a chairmanship, and Mills was not happy working 'under' Salmon, Taylor made Mills
chair of the newly separate economics department three years later. Where by 1910
Salmon persuaded Taylor to provide clerical support, expand library resources, and add
nine history faculty with doctorates, Mills added only one economist, a Vassar BA, as an
assistant in economics. This suggests the kind of impact a determined scholar pressing
for support had on an institution, even one perennially stretched for funds and somewhat
resistant to women's full professional equality.?*

Barnard College initially relied on the all-male Columbia faculty to offer courses
to its students. When Dean Emily James Putnam and President Seth Low proposed
adding two professorships to Columbia's School of Political Science in exchange for "a
corresponding amount . . . of separate instruction to Barnard seniors and graduates," the
school's Dean John W. Burgess lowered his longstanding resistance to educating women
and sharing faculty. By 1900, Barnard organized its own faculty and began appointing
women as assistants who then rose in the ranks. Where Vassar had male presidents, but a
majority of women faculty in social sciences after 1900, Barnard had female deans whose
authority was limited by the president of Columbia University, and department chairs
who typically were male. But those deans' efforts were crucial in reshaping gendered
power at Barnard. The faculty, many of whom had completed the doctorate at Columbia,
shifted from 21 percent female in 1900 to 61 percent female by 1940. In social sciences,
the numbers of women increased slowly from one in 1900 to approximately 12 in 1940,
but most were in short-term appointments at low ranks. Women seeking advancement
relied on male colleagues' assessments of their scholarship and teaching, often remaining

at the instructor level for as long as eight to ten years after completing the PhD. Their
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male counterparts rose quickly through the ranks or, having greater options available,
moved elsewhere. Male faculty were expected to produce research and advance
academically, while female faculty were expected to teach and, if they did research,
eventually receive promotion. But the fact that the numbers and proportions of women
grew by 1940 suggests that those at Barnard had succeeded in chipping away at these
assumptions.?

A contrast can be found in Mount Holyoke's social science departments.
President Woolley was committed to creating an institutional culture in which women
exercised considerable power in shaping the social science programs and the professional
criteria for advancement. She sought women with demonstrated interest in research, and
appointed strong women to the history department, from which economics, sociology and
political science developed. Woolley collaborated with faculty department chairs in
growing these departments. Unlike Salmon's continuing struggle for expansion of the
work in history, and the Barnard women faculty's for recognition of their roles in social
science development, Mount Holyoke's social science faculty led the way in shaping the
departments' teaching and research agenda. They created a professional sphere for
women in which seniority and duration on the faculty had more impact than gender on
power relations among the faculty.

These examples illustrate the colleges' different levels of commitment to the
social sciences and to women as professional social scientists. Such commitment
depended on the extent to which the president was able to enlarge the faculty, to
recognize the faculty role in developing academic programs, and to grasp the growing

importance of the social sciences in the early twentieth century. As the colleges began
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hiring faculty with a commitment to such research and to furthering women's
involvement in social science study and scholarship, women faculty increasingly devoted
their efforts to shaping the institutions' cultures to accommodate scholarship and
teaching. While this effort was somewhat constrained at an institution like Barnard with
its close affiliation with Columbia, where male chairs and colleagues controlled
advancement and promotion, and Mount Holyoke with its limited finances, but more
accommodating policies, it was less so at a place like Bryn Mawr. At Bryn Mawr
Thomas succeeded in appointing male faculty who helped to establish the departments of
economics and history, but also routinely hired women. She was able to expand social
sciences in 1915, using a bequest to create the Graduate Department of Social Economy
and Social Research, which granted masters and doctoral degrees and assumed
responsibility for instruction in statistics, and well as for training social workers.?
Goucher, like Mount Holyoke and Vassar, developed its social science program
out of the history department and appointed faculty with doctorates. From the 1890s the
history department was populated with more women than men. Economics did not really
gain separate status and faculty until the 1920s, and then had four women and one man,
where sociology developed in the later 1910s, and held only one faculty member in the
1920s. And political science emerged in 1920, staffed by two men and one woman into
the 1930s, a response to the Nineteenth Amendment granting women the suffrage. These
kinds of developments suggest a growing commitment to social science throughout the
period mitigated by the normal budgetary constraints and other longstanding priorities at
Goucher, particularly in the sciences and humanities, which tended to be more fully

staffed. Because women stayed, they had a long-term impact on the academic culture,



21

which enabled them to provide a research ethos for students and junior faculty that
demonstrated the viability of women as producers of knowledge. In a city whose
knowledge production was dominated by the Johns Hopkins University with its
predominantly male faculty, Goucher women challenged the assumption that research
was a male domain.?’

Smith differed from the other nonaffiliated women's colleges in its early
commitment to both social sciences and appointing male faculty to develop social science
programs. The Department of History and Political Economy attracted promising young
men by the 1890s, admitting one woman to their circle in the early 1900s, but by the
1920s, Smith had nearly as many long-term women faculty as men. The women received
encouragement and respect from such equitably minded colleagues as Merle Curti, who
joined the faculty in 1925. Economics and sociology grew in a similar way and women
were in the majority of both by the 1940s. What this pattern suggests is that, although
men created and developed social science programs at Smith, and used the college to
launch their own scholarly careers, as women with doctorates were added and slowly
promoted, they gained increasing power in shaping those programs in the 1920s and
1930s, and, like Goucher, illustrating for their students and junior colleagues an
alternative vision of knowledge production.?®

As Barbara Rossiter suggests, from the 1910s through the 1930s, except at the
low points of the depression, all the women's colleges benefited from the expansion of
higher education in the United States and added significantly to their faculties. This was

particularly the case for struggling institutions gaining accreditation as colleges after the

turn of the century, including Sweet Briar, Hollins, Douglass, and Connecticut College.
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These institutions typically maintained combined social science departments into the
1920s. The one or two faculty hired in a department had to do double or triple duty to
expand the social sciences. Administrative and trustee attitudes about social science
programs changed typically after a scholar was appointed dean or president and in a
position of power to make arguments about deployment of resources. By the 1930s,
students' interest in social science courses and the social problems made evident by the
depression provided further rationales and pressure for shifting resources to social
sciences. At all of these colleges, men were only slightly more advantaged than women
because of the limited resources. Women were able to create a place in which a few
women scholars could uphold the professional research model of modern scholarship.
And it is clear that in the larger context of male-controlled academic scholarship, women
at the smaller colleges struggled most among women scholars to continue working as
professional scholars.?

At Sweet Briar President Emily McVea pushed for the development of social
science courses and opportunities for social and community service. Her successor Meta
Glass, appointed eighteen faculty during her twenty-year tenure--four of whom were
scholars in the social sciences. She recruited Helen Dutton as dean to foster faculty
research and enable students to develop research projects. Social science departments at
Hollins, a former seminary, were initially staffed by Hollins graduates with BAs. Most
of the faculty to the 1920s taught history. The first sign that Hollins was willing and able
to expand its social sciences program was in Gladys Palmer's appointment to the new
economics and sociology department in the middle 1920s; the department held no more

than two faculty throughout the 1930s. History also remained small, but began hiring
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women with PhDs in the middle 1930s under President Bessie Carter Randolph (PhD
Radcliffe 1926), who reorganized the faculty in 1933, creating a Division of Social
Sciences, and strongly encouraging faculty scholarship. In both of these cases, female
administrative leadership and the commitment of faculty to scholarship transformed these
institutions to allow a research culture to develop and advance possibilities for women
researchers.*®

At historically black women's colleges in the South, social science study, women
faculty with higher degrees, and research were delayed by another two decades, by both
the exclusion of black women from doctoral programs (and financial constraints on black
women pursuing any higher education) and the limited finances of the institutions
themselves. Very few developed doctoral programs until the middle twentieth century.
For that reason, they are not part of this study. But as the growing scholarship in this area
suggests, black women faculty in these years provided critical mentoring to their
students, who often were the first generation in their families to obtain a college
education.?!

Douglass College operated under different constraints. The university restricted
its appointments of full-time faculty until the late 1920s. Dean Mabel Douglass ran the
college as a kind of fief, basing appointments on both personality and scholarship,
developing no formal criteria for promotion, and offering no tenure, which limited the
faculty's ability to develop professional standards in line with the larger world of
academia. She responded to pressure from New Jersey women's groups by appointing a
number of women to history and political science by the late 1920s. Sociology and

economics on the other hand held far fewer faculty and no women before 1930. The first
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women full professors were not appointed until 1927, and those were mostly in
humanities departments. Not until the 1930s did Douglass begin to address salary
imbalances across gender. When Dean Margaret Corwin took office in 1934, she worked
closely with department chairs to develop criteria for promotion and tenure and to expand
curricular programs. Like Barnard, Douglass relied on strong deans to make its case to
the university, but unlike Barnard, depended on the New Jersey legislature and Rutgers
for all of its financial support, which significantly slowed the development of social
sciences for faculty and students. Connecticut College and Hunter experienced similar
late and slow development for similar reasons, with one or two faculty in each social
science department, and few women with doctorates until the 1930s.3?

At these smaller and less supported institutions faculty faced difficult challenges
in their efforts to maintain professional standing as scholars. At Hollins, even with
Randolph's support for faculty scholarship, teaching demands fell heavily on the few
faculty in each department. If they wanted to teach in their areas of scholarship and at the
same time develop the department's program, as those with doctorates increasingly did in
the 1920s and 1930s, they found themselves in a double-bind: increasing course offerings
placed significantly more demands on them. Or if one arrived at Hollins with a masters
degree and some work toward the PhD, it was all the more difficult to finish the final
degree while also carrying the teaching load and participating in local and state public
service activities. A similar tension marked all the colleges, but those with fewer women
scholars in the disciplines faced greater institutional and practical constraints.
Developing as scholars and making arguments for supporting scholarship at their

institutions women encountered patterns of gender discrimination in salary, promotion,
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and community expectations that were easier to maintain when departments were
controlled by male faculty or by administrators not committed to academic women's
professional advancement in social sciences. The clerical controls of an earlier period
had been replaced by secular controls that were less restrictive, but still gender-based.

An important factor in institutional support for scholars was the extent to which
social science programs reflected faculty interest in research. At Vassar, Mount Holyoke,
Goucher, and Smith, for example, a critical mass of scholars helped to foster the ethos of
research for undergraduates, which in turn enhanced opportunities for faculty to engage
students in the kinds of problems that interested them. The fact that Mount Holyoke and
Smith continued to grant masters degrees helped them maintain contact with graduate
students. Bryn Mawr's doctoral program supported faculty work with students whose
primary reason for matriculating was to complete a major research project in their
disciplinary area. This connection with other scholars and with graduate students
enabled women to recreate on a much smaller scale the kind of working environment
male scholars encountered made in the research universities.

Public service played a key role for women faculty in furthering their scholarly
programs. It was expected, particularly of faculty in the social sciences. Belle Boone
Beard at Sweet Briar and Amy Hewes of Mount Holyoke served on state and federal
boards addressing such issues as welfare, minimum wage laws, and conditions of
women's work. Such service typically raised the scholar's research profile, increased her
opportunities, and enhanced the reputation of her institution. Both male and female
faculty engaged in public service, but women faculty used these opportunities to extend

their research and include their female students in the research enterprise. Without such
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involvement, women students were unlikely to have experienced first hand research and
its application to public service. Women faculty would have had little opportunity to
work in this kind of capacity with students. In contrast, the combination of research and
public service was routine for male social science faculty at the research universities.>
In the 1930s the Social Science Research Council held a conference on social
science research in the colleges. The report of this conference provides a means of
assessing women scholars' impact on the colleges's support of faculty research. Twelve
single-sex and coeducational colleges were represented. The conference explored such
issues as faculty salary scales, program funds in college budgets, research funds, and
conditions affecting research, including teaching demands, sabbatical leaves, and library
facilities. The support colleges provided varied significantly, despite the claim by
representatives that "an overwhelming majority of the social science faculty" were
"carrying on research.” Comparatively speaking, the "superior salary scale of the men's
colleges," the different levels of research funding, and the variation in use of sabbatical
leaves appeared to be the factors most influencing institutional accommodation for
research. But for all, "the relatively small number of instructors," size of the
communities, and high expectations for honors work put heavy time demands on all
faculty. The commitment to using sabbatical leaves for research appeared to be greatest
at Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Smith, Vassar, and Haverford, somewhat less at
Swarthmore and Wesleyan, and least at Amherst, Oberlin, Wellesley, and Williams.
Moreover, most of these institutions provided no regular funds for faculty research. The
women's colleges had special funds--typically alumnae donations--to help with research

and publication. But as the report noted, "since [Council] grants are given only to those
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who have proved that they can do good research, and since research-workers in colleges
are discouraged from undertaking large and expensive projects because of limited funds,
investigators on the college level operate under unusual disabilities," even though "one
out of every two applicants from smaller universities and colleges had received . ..
[Council] grants, while one of every three from the larger universities had received
them. "3

Clearly, by 1931, conditions were such that faculty in those colleges in which a
research culture had been fostered by women faculty had overcome sizable obstacles to
support social science scholarship. At Vassar, women faculty pushed a professionalizing
agenda, while their male colleagues, the board, and the administration were slow to
respond. The situation changed gradually as more women faculty were appointed and
then was fully transformed after 1915 when a new president took office. At Mount
Holyoke, the president encouraged scholarly professionalism and hired and promoted
faculty who furthered it; trustees came to agree with these goals over time, and alumnae
offered strong support for developing the faculty's research capacity. Goucher had a
commitment to scholarship from the beginning because of its association with Johns
Hopkins, but the president was slow to share power and resources until a key dean
stepped in to support research faculty. A similar situation existed at Barnard, although
Barnard's deans were alternately constrained and supported by the administration and
faculty of Columbia. But administrative and alumnae support were not enough. How the
faculty resisted administrative and trustee efforts to curb their autonomy and limit their

scholarship was key to transforming the culture of these institutions.



28

These efforts at transformation were shaped in part by the conditions in which
women academic professionals lived and worked. In contrast to their male counterparts,
women in the first generation of professional academic scholars, those obtaining
positions between 1890 and the middle1910s, generally did not marry. They felt they had
to choose between marriage and family and a professional career. The demands of
domesticity and strong social pressures on middle-class women to devote full attention to
their families precluded pursuing both. This was not the case for male faculty. Although
women continued to respond to "the family claim," they did so as single women taking
care of siblings, parents, and other family members, rather than spouses and children of
their own. Many of these women lived on campus in student or faculty housing, but they
also had some responsibility for financial and emotional support of their families of
origin. From expecting women faculty to live with and supervise students Northern
colleges shifted to recognizing that women faculty had social and professional
obligations similar to their male counterparts. This was not the case in the South.
Ensuring 'ladylike’ behavior and southern women students' virtue were part and parcel of
the unmarried woman faculty member's responsibility well into the 1940s. When
northern women faculty began moving off campus or into faculty housing in the early
1900s, they created family arrangements through homosocial domestic commitments in
which two women lived and cared for their household together. 3

The second generation, entering academia from the middle 1910s through the
1930s, tended to marry or live alone, although some preferred the homosocial
arrangements of their mentors. They optimistically believed that it was becoming more

socially acceptable and pragmatically possible to have both a family and a career.



29

However, in a number of such cases, women were denied positions in the institutions
employing their spouses (nepotism rules), which made finding work difficult, or had
great difficulty balancing the two demands. Among those who remained in academia and
married, some lived apart from their spouses to pursue their work, others found positions
in the few institutions that believed marriage and career were compatible, and still others
moved between academia and public and private research agencies, or among institutions
to remain with their spouses.
Conclusion

Women faculty used their positions in the colleges to shape collegiate culture to
support them as scholars as well as teachers and to enable them to introduce their
students to scholarly work. This commitment facilitated women's continuing challenge
to penetrate the male world of academic research. Their goals included influencing these
institutions to respond to them as autonomous professionals and to provide more financial
and programmatic support for the social sciences—in short, to make good on the
promises of meritocracy inherent in modern scientific research-based higher education.
Their strategies ranged from the general to the specific. First, they pushed the colleges to
emulate the university research culture, without sacrificing the primary mission of
providing advanced education for young women. But because these were not research
universities and lacked their basic assumptions and resources shaping faculty and student
work, women scholars and supportive administrators focused on one or more
characteristic of these institutions: pushing to increase the proportion of the faculty with
the PhD; offering graduate programs, usually at the masters level; rejecting top-down

paternalistic leadership and demanding greater faculty autonomy and control of
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curriculum, recruiting, appointments, and use of time; ensuring the continuation and
expansion of the institution's commitment to women faculty; and drawing students into
the research enterprise in regular classes, honors programs, public service, and other
activities.

Second, they offered mentoring into the academic profession to junior faculty and
to students. This mentoring went beyond the more typical efforts to engage students in
subject matter, missionary work, or voluntary social reform that had been part of college
teaching for a good part of the nineteenth century. It was explicit and persistent in
contrast with the passive examples of those women who simply served as role models by
virtue of their presence and success as scholars. Mentoring focused explicitly on
guidance into a world largely dominated and controlled by male professionals. Not
unlike the mentoring their male colleagues provided at the men's colleges and
universities, it nevertheless demanded specific and different kinds of tactics to enable
women to develop the confidence and commitment to penetrate and persist in the male
world of academic scholarship. This is not to suggest that women absolutely required
such mentoring-- many who entered the field only had successful male scholars as
models--but the kind of guidance women scholars offered women was critical for helping
them make contacts, negotiate institutional and professional association politics, deal
with gender discrimination, and attract recognition for their scholarship.3

Third, women faculty brought funds into their institutions or demanded
institutional funds, in some cases acquired through bequests, specifically for research,
including library resources, sabbaticals, fellowships for graduates, and travel to

professional meetings. They used a variety of tactics, often drawing on networks of
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alumnae, local women of wealth, donors interested in fostering social research to inform
policy making. Some managed to obtain philanthropic foundation grants or fellowships
when they became available in the 1920s and 1930s. Others parlayed sabbaticals into
social service to gather data for their research, involve students in projects, and contribute
their findings to public discussions of policy. In fact, these efforts, from implanting a
research culture in the colleges, to mentoring colleagues and students, to raising funds
were enhanced by the public service women faculty performed, much like their male
colleagues in social science, in contributing to local, state, and national public policy
making and implementation. Their work in the colleges enabled women to become
professional scholars in academic social science. Because of the kinds of constraints
they faced and the institutional cultures in which they worked, though, we cannot assume
that they simply embraced the male model of scholarship. Instead, they shaped their
work to fit their lives and their institutional and social commitments.*’

For women academics attempting to redefine who could be considered a
legitimate producer of knowledge, who could participate in the research enterprise of the
modern, meritocratic university, and who could contribute to policy formation through
research, the women's colleges were critical entry points in women scholars' challenge to
gendered assumptions about the politics of knowledge. The women's colleges offered
them opportunities that they otherwise would not have had. Their struggles exposed the
failure of modern research universities to live up to their meritocratic assumptions and
claims regarding the production of knowledge. Their successes had a slow, incremental

influence on reshaping academic professional life over the course of the twentieth century

in the United States.
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