
World War II II 

Table I.I 
Women on Science Faculties, 1942 and 1946 

Field 1942 1946 % Change 

Biological sciences 782 2,587 +230.8 
Mathematics 686 I,459a +112.7 
Chemistry 4-85 1,585 +z26.8 
Physics 178 4nb +130.9 

J Geography 157 !15 -26.8 

Engineering 50 53 +6.o 
Geology 4-6 93 +102.2 

Meteorology 28 16 -42.9 
Miscellaneous 590 
More than one science 635 
Science with nonscience 202 

Total 2,412 7,746 +22I.I 

Sources: The Outlook for Women in Science, WB Bulletin 223-1 (Washington, D.C., I949), 20 (tables 3, 

4-)· 

aincludes 44 in statistics. 

blndudes 64 in astronomy. 

How can we account for the drastic rise of 
women on science faculties? What disciplines 
saw the largest growth

Taken From
: Rossiter, M

argaret. W
om

en Scientists in Am
erica: Before Affirm

ative 
Action, 1940-1972. Baltim

ore and London: The Johns Hopkins U
niversity Press, 

1995. P. 11.



24 WOMEN SCIENTISTS IN AMERICA 

creased employment of women at certain levels during World War II, resistance 
to them at higher levels and especially in the professions remained strong even, 

apparently, among the women themselves. 
Perhaps in wartime the citizens felt safer in men's hands. Certainly protest 

was more difficult then, since critics of governmental policy could all too easily 
be accused of unpatriotic behavior. In any case, even at the height of the war, 
when gender roles were being stretched and changed, traditional American 
antifeminism remained very strong and perhaps even intensified. Professional 
women were learning how few friends they had politically, despite their impor
tant contributions to the war effort. During the Depression it had seemed that 
the biggest obstacle to women's advancement was the economy, but now, when 
the economy was booming, basic social attitudes remained quite conservative, 
despite all the oft-proclaimed "shortages." The demand for qualified persons in 
high places could never have been stronger, and yet the antifeminism was so 
strong and so persistent at high levels that it held back women in good times as 
well as bad. A tremendous change in public opinion, as well as full employ

ment, would be necessary to uproot this basic belief. 59 

In assessing the war's overall impact on women's role in science, one is tempted 
to conclude that despite all the activity and publicity about their advances and 
wartime ''firsts," the women came out of the war only slightly stronger than 
they had gone into it. Some women scientists, perhaps about 100, had held 
temporary jobs on governmental and industrial war projects. Many others, 
who had been unemployed in the 1930s, had apparently found temporary 
positions, especially in college teaching, during the war. Potentially more im
portant, the numbers of women scientists had more than doubled in just four 
years, increasing by the hundreds if one counts only women with higher 
degrees, and by the thousands if one includes those with a bachelor's degree or 
less (see table I.2 ). But owing to the overall wartime recruitment of both sexes, 
as well as improved recordkeeping and a broadened definition of what consti
tuted a scientist, the total number of scientists on the Roster also more than 
doubled in these years, from 131,440 in 1941 to 324,145 in 1945. The result was 
that, despite all the talk about women's advances in science during the war, 
their percentage of the total on the Roster rose almost imperceptibly from 4.0 
percent in 1941 to just 4.1 percent in 1945· Even then most of the women were 
added mostly at the lower levels, and layers of bureaucracy were added above 

them. 
Yet the main reason why the women scientists failed to capitalize on their 

wartime demand as effectively as they might have has to be the prevailing 
public opinion about women's role in American society. To a large extent, t11e 
women scientists shared this ambivalence themselves. Although some women's 
leaders were out front challenging industry spokesmen, testifying in front of 
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Table I.2. 

Scientists on the National Roster, by Sex and Level of Education, 1941and1945 

Level of 
Total Women 

Women as 

Education N % N % % of Total 

December 1941 

Doctorate 23,782 18.I 1,817 34.1 7.6 

Master's 25,403 19.3 1,798 J3.8 7.1 

Bachelor's 64,n8 49.5 1,529 28.7 2.3 

Other 17,137 13.0 179 3.4 I.0 

Total/average 131,440 99.9 5,323 100.0 4.0 

December 1945 

Doctorate 27,210 8.4 1,958 14.6 7-2 

Master's 41,074 12.7 2,930 21.9 7.1 

Bachelor's 195,022 60.2 7,403 55.2 3.8 

Other 60,849 18.8 1,117 8.3 1.8 

Total/average 324,145 100.I 13,408 100.0 4.1 

Source~: National Roster of Scie~tific and Specialized Personnel, Report to the National Resources 
Plan.ningBoard,]une 1942 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 19+3), app. D; idem, "Distribution of Roster 
Registrants by: I. Professional Field, 2. Sex, 3. Age,+. Extent of Education December 31 19+s" 
(Washington, D.C., mimeographed), rabies 2, +. ' ' 

success in a conservative profession, tended to be cautious and more inclined to 
dampen the fires of protest than to stoke them. They saw little value or possible 
gain in poht1cal activism and were more comfortable telling the other women 
to work harder to measure up to higher levels of discipline and achievement. 
Ye~ rt is debatable what they could have accomplished if they had organized a 
unified onslaught against the pervasive discrimination; the barriers and villains 
were. everywhere, while the allies were few and halfhearted. Nor clid this very 
unw~lfu1gness of so many women to protest and push for advancement in 
wartime, when they were at least thought to be needed, bode well for their 
advancement in the postwar world. 

By 1945, then, the women who had seemed in such demand and performed 
~well in wartime knew how wcalc and short-lived their welcome really was. 

egarclless of how well they performed, they were not promoted, and most 
e~pected to be ousted from their temporary positions. They were as a whole 
stillth · · f · ' ' e v1ct1ms o social and economic forces they could not control, the 

How did the percentage of women scientists 
change from 1941-1945?
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Postwar (~djustmen~J 

Table2.r. 
Scientists and Engineers, by Field and Sex, 1946-47 

Women as 
Field Total Women Percentage of Field 

Chemistry 77,000 5,400 7.0 
Mathematics a 10,200 2,050 20.I 

Bacteriology 4,000 1,000 25.0 

Physics 18,450 900 4.9 
Zoological sciences 7,840 6ro 7.8 
Biology, general, other 3,200 600 18.8 

Botanical sciences b 10,000 350 3.5 
Geology 11,000 330 J.O 

Geography 800 140 17.5 
Astronomy 600 IOO 16.6 

Meteorology 2,800 JO I.I 

Total sciences 145,890 11,510 7.4 
Engineering 317,000 950 0.3 

Total 462,890 12,460 2.7 

Source: The Outlook for Women in Science, WB Bulletin 223-r (1949), 5. 
a Does not include statistics. 

b Includes forestry. 
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What happened to the percentage of women 
in various scientific disciplines during the 
immediate post-war years?
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Tuble 2.2. 

Scientists and Engineers, by Field and Sex, 1948 

Women as 
Field Total Women o/o of Total 

Biology 6,915 807 IJ.7 

Botany (1,908) (245) 12.8 

Bacteriology (1,690) (238) 14.1 

Zoology (1,142) (176) 15.4 
General biology (1,196) (121) IO.I 

Entomology (979) (27) 2.8 
Chemistry 12,649 579 4.6 
Psychology 1,892 185 20.3 

Fields related to medicinea 3,171 269 8.5 
Mathematics 1,993 196 9.8 
Nutrition and foods 624 188 30.1 

Medicineb 3,402 149 4.4 
Otherc 2,483 !JI 5.3 
Earth sciences 2,487 108 4.3 
Physics and electronics 4,094 ro8 2.6 
Astronomy 2p 25 9.9 
Statistics J05 25 8.2 
Agriculture 2,889 15 0.5 
Engineering 5,840 8 O.I 
Metallurgy 677 0.7 

Total/average 49,673 2,998 6.o 

Source: MfS, sth ed., 1949, as calculated fro1n data on sample of "about 84 %" 
presented in Employment, Education, and Earnings of American Men of Science, 
BLS Bulletin 1027 (Washington, D.C., 1951), 7, 36. 

a Includes clinical 1nedicine, neuropsychiatry, obstetrics, ophthalmology, pedi
atrics, public health, and radiology. 

bincludes anatomy, dental medicine, pathology, physiology, pharmacy, and vet
erinary medicine. 

cJncludes architecture, military applications of science, manpower resources, 
and all other. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

service up to five years of full tuition plus a subsistence allowance at the college 
of their choice, an important provision. This was part of a lavish package of 

veterans' benefits-pension rights, medical care, unemployment benefits, 

What happened to the percentage of 
women in various scientific disciplines 
during the immediate post-war years?
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Fig. 1. Number of science doctorates awarded per year, by sex, 1940-1960. Data presented 
here include engineering, psychology, and anthropology: Based on Lindsay R. Hannon and 
Herbert Sol~ comps., Doaorate Produaion i'n United States Universities) r920-r962, NAS 
Publication No. n42 (Washington, D.C., 1963), 50-53. 

Compare the rates of women and men earning degrees, and explain 
what this reveals. Also, how can we account for sudden or rapid 
increases or decreases in the numbers of degrees earned?
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