LETTERS

A New Challenge from the Creationists

| am writing as the results of the Kansas primary dection are in. There was a light voter turnout,
and as feared two of the pro-science incumbents lost. We are clearly headed back toward
ggnificant power in the hands of those with a rdigious agenda againgt science. Just as when the
earlier batch were dected, the dectorate was adegp in the absence of an overt emergency, and
woke up after the damage was done.
There is a contested race in one didrict: L. D. Angine of Hutchinson, Kansas has taken a pro-
science postion.  Persons with an interest in this issue should watch the outcome of this race in the
November eections.
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A Reaction to a Reading of Jeff Schmidt's*” Disciplined Minds”

The politics of professond work, which is the subject of Jeff Schmidt's book entitled
"Disciplined Minds' beongs squarely in the agenda of the Forum on Physics and Society. In
addition, much of Schmidt's discussion, and especidly his pan, gives an egrie sense of deja vu to
anybody who has read women's complaints about the professiona world of physics.

Schmidt's basic thesis is that professonas work in the context of political agendas (...no debate
from me on that...) and that professonds training is designed to weed out those who do not possess
the requiste compliance, obedience, submissveness, etc, tha will be demanded of them in ther
professona lives (... have serious doubts about the vdidity of such an extragpolation...). He even
makes the argument that politica, as opposed to technicd, criteria are primarily what determine the
form of the certification barriers varioudy cdled qudifying exams, prelims, ords, €tc.

| must admit that much of the anger and agony that saturates Schmidt's pages reminds me of the
horrible fedings | sometimes had as a graduate student and podt-doc. It is naturd for people who
are edtablished in their professons to forget about what it was lke to be in a very vulnerable and
insecure pogtion.  To me, Schmidt's book read like it was from someone who never found a niche
[dthough it might be more proper to say that Schmidt rgects the mord vdidity of most such
avalable niches| and who feds the need to tell the world what hell goes on a the bottom of the
food chain.

| have very little argument with Schmidt's viewpoint that professonasactivities are, in
probably most cases, dictated by politica forces. However, my interpretation of the sgnificance of
this is quite different from his. In particular, | don't think that professonas are, or even should be,
somehow excused from or exempt from the omnipresent politicd nature of the life of homo
sapiens. | beieve that it is a nave, and ultimatdy fase, assumption or hope tha the work of
science is supposed to be carried out primarily within a context of “Love of Truth and Beauty’. Put
bluntly: Why should any scientig think that he or she, by virtue of merdy loving science, should be



consequently insulated from the nadier characteristics of exigence of dl other human beings,
induding  compdtition, manipulation,  domindion, lying, betrayd, theft, intimidation,
degradation...(I guess that's enough of alist for now...you get theidea...)?

Of course, one can reasonably ask, "Might it be possible to create a culture within science that
is rdatively free of such nagtiness?' | think that the answer is probably "No" because science is
just another tool of our species for survival. Insofar as tools resulting from scientific work lead to
the accumulation of power, wedth, and other forms of "biologica free energy”, science is not
exempt from, but rather is very much a part of, the processes of natural sdection. Therefore, dl the
competition, manipulation, domination, struggle, c, that is found in the world of science, whether
it be in the life of a graduate student struggling to pass quas, or an assgtant professor struggling to
gan tenure, or an indudtrid scientist trying to avoid layoff, is a naurd part of exisgence within the
biosphere.  Put smply: Scientigts, too, are subject to the brutal forces of natura selection because
sientigs ae living things. Schmidt's apparent bdief that scientific activity should be motivated
primaily by the love of ideas and/or a burning curiosty does not take this biologicd fact of
scientists existence into account.

One immediately precticd agpect of these discussons concerns many women's complants
about males behaviors in the professonad physcs world. Almost every time | read a narative
from a woman scientist about bad or insengtive trestment a the hands of a male scientist, | am
reminded that |, too, was S0 migtreated (or at least felt uncomfortable) & some point in my working
life as a scientidt, or ese | know of another man who was so (or much worse) migrested. This is a
very important consderation because probably no policy changes anywhere can diminate the
politicd nature of humans rdations with each other. As far as women's professiona lives are
concerned, dthough we might try to distinguish between brutdities and injustices that happen to
anybody vs. those that hgppen to women specificdly, | serioudy doubt that making such
diginctions is easy, or even possble in many cases. The sad truth is that sexud discrimindion in
sience will be passe when women scientists, too, can compete, brutdize, manipulate, and
dominate scientists with the same frequency and gusto as their mae counterparts. (It will be like
the Virginia Sims commercid used to say, "Y ou've come along way, baby...").

| redize that the viewpoint that | take above is not pretty, and even perhaps less pretty than that
taken by Jeff Schmidt. However, | think it more accurately describes the posshilities (and
redities) of professond life, and it hopefully is useful in the ongoing struggle to improve science
by making participation in the professons of science more inclusive,
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Women in Physics and Scientific Literacy

Meg Urry presents a fine account of the recent Internationd Conference on Women in Physics
(P&S July 2002, pp. 11-13). Tha conference covered many important topics bearing on the
deplorable dearth of women in phydcs but it left out one crucd item. That item is scentific
literacy for al citizens around the world. Despite the importance of this topic for women in physcs
and for the scientific devdopment of dl naions | have found that it is nearly ignored at
international physics education meetings, and indeed a most meetings in the United States.  Yet the
American Association for the Advancement of Science has sated in no uncertain terms, in its study



Science for All Americans, that "The life-enhancing potentid of science and technology cannot be
redized unless the public in generd comes to underdand science, mathematics, and technology and
to acquire scientific habits of mind;, without a scientificaly literate population, the outlook for a
better world is not promising.”

Urry's article does, in fact, mention this topic when she gtates in her introductory paragraph that
"a more scientificdly literate public, one tha incudes girls and women educated in physcs, will
lead to more public support of science” But her subsequent report on the meeting itsdf ignores
thistopic, presumably because the meeting ignored this topic.

Wadl-taught high school and college physcs courses amed a scientific literacy for nont
scientists would help increase the interest and participation of women in physcs. Such courses can
attract women by showing nonscientists that physics is comprehensible and rdevant to their lives.
Humanely taught courses for nonscientits can gradualy replace today's image of an inherently
measculine physics that has often worked to dominate or conquer nature.

Physics courses that are relevant to the needs of our times--as dl science literacy courses should
be--will indude physcsrelated societd topics such as globa warming, the methods of science,
pseudoscience, and technologicd risk. In my 25 years of experience in developing and teaching a
large-lecture course of this type, | have found that women are particularly attuned to such human
centered topics. If more courses of this sort were taught around the world, women and men dike
would discover that physicsis an interesting, rlevant and humane profession.

Unfortunately, many U.S. physics depatments teach nothing for non-scientists, most nor:
scientists courses are smal, and such courses have a priority lagging far behind courses for mgors
and other scientits.  The gtuation is even worse in other nations.  Attendance a many internationa
meetings has taught me that scientific literacy is even more ignored around the world than it is in
the United States. Few nations teach physics courses directed at the non-scientific mgority of ther
citizens, a ether the secondary-school or university level. Ingtead, physics education is directed
nealy uniformly a future scientigs.  This narow focus of the international physics education
community is an important contributor to the dearth of women in physics.
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