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Hi Lynn,

The discussion was very helpful.  I have clipped out the latter part of the draft I made and redone it.  I have two powerful take-aways from this.  The first is that forgetting actually happens, and the consequences are great -- it is unjust for those forgotten and deeply inefficient as well as unjust at the social level.  Moreover, forgetting leads to a lack of expectation that creates the self-fulfilling prophecy that the "pipeline" doesn't have what we are looking for.  In other words, forgetting has costs at multiple levels. It is hard to fix.  The second thing is that the problem is not fixed by having a few evil-doers get their minds right because there are too few evil-doers around.  Most of those who cause problems do so, not because of what they deliberately do, but because of what they lack -- expectation of success by women in computing innovation.  I have, perhaps unartfully, tried to make these points in what I have done.  Use none/any/all of it as you think about this.
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Time and Change

It is customary in closing discussions of “broadening participation” – the preferred phrase of some organizations for issues like “diversity” and “underrepresentation” – to lament the shortfalls and insist on vigorous redress.  Yet the problem persists.  Perhaps this is because change, which does seem to be in the right direction over time, takes so long. Perhaps this is what Theodore Parker was talking about when he said about slavery in 1853, “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”  Those who have suffered injustice find cold comfort in the “long” part, but in the end things might end up on the winning side.

Acceleration of change as it bends toward justice requires addressing the root causes of the problem.  One I would suggest has to do with expectations.  Assume for the moment that innovations in computing are not expected from women, and that computing innovations by women are likely – not just possibly but likely – to disappear. If so, this has a manifold effect on innovation by women.  In most cases credit for the innovations will go to men involved in the innovations.  Men do not have to aggrandize the credit; it just happens as men are remembered and women disappear.  If this happens, it discourages women who do or would innovate, which adds to the perception that women do not innovate, and fuels the expectaton that innovation does not come from women.  Over the long run women can be discouraged from acquiring the necessary skills to be innovators.  “Why bother?” the astute might ask.  Why, indeed?  If the women are not prepared, the “pipeline” is blamed and the problem is perpetuated.

This special issue is about winning and losing.  Who wins and who loses?  Obvious losers in this story are the women who make contributions only to disappear and have their contributions forgotten.  Also losers are women discouraged from coming into or staying with computing- because they see the game rigged against them.  Slightly less obvious loss is seen in the society’s failure to obtain contributions that might have been made but were not because the contributors did not do the work or quit before it was finished.  This loss is distinguished from loss incurred when the contribution is made but improperly attributed.  There is at least a chance of accounting for the latter. When contributions never occur, it is impossible to account for them.  Perhaps the biggest loss is to the order that suffers when behaviors are both unjust and inefficient, as this story of disappearance reveals.  In order to win at computing innovation, women must be expected to win. This expectation must be in the women themselves, of course, but in order for it to be in the women it must be first in the society.  The culture must change.

Despite some setbacks, it seems progress is being made.  The #MeToo movement is calling attention to long-buried (and therefore long-accepted) behaviors.  There is hope that the efforts to bring more women and underrepresented people into computing will be sustained, despite the difficulties.  Most important, there is constructive anxiety about gender roles and expectations.  This is painful but helpful, enabling what sociologist Susan Leigh Star noted when previously marginalized people are brought in and expected to contribute (King, 2016).  As one of the previously marginalized the struggle to contribute was difficult, especially the period of forgetting.  However, over time, that struggle brought the insight that things can be wrong but not because people are deliberately doing the wrong things.  Changing this can be the most difficult challenge of all.


New Reference

King, J.L. (2016) “Triangulating From The Margins.”  In Bowker, G.C., Timmermans, S. Clarke, A.E. and Balka, E. (Eds.), Boundary Objects and Beyond: Working With Leigh Star.”  MIT Press, 339-344

image1.gif




image2.gif




