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Birth

In the 70's, despite the co-education system and the more and more increasing number of the students, only a few women were starting  scientific and technological careers, especially the mathematical ones.

This remark added to the fact that girls got better results in highschools, hence  that stereotypes were going on and that maths were keeping their very masculine image is the main reason for us creating in 1987 the french association "femmes et mathématiques", namely "women in mathematics".

We wanted to analyze, understand and  change this situation collectively.

There were several factors at different levels of the french context which played  a role for this creation :

- the feminist movement of the 70's was achieved.  This movement has had some impact among female mathematicians : several seminars and meetings about the topic "women and maths" were organized.  

 - as a result of the feminist movement, there was since 1981 a kind of ministery "The secretariat for women rights".  It was mostly devoted to professional equality in terms of careers and salary;

- in 1986 during the International congress of maths in Berkeley, the american association AWM organized a round table where we had to present french data. For this purpose , we had to gather gender-desaggregated data which did not yet exist, (as a result of universalism, the french conception of equality, taking its roots in the french revolution ).

- soon afterwards at the european level was organized a meeting in Paris for creating the EWM association ( European Women in Mathematics.) even if it was completely informal since there was no european legal frame.

- among the mathematical people, in France, there was a kind of crisis, in terms of image of mathematics for the general audience ; to work about the forthcoming issue of maths,  seminar and meetings were organized , where a small place was devoted to the topic "women and maths".  This represent  a similaraty with the to-day current desaffection for science in developped countries.

- a last element accelerated the process of creation of our association. It has to do with co-education opposed  to gender-separated system in education.

To speak about it, this is necessary to get an idea of the french higher education system, where there are two parallel ways .  University is one  where you may enter without exam, only after having successfully achevé baccalaureat.  The second one , considered as the best one, for "elite", is that of the way for what we call "great schools" where you enter after 2 years of preparation of very competitive exams.

There was and there is still a low number of female students in these preparatory classes.  

Among these "elite" schools, there are “super-elite” ones, namely "Ecoles Normales Superieures", which provided a great number of researchers and university teachers since the 2nd WW.

Till the middle of the 80’s these Ecoles Normales were gender- separated and equal numbers of men and women were admitted to enter in such schools.  There was a kind of quota . In these institutions, besides excellent training, students get a salary, and this may play of course a role for social promotion.  In the middle of the 80's, to achieve co-education the  gender separation has been suppressed in these competitive exams.  As an immediate result, in science and in maths particularly, there was a drastic fall of women admitted in these schools.  Same phenomenon happened  for other competitive exams which provide high level civil servants .

Speaking about this fact does not mean that there has been or there is any position of the association against co-education, this is only an element in the debate "Did women take advantage of co-education ?".

Birth of the association took place in 1987 during a meeting in the Henri Poincare Institute in Paris .  

The statutes precise the objectives which are:

- to encourage girls to start scientific or technical studies ;

- to spread informations about scientific and technical openings and careers;

- to promote women in maths and promote maths among women ;

- to be a place of meeting and debate between women ;

- to cooperate with associations with similar targets in France and outside of France.
1987-1999      From birth to recognition
To be short, let us say that from the beginning, taking up the topic "women and maths" or "women and science" was considered by many   academic or not academic people as the matter of crazy and dangerous feminist women.  “……there are only mathematicians…….”

Nevertheless, opinions were changing slowly!

Our actions can be summerized by :

- publications of booklets to popularize maths in the general public;
- edition of the journal "femmes et mathematiques" which is made of 3 parts : life of the association, mathematics, equal rights survey.

- collaboration with several asociations , in particular tthe association of highschools maths teachers;
- several one day meetings having a mathematical part and another one with lectures from social scientists (starting from 81, numerous works in social sciences were developped with  a gender point of view)

- international work : organization in 92 in Marseille of the 5th EWM european meeting.  (We got financial support from Bruxelles and the french SMF) ;

- In 99, by answering to a demand of the russian association RAWM we  organized a meeting in Marseille ... (we got financial support from Bruxelles and from the french ministery of foreign affairs.).

We consider as important to popularise some resarch works in social science , by example the research by Nicole Mosconi concerning the different way highschools maths teachers evaluate male and female pupils.

Hence in the meetings we organise we consider analysis and discussion with tools of social science as important as mathematics . 

Moreover collaboration with maths teachers from  secondary schools is important since they have influence upon the choice of the curricula.

These two kinds of topics – maths and reflections with social scientist– are taken in account when there are decentralized annual meetings of the association in different universities as Lyon, Rennes, Lille, .... to enlarge our influence by meeting people working and living outside of Paris.

Besides work in direction of secondary schools, where we are often asked to go to meet pupils and teachers, the association is particularly aware of the situation of young women in maths when they start their research or their career.  Several ones may be quite isolated among male mathematicians.  Hence we organize every year what we call « Forum for Young Women in Maths » in Poincare Institute in Paris.  It gives to about 50 young women the opportunity to meet, to speak and discuss about their research with colleagues, young or less young ones.

In the 90's, as a kind of recognition, we got an office in Henri Poincaré Institute where the other mathematical societies have their own.

The association has about 150 members : mostly university teachers , researchers , and secondary schools teachers too.  Besides fees paid by the membres, we used to get financial support from the « women rights  office », .

From 2000 till nowadays

Politics are turning in favour of equal opportunities on the european level as well the national one .
European union

The so-called ETAN Report is published in 2000.  Based on many unpublished gender-desaggregated statistics, it contains detailed analysis of the statu quo of situation of women in science, research and higher education.   
The report shows effectively what are called the "scissors effect" and the "glass ceiling".

The report concludes with practical recommandation to the member states to destereotype science. 
Later on, mainstreaming politics will be recommanded , which means that the aspect of gender equality has to be integrated in every aspect of academic life.

France

The european recommandations had some influence on the french government  with the following results :

On 2000 February 25, an agreement was concluded between several ministeries , namely Eduction and Research, Social Affairs, and Office for Women Rights... Its contains theoritical and practical

recommandations to get equal opportunities between girls and boys , men and women in the education system .

On the 8th of March 2000, the principle of collecting and publishing gender-desaggregated statistics in the entire education system was

adopted.

We knew quite well , from our hard experience,  how statistics play a role to make people conscious of the gender inequalities.

Moreover, the ministery of education ask for a report about situation women in higher education. Some of us were the experts for this report, which  was published in 2000.
During the same period, there was in France a “hard” debate concerning a law in politics , which has been proposed to vote, the "parity law".  The objective of the law is to increase the number of women in the assemblies, especially in the parliament where there are only 10% of female deputies.  The text of the law means that the political parties have the obligation of presenting list of candidates with equal number of men and women at the same position ; as actors women are simply invisible.

The debate was very contradictory, even in feminist circles.  The french conception of universalism is supposed to be the garantee of equality between people but it induces the idea of a very  abstract citizen; women as actors are very often invisible.

All these matters made the people more conscious, in particular in academic circles.

Moreover in 2000 the association "Femmes et Sciences" (Women and Science) is created ; we take part to it.  This is an elargment .
As the association “femmes et mathematiques”, more widely as “women and science”, to get support from the institutions we took advantage of two different but concommitent facts :

- on one side there is  in some circles of the government a quite strong intention to promote equal opportunities in the education system; nevertheless, people in charge do not know how to do or simply how to tranform theoretical ideas in practical actions ;

- on the other side there is a real crisis concerning the fact that the number of young people turning to scientific studies become lower and lower ;  women could be considered as a potential stock for science .

Hence if it becomes easier to get financial support the counterpart is that in general we get money only for one specific action; this means that we have to fullfill several demands and there is always a new one to fill and a new action to propose.  

Some recent actions

• 2 books ;

First one is « Meeting between artistes and mathematicians » (both female ones) ; it takes its roots in an exhibition and a meeting about women and creation.

Second one : « Du coté des mathématiciennes »

•  exhibition "Women in maths : Why not you ?" in 2001 .

This is an exhibition made with 16 portraits : photos and texts.

Its objective is to arouse an interest in maths among young people.  The 16 women have completed their studies in maths and started different careers.  The exhibition aims to:

· highlight  the variety of careers possibilities that mathematics can offer ;

· combat the ever persuasive stéréotypes associated withs maths ;

· give young people , boys and girls alike, the courage to start mathematics by providing them with accessible role  models .

It is duplicated in several samples which may be rented or bought.

A meeting in Paris was organized to gather people who presented the exhibition.

Important financial support was obtained for this exhibition, France and Europe.

Regular participations to public manifestations , for example « Science Feast » which takes place  in October every where in France.

Regular interventions in secondary schools

Now ?

Hard to speak in  particular about maths, but for science in general, if there is any change……...

1)  percentage  of women in maths is not increasing (cf statistics for maths) as well as in science in general; in computer science percentage of women is even decreasing

2) BUT it becomes more and more "normal" to ask question concerning the number of women in such and such commitee, or the number of female students in such and such scientific program ;

3) When elections happen for some scientific national commitee, to make fair the gender balance, the ministery nominate women,  when nominated people have to be members of the assembly.

4) Special people (Chargee de Mission) are now proposed to take in charge "equal opportunities missions", this is the case in several ministeries as well as research institutions like  CNRS and in 15 universities .  Most of these missions are very active but in difficult local context.
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