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1
 The Male and Female Brain


The subject of essential sex differences in the mind is clearly very delicate. I could tiptoe around it, but my guess is that you would like the theory of the book stated plainly. So here it is: 






The female brain is predominantly hard-wired for empathy. The male brain is predominantly hard-wired for understanding and building systems.





I hope to persuade you in the rest of this book that this theory has growing support.


Even on page one, however, I can imagine that some readers are alarmed. Will this theory provide grist for those reactionaries who might wish to defend existing inequalities in opportunities for men and women in society? The nervousness of those readers might not dissipate until they are persuaded that this theory can be used progressively. Equally, I can imagine that some readers may be willing to go halfway down the track with me, willing to explore the once-taboo idea that there are sex differences in the mind. Yet, as we discover the ultimate causes of such sex differences, these readers may find things that they would prefer not to see. Some might hope that these sex differences are solely due to experience; but what if they also reflect inborn biological factors? Moreover, if there are indeed fundamental sex differences in the mind, are these differences modifiable? Or should any differences be celebrated, rather than feared?


I will explore issues such as these in the following chapters. But first, let me expand on the two central claims of the theory.






The Female Brain: Empathizing


Empathizing is the drive to identify another person’s emotions and thoughts, and to respond to them with an appropriate emotion. Empathizing does not entail just the cold calculation of what someone else thinks and feels (or what is sometimes called mind reading). Psychopaths can do that much. Empathizing occurs when we feel an appropriate emotional reaction, an emotion triggered by the other person’s emotion, and it is done in order to understand another person, to predict their behavior, and to connect or resonate with them emotionally.


Imagine if you could recognize that Jane is in pain but this left you cold, or detached, or happy, or preoccupied. That would not be empathizing. Now imagine you not only see Jane’s pain, but you also automatically feel concern, wince, and feel a desire to run across and help alleviate her pain. This is empathizing. And empathizing extends to recognizing, and responding to, any emotion or state of mind, not just the more obvious ones such as pain. Empathy arises out of a natural desire to care about others. Where this desire springs from is a matter of some debate, and one I postpone until Chapters 7 and 8.


In this book I will consider the evidence that, on average, females spontaneously empathize to a greater degree than do males. Note that I am not talking about all females: just about the average female, compared to the average male. Empathy is a skill (or a set of skills). As with any other skill, such as athleticism, or mathematical or musical ability, we all vary in it. In the same way that we can think about why someone is talented, average or even disabled in these other areas, so we can think about individual differences in empathy. We can even think of empathy as a trait, such as height, since that is also something in which we all differ. And in the same way that you can measure someone’s height, so you can measure differences in empathizing between individuals. In Chapter 4 I will look at a number of methods used for measuring these differences.
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The normal distribution of empathizing skills
fig 1.





 

Figure 1 shows you this idea visually. Most people fall in the center of the range. But the tails of this bell curve show that some people may have significantly less empathy than others (those at the left-hand tail of the distribution), while those at the right-hand tail may be blessed in this regard. We will discover whether females really are blessed with the brain type E  (for empathizing) as we go deeper along the trail.






The Male Brain: Systemizing


Systemizing is the drive to analyze, explore, and construct a system. The systemizer intuitively figures out how things work, or extracts the underlying rules that govern the behavior of a system. This is done in order to understand and predict the system, or to invent a new one.


Systems can be as varied as a pond, a vehicle, a plant, a library catalog, a musical composition, a cricket bowl, or even an army unit. They all operate on inputs and deliver outputs, using “if-then” correlational rules. A simple example is a light dimmer. Imagine the light is the input. If you rotate the dimmer clockwise a little (operation), then the bulb on the ceiling gets brighter (output 1). If you rotate it further, the bulb gets even brighter (output 2). “If-then” correlational rules allow you to predict the behavior of most inanimate systems. By monitoring the input, operation, and output you can discover what makes the system work more or less efficiently, and the range of things it can do. Just as empathizing is powerful enough to cope with the hundreds of emotions that exist, so systemizing is a process that can cope with an enormous number of systems.
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The normal distribution of systemizing skills
fig 2.





 

I will argue that, on average, males spontaneously systemize to a greater degree than do females. Again, note that I did not say “all males.” I am only talking about statistical averages, and we can learn from the exceptions to this rule, too. But for now, let’s call the male brain type S (for systemizing).


Just as we introduced the notion that in the population we all differ in how much empathy we have, so there are individual differences in our ability to systemize. Most of us fall in the center of the graph in Figure 2, but a few lucky individuals fall in the extreme right-hand end. Others find systems (like car engines, computers, science, math, or engineering) really puzzling, and they are at the other end—the left-hand tail—of the distribution. We will see later on if it really is the case that males (on average) are higher up the scale on measures of systemizing.






Systemizing Versus Empathizing


Is it possible to systemize a person? Systemizing works very well if you are trying to understand a system within a person, such as their ovaries. You can discover, for example, that among twenty-year-old pregnant women, one in ten will have a miscarriage, while among thirty-five-year-old pregnant women, the rate has risen to one in five. At the age of forty, one in three will have a miscarriage, and just two years later, at forty-two, nine out of ten women will miscarry. In this example, I have systemized a woman’s fertility, in other words, I have treated it as a system that is lawful. The input is the woman’s ovaries, the operation is the increase in a woman’s age, and the output is a woman’s risk of miscarriage.


Systemizing can also work to a useful degree if you are trying to understand a human group as a system, such as the pattern of traffic accidents on a particular freeway or patterns of voting behavior; hence the term traffic “system” or electoral “system.” These systems, like any other, can be lawful, finite, and deterministic.


However, systemizing gets you almost nowhere in most day-to-day social interaction. Some philosophers suggest our everyday understanding of people (our “folk psychology”) is rule-based, containing such if-then rules or generalizations as “if someone has a hard day, then they will be grumpy.” Yet our behavior and emotions are not governed by rules to any useful degree. How do you explain that some people feel great after a hard day? Furthermore, the kinds of rules you can extract are of almost no use when it comes to making sense of, or predicting, the moment-by-moment  changes in a person’s behavior. Consider the rule “if people get what they want, they will be happy.” Say that you followed the rule and gave Julia what she said she wanted for her birthday; why is she still not happy? Systemizing just cannot get a foothold into things like a person’s fluctuating feelings.


While the natural way to understand and predict the nature of events and objects is to systemize, the natural way to understand a person is to empathize. Let’s try empathizing Julia in our last example. Although it was her birthday and she got the present she wanted, it was also the week she was expecting news about her hospital test. Perhaps it wasn’t good news. Maybe you should have asked her how she was, and tuned into her feelings, her mental world. Simple laws of how people will behave are next to useless even in this apparently simple interaction.


As you can see, systemizing and empathizing are wholly different kinds of processes. You use one process—empathizing—for making sense of an individual’s behavior, and you use the other—systemizing—for predicting almost everything else. To systemize you need detachment in order to monitor information and track which factors cause information to vary. To empathize you need some degree of attachment in order to recognize that you are interacting with a person, not an object, but a person with feelings, and whose feelings affect your own.


Ultimately, systemizing and empathizing depend on independent sets of regions in the human brain. They are not mystical processes but are grounded in our neurophysiology.






The Main Brain Types


In 1987 Vancouver psychologist Doreen Kimura asked the question, “Are men’s and women’s brains really different?” She continued, “It would be amazing if men’s and women’s brains were not different, given the gross morphological and often striking behavioral differences between women and men.”1 Kimura is a good example of traditional researchers in this area who have emphasized two different dimensions in defining the male and female brain: language (female superiority) and spatial ability (male superiority). I do not deny the importance of language and spatial ability in defining sex differences, but I do believe that two neglected dimensions are empathizing and systemizing. Moreover, language superiority in women may exist because of their stronger empathizing ability, and good spatial ability in men may be just one instance of their stronger systemizing. But more of that later.


We all have both systemizing and empathizing skills. The question is: How much of each have you got? When it comes to measurement, you need good rulers or tests for each of these domains of skill. Later in the book, you will come across two of our tests: the Systemizing Quotient (SQ) and the Empathy Quotient (EQ). The difference between someone who scores higher than someone else on one of these measures is important, and we will look at such differences. But for now, one can envision three types of brain immediately. Think of these as three broad bands of individuals:



	Individuals in whom empathizing is stronger (more developed) than systemizing. For shorthand, E > S (where > means “greater than”). This is what I will call the female brain, or a brain of type E.


	Individuals in whom systemizing is stronger than empathizing. For shorthand, S > E. This is what I will call the male brain, or a brain of type S.


	Individuals in whom systemizing and empathizing are both equally strong. For shorthand, S = E. This is what I will call the balanced brain, or a brain of type B.




Which are you? Type E, type S, or type B? You can guess for now, but this is not about how you would like to see yourself. It’s about how you actually score on different measures of these skills. We might all fantasize or delude ourselves that we are fit and strong, and can run fast enough to catch a bus. But when you are actually put to the test, how do you make out?


Let us now imagine two less common types of brain:



	 Individuals with the extreme male brain, that is, those who are extreme type S. For shorthand, S >> E. (The double-arrow symbol means there is a very large difference between skills in the two areas.) In their case, systemizing is normal or even hyper-developed, while empathizing is hypo-developed. In other words, these individuals may be talented systemizers but at the same time they may be “mindblind.”2 In Chapter 10 I will look at individuals on the autistic spectrum to see if they fit the profile of the extreme male brain.


	 Individuals with the extreme female brain, that is, those who are an extreme of type E. For shorthand, E >> S. These people have normal or even hyper-developed empathizing skills, while their systemizing is hypo-developed. In other words, these individuals may be wonderful empathizers, accurately tuning into the minds of others with amazing rapidity, but at the same time they may be “systemblind.” In Chapter 12 I will ask if an extreme of the female brain really exists and, if so, whether this psychological profile leads to any particular difficulties.




Let me stick with the idea of autism as an extreme of the male brain for a moment, while I give you a taster of who you will meet later on our journey. Imagine a person who is so good at systemizing that they notice the same names of cameramen appearing in the credits of different television films. How are they keeping track of so much information in the small print on television? Or imagine a person who is so good at systemizing that they can tell you that if March 22 is a Tuesday, then so will November 22 be. How have they managed to figure out the rules governing calendars to this extraordinary degree of detail? But now imagine that these super-systemizers have major difficulties in empathizing. They may not understand that just because they regard someone as their friend, it may not be mutual. Or they may not realize that their wife is upset unless she is actually crying.






Your Sex Does Not
 Dictate Your Brain Type


Let’s say that I can see you right now. Naturally, just by looking at you, even just at your face, I can tell whether you are male or female. I do not for a moment assume that knowing your sex will tell me anything about which type of brain you, as an individual, have.


The evidence I will review suggests that not all men have the male brain, and not all women have the female brain. In fact, some women have the male brain, and some men have the female brain. The central claim of this book is only that more males than females have a brain of type S, and more  females than males have a brain of type E.


So it should be some reassurance to you if you are male and going for a job interview in the caring professions, or if you are female and going for a job interview in the technical professions, that your interviewer should assume nothing about your skills for these jobs from your sex alone. I, for example, am male, but would be totally unsuited to a job in technical support for any kind of system (computers or otherwise). I was drawn to the helping profession of clinical psychology—a female-dominated world. I rely on a wonderful woman called Traci at Trinity College for advice on how to fix my computer. And I rely on two top women scientists, Svetlana and Rebecca, for advice on how to understand the biochemistry of hormones. (I’ll introduce you to Svetlana and Rebecca properly in Chapter 8, as they both have interesting stories to share.)


When I talk about sex differences in the mind, I am dealing only with statistical averages. And if there is one point to get across at the outset, it is this: looking for sex differences is not the same as stereotyping. The search for sex differences enables us to discover how social and biological influences act on the two sexes in different ways, but it does not tell us about individuals. If we find that, on average, men are taller, heavier, stronger, faster, hairier, have larger heads and longer forearms than women, it does not mean that we won’t find some women who are exceptions to these norms. (My grandfather’s brother, the endocrinologist Robert Greenblatt, documented some striking examples of such exceptions in his writings.3) Stereotyping, in contrast, judges individuals according to a set of assumptions about a group, and is pernicious. We recognize it as such in the context of racism, sexism, ageism, and classism, and for good reasons. Stereotyping reduces individuals to an average, whereas science recognizes that many people fall outside the average range for their group.






Mars and Venus


Some books on sex differences take a rather light-hearted approach. Although it may make amusing reading, it is not helpful scientifically to imagine that “men are from Mars and women are from Venus.” For one thing, the joke about our coming from two different planets distracts us from the serious fact that both sexes have evolved on the same planet and yet tend to display differences in the way we think. We need to know why this is, and in Chapter 9 I look at the possibility that the two sexes’ minds evolved to be adapted to different niches as a result of different evolutionary pressures. Moreover, the view that men are from Mars and women Venus paints the differences between the two sexes as too extreme. The two sexes are different, but are not so different that we cannot understand each other.4


There is a further reason why I think a serious book on this topic is needed. Humor is important, and satire has its place, but light-hearted jibing at the opposite sex can easily spill over into sexism. For example, recently on British television I heard the following joke by a female talk-show host: “Women are from Venus, men are dumb.” A few women in the audience laughed. Her female co-presenter then asked, “Do we really need men? What use are they?” To which the first presenter replied, “I’ve heard men are trainable and can make good house pets.” In some ways, this sort of sexist abuse of men by women is astonishing, and would never be tolerated if the subject of the joke was a woman, or was black, Jewish, or gay. Later that day, my teenage son showed me a book he was reading. The book fell open to a page containing the following joke: “Why did God create women? Because dogs can’t open the fridge to get the beer.” Such sexist humor is deplorable, and when we hear women producing it against men, it comes across as the humor of the victim-turned-victimizer. It is not that I think that the topic of sex differences can’t be the focus of humor, but I do think it is important that we do not repeat old forms of oppression in a new guise.






The Politics of Studying Sex Differences


Responsible scientists in this field are careful not to perpetuate the mistaken attitudes of former generations by assuming that sex differences imply that one sex is inferior overall. At the beginning of the twentieth century Gustav Le Bon made the mistake of concluding that female inferiority “was so obvious that no one can contest it for a minute.”5 One hundred years later, it is easy to contest Le Bon’s position. Psychological sex differences are often (though not always) found, yet there are some domains in which women excel compared to men and other domains in which men excel compared to women. Overall intelligence is not better in one sex or the other, but the profiles (reflecting relative strengths in specific domains) are different between the two sexes. I am investigating the claim that women are better at empathizing and men are better at systemizing, but that this does not mean that one sex is more intelligent overall.


In earlier decades the very idea of psychological sex differences would have triggered a public outcry. The 1960s and 70s saw an ideology that dismissed psychological sex differences as either mythical, or if real, nonessential—that is, not a reflection of any deep differences between the sexes per se, but a reflection of different cultural forces acting on the sexes. But the accumulation of evidence from independent laboratories over many decades persuades me that there are essential differences that need to be addressed. The old idea that these might be wholly cultural in origin is nowadays too simplistic.


We must be wary, of course, of assuming that sex differences are only due to biology. To do this would be to commit the opposite error to that seen in the 1960s when it was frequently assumed that all sex differences reflected socialization. Like some people reading this book, I would like to believe that, deep down, men and women’s minds do not differ in essence. That would be a very satisfying truth. It would mean that all those centuries of inequality between the sexes that the world has witnessed—inequalities that continue today—could in principle be swept away by fairer and better methods of education and upbringing. I remain a staunch supporter of efforts to eliminate inequality in society. But part of what we consider in Chapters 7 to 9 is whether the differences that have been found between the sexes really can be explained away as a result of socialization, or whether biology plays a significant role too.


Discussing sex differences of course drops you straight into the heart of the political correctness debate. Some people say that even looking for sex differences reveals a sexist mind that is looking for ways to perpetuate the historical inequities women have suffered. There is no doubt at all about the reality of the oppression of women, and the last thing I want is to perpetuate this. Nor for that matter do I want to oppress men, which has been the aim of some authors. Questions about sex differences can still be asked without aiming to oppress either sex.


I have spent more than five years writing this book. This is because the topic was just too politically sensitive to complete in the 1990s. I postponed finishing this book because I was unsure whether a discussion of psychological sex differences could proceed dispassionately. Fortunately there are now growing numbers of people, feminists included, who recognize that asking such questions need not lead to the perpetuation of sexual inequalities. In fact, the opposite can be true. It is by acquiring and using knowledge responsibly that sexism can be eliminated. My women friends, most of whom consider themselves feminists, have persuaded me that the time is ripe for such a discussion. My male friends are also beginning to recognize this.


Sexism, it could be said, occurs when an individual man or woman is judged to be x or y, just by virtue of their sex. If there is any message in this book, it will be to unpack this sexist assumption and to show just how wrong it is. Don’t assume that the better parent in a child custody case is the mother, since it could be that the father is a wonderful empathizer who can tune into his child’s needs, while the mother cannot. The family law courts typically assume that the better parent will be the mother, but they are wrong to prejudge the case. That is stereotyping. And don’t assume that a young woman won’t survive the university math course she has applied for. She may be a talented systemizer compared to the young male applicant who is waiting outside. Individuals are just that: individuals.


At the dawn of this new millennium, the picture I saw in the 1990s has changed substantially. Whereas old-style feminists used to assert that there was nothing men could do that a woman could not do equally well, today many feminists have become rather proud that there are things that most women can do that most men cannot do as well. Hosting a large party tactfully, making everyone feel included, is just one example of something that many men may shy away from. It is one that many women would know how to carry off with little effort. Finding out about a friend’s personal and delicate problem in a way that makes that friend feel supported, cared for, and rapidly understood is something that many women feel at ease with, but which many men might stumble over or prefer to avoid. These abilities require good empathizing skills.


We have always known that people are drawn to certain subjects when they want something to read. At the newsstand on the train platform or airport departure lounge, those with brain type E will go to the magazine rack featuring fashion, romance, beauty, intimacy, emotional problems, counseling, relationship advice, and parenting. Those with brain type S will go to a different magazine rack (we should thank the shop owners for separating them so clearly for us) featuring computers, cars, boats, photography, consumer guides, science, science fiction, do-it-yourself projects, music equipment, hi-fi, action, guns, tools, and the great outdoors.


Moreover, people with different brain types tend to have very different hobbies. Those with the male brain tend to spend hours happily engaged in car or motorcycle maintenance, small-plane piloting, sailing, bird- or train-spotting, mathematics, tweaking their sound systems, or busy with computer games and programming, do-it-yourself projects, or photography. Those with the female brain tend to prefer to spend their time engaged in coffee mornings or having supper with friends, advising them on relationship problems, or caring for people or pets, or working for volunteer phone-lines listening to depressed, hurt, needy, or even suicidal anonymous callers.


The sorts of topics that distinguish the male and female brain’s choice of reading material and hobbies also broadly define their choices of what to watch on television and what to listen to on the radio. We recognize these distinctions. So do magazine publishers, shopkeepers, and television producers. But how early are these differences present? Let’s go back to childhood and meet a real boy and a real girl.






















2
 Boy Meets Girl


The two children I am going to tell you about are brother and sister, and their names have been changed to protect their identities. They are described in the words of their mother. 




If you are a parent, judge how closely they resemble your own children. Or see if you recognize your own childhood in either of them. They illustrate in an immediate way the two dimensions of systemizing and empathizing that we will meet repeatedly along our journey. I will consider the psychological evidence for such sex differences in Chapters 4 and 6.






Alex: Cars, Soccer,
 Music, and Computers


“As a toddler, Alex could concentrate for ages when he was exploring something. He would turn the thing over, open any parts that could be opened and press any buttons that were on the object’s surface. He just loved to see what would happen when he poked and prodded different parts of a thing.


“He also loved miniature tractors, fire engines, and cars. If there was a question about what kind of book to buy Alex, people always knew that a book about tractors was a safe present. At the age of three he loved to collect small toy vehicles. He would drag his dad over to the relevant counter in the local toy shop, or rummage through old boxes in the local garage sale. Then he would sift out little cars that he didn’t have at home. His favorite video was Thomas the Tank Engine—he knew the names of all of the trains backwards.


“Of course, he liked people too. He chatted to them, smiled at them and played nicely with other children. But his real fascination was with little vehicles and how things worked.


“I don’t know why he had the vehicle thing. Both of us, his parents, are bored silly by people talking about cars. And our nanny was one of those gentle souls who thought cars were the source of the world’s problems. She was more of a hippie—anti-technology, and into Buddhism. So she couldn’t have been the one who turned Alex into a vehicle junkie, age two. Nor could it have been playgroup, as he hadn’t started there when this ‘vehicle virus’ invaded his brain.


“He was just two years old when he told us what he liked to look at when he went into a toy shop. His father would lead him over to the other sections of the shop, but it was as if there were only one corner of the universe worth checking out: toy vehicles. And I don’t think his grandparents or uncles or our friends introduced him to the joys of vehicles. God knows where he got it from. It went on like that for a couple of years.


“Thankfully, by the age of five his interests had moved on. He still collected things but a little boy he played with introduced him to soccer stickers. You got six in a pack down at the local newsstand on Holloway Road. Little Alex used to drag his dad down there every Saturday. In a frenzy, Alex would rip open the packet, yelping with delight if he got the sticker he needed. He would be so disappointed if he got one he already had. Nevertheless, he would carefully sort the doubles into a different pile, to be swapped with his friends at school. The novel ones were neatly stuck into his soccer album. I remember he would impress visitors by being able to name any player in seconds just from having seen the face on a sticker. There must have been hundreds of names and faces to remember—the whole of the premier league!


“I can recall the exact day his soccer sticker collection started. His friend Matthew, also five years old, showed Alex his sticker album. Matthew told him which shop you could buy the stickers in, and after about half an hour of leafing through the partially filled pages, you could see that Alex was getting hooked. Alex had been exposed to many things, but for whatever reason this was the new activity that took root. It was as if Alex’s brain were just waiting for something like this to come along.


“For the next three soccer seasons, Alex spent all his pocket money on packs of stickers. He would go to school with a great wad of doubles he could swap with his mates. The unique ones he lovingly placed in their permanent positions in the album. We’ve still got his albums in the attic somewhere.


“Soccer stickers were a springboard into the wider soccer world, and it wasn’t long before Alex had to buy the latest issue of Shoot from the local newsstand on the street corner. He would pore over the tiny print in this magazine, or in the sports pages of the newspapers, absorbing trivial information. I remember being taken aback when he would talk about it. For example, if you named a team, he could tell you not only its players but also details about them. He knew which teams they had transferred from, for what price, and what their goal averages were this season and last season. Somehow, he had also absorbed the soccer league tables system. I remember being shocked when, at the age of seven, he started talking about aggregates. Seven years old and he comes up with a word like ‘aggregates’! When his father asked him what an aggregate was, little Alex pointed to the specific column in the league table data in the newspaper, and explained that that was what it was. He then condescended to explain to his father what it meant. His father was flabbergasted that Alex not only had cracked this system so thoroughly but also that he was interested enough to crack it in the first place. And where did he get this interest? His dad and I used to chuck out the sports pages of the newspaper, we had so little interest in all that. Neither of us had ever bothered to explore what those columns of tiny numbers were all about. Thousands of numbers printed in a font so small you had to squint to read them!


“When he was eight years old his soccer interest entered a new level. He had tuned into the fact that each premier league team had at least two different jerseys, one for home and one for away matches. He would drag his dad or grandmother into sports shops and plead for his favorite shirt. And they were expensive! He would also spend hours at his desk, drawing up lists of his dream team players for England. He endlessly revised it as if he were the England manager, thinking of whom he would pick and for which position, even down to who he would put on the bench.


“By the age of ten his interest in soccer had disappeared. His dad and I were rather relieved. But it was almost as if Alex’s interest was fueling itself, moving on to a new topic when the current one was exhausted. Soccer was soon replaced by pop music. On Friday nights there was only one thing on Alex’s mind. Getting back home in time for Top of the Pops on television. Nothing was permitted to get in the way of this. He would pre-set the video recorder so that he didn’t miss finding out who was number one, number two, number three, etc. Just like his soccer league table obsession, when he had to see which position each team was in, and how each had moved up or down in this system, so with the pop music charts.


“On Saturday mornings Alex would visit HMV (the local music store) to buy one or two singles on tape. Then he would go home, up to his bedroom and listen to his latest acquisition. After playing it a couple of times, he would master the lyrics, and hum and sing it to himself for the rest of the week. The new tapes then got stored in his tape collection. But not just anywhere in the tape collection. They had to go in their right position, which meant their position in his charts. Each week he would draw up his own pop charts according to what was his first, second, and third favorite, etc. I remember we used to quiz him about this. He would tell you that a particular song was, say, number four in the official charts, that it had moved up from number sixteen last week, but that in his own charts, this song was number one.


“During the week he would make a compilation tape, using a tape-to-tape recorder, so that he could give me or a friend a tape of his current favorite songs. The order on the tape was critical. He would write each song’s title and author carefully on the outside cover. When Sunday evening came round he would listen to the round-up of the Top 40 on the radio. On Tuesday afternoons he’d be down to the newsstand to pick up his copy of Smash  Hits magazine. The rest of his leisure time was spent poring over the small print of these teen-zines, accumulating massive amounts of trivial information about pop stars.


“We never had much interest in the pop charts, so, like his soccer interests, he wasn’t encouraged to pursue it by us. If anything, like most parents, we tried to direct him to things we thought were good for him: piano practice, tennis lessons, reading novels, and playing with his friends. Don’t get me wrong. He did all these things, but they paled in comparison with his true passions. These seemed to come from deep within him.


“His teens saw him getting more and more into computers. How he found all this technical stuff on the computer, I don’t know. No one taught him how to do it. He just sat there and worked it all out. And he loved to play with graphics packages. He’d produce all these beautiful-looking documents for his homework.


“For leisure, he played in a band. He’s still really into his music. It’s nice that they all get together to play. It’s funny to watch them because they’re all so serious about it. The music is clearly the main reason for getting together, not the chatting. There’s not much of that.


“As an adult, Alex is very independent-minded. At home and at work, he likes things to be done the way he likes. He does what he wants, and doesn’t necessarily follow the group. He is not shy about expressing his views, and can be a bit blunt. He’s not reticent to tell another person he thinks they’re wrong. Otherwise, he just gets on and pursues his own interests, a bit single-mindedly.


“He will talk about his interests with his friends in the pub. Conversation tends to be about their shared activities. He has a few good friends he sees to play snooker or squash with. But in many ways he’s also quite happy being solitary. He just doesn’t seem to need to chat for hours on the phone and socialize as frequently as my daughter or me, for example. He’s a bit like his dad in that respect.”






Hannah (Alex’s Sister):
 Dolls, Cuddlies, Animals, and People


“Hannah was so completely different from Alex. As an eighteen-month-old, whereas Alex was engrossed with things, Hannah’s big passion was people. No miniature tractors for her. No way. We still had Alex’s toys in the toy box, but she showed no interest in them. She was just so sociable. She would smile at new people, and take them one of her toys or show them a drawing she had made. She loved to play teasing games: offering things to people, and then withdrawing them at the last minute. Generally, she was always clowning around.


“I remember, at about two years old, she would lay out all her teddy bears. She’d give them all pretend tea, make them drink, and make them talk and walk. We would listen to her having all these pretend conversations with them. It made us laugh so much. She’d use all the emotional intonation that you would toward a person—only it was for her stuffed animals. She would say, ‘Ahh. Don’t worry,’ and comfort them. Or she’d say, ‘Hello, Pippa, how’re you?’ to her cuddly toy dog, and ‘Really?’ as if chatting to it. She gave names to all her teddies. They corresponded to the people in our neighbor’s family. I remember she had a bear called Emma, named after a little girl in the same street. This bear had a sister bear called Clara, a brother bear called Matthew, a mother bear called Sue, and a father bear called Rob. They were all named after the people in Emma’s real family. I was amazed at how she paid attention to everyone in this little girl’s family.


“She wasn’t into things like vehicles or toy cranes, like Alex was. She was into how to make people laugh and smile. I remember, when she was eighteen months old, her favorite game was putting her fingers into her food. She’d paint it delicately on her face, then look up and grin at the adults smiling at her. Or she would put her little hands over her eyes, and then suddenly reveal her eyes. Everyone would join in this game and say, ‘Hiyee.’ Or she would pout, pretending to be sad. She looked so sweet, and people would say, ‘Hannah, what’s wrong?’ Then, in the next second, she would switch on her sparkling smile.


“Everybody thought she was so cute the way she played with our reactions. She just loved an audience. Some of these games were quite subtle. For example, she might slightly turn her eyes away, as if she wasn’t listening any more. Then she’d switch her gaze back to you seconds later, slightly raising her eyebrows as if to say, ‘Hey, I’m still interested in you, and I want to play with you.’ She was such a flirt. Alex wasn’t into those games at all.


“I remember she spoke earlier than her brother, and by the age of two her language had really taken off. She didn’t like to go round naming things, like Alex had done. Instead, she was into saying little phrases that people loved to reply to. She would say things like ‘Hi’ and ‘How’re you?’ It always got a response. Or she’d say, ‘D’ya know what?’ This cute little phrase was irresistible, so that you felt you had to reply, ‘What?’ And then she would cheekily reply, ‘Nothing!’ It was just her little game, and she would drive us crazy sometimes. But mostly it got the adults grinning, no matter what sort of mood they had been in. Sometimes she would do it after she had been told off for something, or after there’d been an argument, and it always worked brilliantly. You felt she was winking at you, it diffused tension, and it created a bond between you and her. Most of all she loved humor, and she had the knack of getting everybody to relax and laugh. What a gift.


“At the age of four she was into dolls and small toy animals. She would spend hours dressing and undressing Barbie dolls, brushing their hair. It wasn’t the doll’s house. It was the dolls and animals themselves she really liked. It started with little toy horses, toy cats, and toy puppies. She would ask to buy them in toy shops, just as Alex had asked us for toy vehicles. I suppose toy animals were her first collection. If it was soft and cuddly with big eyes, she had to have it. She would coo over these little creatures, saying, ‘Oh, but it’s so cute,’ in a voice that was higher than her normal voice, but which sounded like a mother speaking to a real baby.


“She would buy Pony magazine at the local newsstand, and cut out the pages with pictures of kittens or foals to stick on her bedroom wall. Her walls ended up looking so different than Alex’s. His were plastered with soccer team photos and posters of his warrior heroes. You could read their personalities by what was stuck up on those walls. She also enjoyed going horse riding, and would love to go to the pet shop—just to look.


“Eventually she wanted a real pet. She’d relentlessly ask the same questions each night: ‘Daddy, why can’t I have my own cat?’ or ‘Daddy, can I have a puppy?’ or ‘Daddy, I really want a rabbit.’ When she was six her dream came true. We gave in and got her a cat. She stroked it, and worried about it. ‘Is it cold outside?’ she’d ask. ‘Have you fed it today? Don’t you care about her? She might be feeling lonely.’


“She still loved those soft little toy animals. She loved to handle them. I have to admit, they were very strokable. One day, when she was about seven, she and I went into town together. She had brought three of her little toy animals with her in the car. When we parked, she announced she would bring just one of them with her. I told her she could bring another one if she wanted, since she could easily carry two. She replied that if she left two behind, then they wouldn’t feel lonely because they would have each other; the other one would be fine because it would be with us. She’d rapidly realized that the best plan would be to leave the other two together, to make sure no one felt left out. I remember thinking how amazing it was that she had this kindness for what her brother thought was just a piece of cloth.


“As an older child, Hannah still loved horses but was also into pop music. She loved to dance with her girlfriends. They’d spend hours doing new hairstyles on each other. Unlike her brother, she wasn’t a mine of information about the position of different bands in the charts. For her, it was dancing or singing in front of the mirror with her girlfriends that was important. They would spend time putting on make-up together, telling each other how lovely the other looked. They connected in a special way. That continued into her teens. And she’d always have a huge collection of beautiful felt-tip pens in every color, which she’d use to decorate the covers of her books at school.


“She’s an adult now. She’s a really sympathetic, supportive person. She would never hurt a fly. She has quite a few close, confiding relationships. She loves to help other people. She’s always phoning her friends to find out how they are. Sometimes she’s on the phone for hours, whereas Alex can go for weeks without being in touch with some of the people he considers are his close friends.


“Hannah loves to get together with her girlfriends just to chat. She’s really good at asking people sensitive questions so that she can explore how they’re feeling and find out about their experiences. She does talk about herself, but never in a way that dominates. She’s very careful to avoid causing any offense, and tries not to inadvertently hurt someone by neglecting them. She’s always concerned to make sure people are relaxed around her, and tries not to stick out too much. When she shows concern, you feel she’s really understood what you’ve been through. And she’s so easily moved by hearing a story about someone else’s distress or joy. She gets really emotional. As if it had happened to her. Just like me, I suppose.”


So now you have met Alex and Hannah. In many ways, they are a very typical boy and girl. Why does one person like small cuddly animals, while the other likes toy cranes? Why does one like computers, while the other prefers to make a best friend? Why does one person like engineering, and another person enjoy caring for others? Alex and Hannah’s interests typify the two different brain types we will explore throughout this book.


A brain of type S could be what drove Alex to enjoy playing with toy vehicles, to compile lists of sports teams and lists of pop songs, to be interested in collecting, and to thoroughly explore fact-based systems. A brain of type E could be what drove Hannah to connect in a caring way with, and to read emotions into anything even remotely resembling a person.


But of course, the above accounts are only one mother’s anecdotes. They in no way prove that there are real sex differences in empathizing and systemizing, but simply hint at them. In Chapters 4 and 6 we look at the scientific evidence.
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