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			Society is acutely aware of the gaps that women face in terms of visibility, career progression and salaries – there are a lot of initiatives in education and beyond to empower and develop women in leadership. But are we focusing our attention enough on closing these gaps in our schools? The Lost Girls shines a spotlight on how our schools can enable the next generation of female leaders and sow these seeds of change. A must-read for everyone who is committed to gender equality and who believes that we need systemic, structural and societal change now.

			Hannah Wilson, co-founder of #WomenEd and founder of LeanInGirlsUK
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			The Lost Girls is a book we have all needed for a long time. Charlotte makes a profound argument for a feminist education system, saying that this will empower women and men to fulfil equal roles both at work and at home. Meticulously researched and overwhelmingly positive and practical, this book should be a cornerstone for how we design our schools as places for both students and staff to thrive.

			Jennifer Webb, assistant principal at Co-op Academy Leeds and author of How to Teach English Literature: overcoming cultural poverty
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			Introduction
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			When a woman says, ‘I have nothing to wear!’, what she really means is, ‘There’s nothing here for who I’m supposed to be today’ — Caitlin Moran, How To Be a Woman
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			The woman is the most perfect doll that I have dressed with delight and admiration — Karl Lagerfeld
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			A quick scan of education in the UK might suggest we don’t need to worry about girls. The traditional narrative is that girls achieve, boys fail to live up to their potential. This is, according to popular myth, at least partly down to personality. Girls, so it goes, are hard-working; boys chance it all on the last exam. Girls are pliable and cooperative – ideal when asking them to meet a mark scheme. Boys need strategies to keep them in check and make them learn, stop them wasting all that potential. Even when girls show academic improvement compared with boys, there’s no frenzy of stories about how brilliant the girls’ achievements are. Rather, the stories ask: where did it go wrong for the boys? Because girls do perform better academically. They get better GCSE grades. They do more A levels, and get more first-class and postgraduate degrees.

			Where are all the women? 

			But where are these high-flying, academically accomplished young women in the world beyond school? They’re not in some of the most powerful or economically successful occupations. They’re not becoming CEOs, politicians, or tech and finance leaders. Just six of the FTSE 100 CEOs are female.1 Meanwhile, 34% of MPs are women and, while that might be more than ever, 45% of them are childless, compared with 28% of their male counterparts.2 Global companies like Google, Facebook and Amazon all face claims of discrimination and institutional bias, whether it’s in their hiring practices or their facial recognition software or even their AI voices, which were condemned by a UN report for sending “a signal that women are obliging, docile and eager-to-please helpers, available at the touch of a button”.3

			And that, right there, is the core of the problem when it comes to girls and their education. For all of the progress made between the suffragettes in the early 20th century and the mid 1970s (and we shouldn’t be complacent about that huge achievement) we seem to have slowed to a crawl when it comes to changing the narrative about gender. Too many girls are still being pushed into positions that restrict them, limit their opportunities and, quite honestly, trap them into a spiral of anxiousness, because of the conflicting messages that society is giving them. 

			It’s not just at work that women are missing out. According to the Office for National Statistics, women in 2016 were doing 60% more unpaid work than men4. In the 2018 British Social Attitudes Survey, 51% of respondents still favoured mothers either staying home full- or part-time, with less than 0.5% (no, that’s not a typo) thinking the same about fathers. Admittedly this was down from 69% in 2012, but it’s not exactly what I’d call a staggering change. It seems to be the case that a woman’s job is to work and look after the home and family. Just 2% of couples have taken shared parental leave since its introduction – another indication of social norms failing to change significantly. 

			Ironically – and disappointingly – women and men think their household contributions are unfair: 37% of men say they do less than their fair share at home despite both partners working. Women take on the mental load of family responsibility – they’re the carers, feeders, shoppers, domestic managers and personal assistants, remembering appointments and birthdays, worrying about their families and planning how to get everyone where they need to be, fed and back again.5 This, by the way, happens even before women have children and simply intensifies once kids’ schedules are thrown into the mix. The housework gender gap pretty much stopped closing in the 1980s.6 

			Choosing identities

			It’s fairly widely acknowledged that “having it all” – juggling the perfect work-life balance, moving deftly from yummy mummy one minute to career girl the next – is a myth. Those descriptions themselves are part of the problem. We still seem to be in a Barbie-fuelled fantasy world where girls slip into different identities like outfits, depending on what it is that they’re supposed to be doing at that moment, with the accompanying stylish set of expectations alongside the right shoes and handbag. 

			Girls’ identities are troublingly narrow. Think about your school, your classroom, and the female identities on display there. In particular, think about the “good girl”. The one who is always handing out the books or lending a pen. The one asked to show visitors around, or to befriend the new student, or to mentor the classmate who’s not doing quite so well. The one sat next to the student who doesn’t get it, or to the classmate who needs someone they won’t be tempted to chat to, or with the disruptive boys as a calming influence. The girl who just gets on and does well. She is rarely rewarded for this behaviour. She’s less likely to get “star of the week” or achievement certificates. After all, she’s just like that, isn’t she? It’s who she is, it’s not an effort. And she gets decent grades at the end of her five or seven years, and surely she’s satisfied with that, isn’t she? 

			These girls fulfil every expectation put upon them, and these expectations are deeply gendered. The “good girl” is probably not like that elsewhere, or wishes she wasn’t. Most women I know are familiar with the dual-identity problem: with a few people – sometimes a very few – they feel they can be authentically themselves, but to function out there, in the world, they feel they have to be a little bit less than themselves in order to “fit in” and please others. The sociologist Diane Reay describes the Nice Girl, one of four feminine identities she observed in a primary school. These identities are shaped by parents, the media and society, but education has a significant role to play in their creation – or, hopefully, destruction. 

			In their book Boys Don’t Try?, Matt Pinkett and Mark Roberts say “education is a subversive act”.7 At its heart, education’s core purpose should be to enable young people to shape the identities of their future selves; to provide them with the knowledge, experience and belief that they are entitled to a fair and equal place in the world. For girls, this might still be the most subversive act of all. As the teacher Ben Newmark puts it on his blog, education should empower students to feel entitled “in the most proper, fair sense. Entitled to respect. Entitled to attention. Entitled to proper healthcare. Entitled to a place at an opera house, concert, museum or exhibition should they choose to go. Entitled to laws that protect them at work and entitled to pensions for a dignified old age regardless of their station in life.”8 And entitled to all this regardless of their gender. Because although modern feminism takes this as its minimum expectation, it’s still far from the lived experiences of many girls and women. 

			Polarising stereotypes

			This isn’t to say that men and boys don’t feel this weight, too. Pinkett and Roberts do a thorough job of deconstructing alpha-masculinity and their call for a “tender masculinity”9 resonates. But the gender gap seems to be widening even further when it comes to these masculine and feminine stereotypes. A quick look in any supermarket clothing section will tell you that boys are adventurous, exciting and interested in mechanics, dinosaurs and space, while girls like sparkly pink unicorns and should be kind. It’s too easy to get distracted by the clothing debate and simply argue for unisex shelving. 

			Really, it’s the significance of the messages that are being conveyed here. Slogans on girls’ clothes tell them to be kind, happy and cheerful – to smile. Boys’ slogans include “Future inventor”, “One to watch”, “Born to be wild” and “I’m just here to level up”.10 These slogans represent the way in which gender continues to be polarised, and it takes strong children – and parents – to counter that message. The sparkly pink unicorns are insidious, symptomatic of the infantilisation of females and of the hyper-femininity that seems to have gradually become the only brand of femininity we experience. Boys’ clothes deal solely in reality, girls’ in fantasy.11 Girls’ clothing is cut differently from toddlerhood, with some brands creating a disturbing sexualised divide even at this age – girls’ shorts, for example, are often tighter, shorter, more fitted and lacking the pockets that boys take for granted. 

			Pockets are an interesting feminist point. Many women go mad for pockets because they’re pretty unusual in dresses and skirts. As Barbara Burman and Ariane Fennetaux write in their book The Pocket, pockets create a physical space for privacy and personal possessions, things women historically lack, along with the ability to carry items like money and keys, which grant independence.12 They also affect the streamlined nature of women’s clothing, making the body more bulky, less slim. 

			A glance at Lego’s advertising from the 1970s shows boys and girls dressed in jeans and multicoloured jumpers, proudly holding their creations. There’s very little difference between them, and the language is about imagination and creativity. Today, the Lego Friends sets are often bright pink; they include a hair-dressing salon, a baking competition and different mini-figures to those in the Lego City sets. It is Lego for girls, which sends out the message that the rest of it isn’t. 

			There’s nothing wrong with pink or blue. There’s nothing wrong with glitter, sparkles, trucks, tutus, dinosaurs or being kind. There is something wrong with the deliberate reduction of femininity and masculinity to very narrow parameters that leave children without choice and girls feeling like they have to put everyone else first or they’re not “being good”. The middle ground is important – and it is being lost.

			Girls and anxiety

			Young women are suffering under the weight of all this expectation. Their mental health is in crisis, according to the Mental Health Foundation and a host of other studies. Women are more likely than men to experience eating disorders, depression, anxiety and to self-harm.13 Studies exploring mental health and wellbeing among secondary pupils show that from Year 7 onwards, girls’ happiness and self-worth declines. Nearly one in four teenage girls are likely to have self-harmed (more than twice as many as boys) and they generally report significantly lower levels of happiness, in almost every aspect of their lives.14 Yet the conversational focus on resilience and self-care seems to once again place the responsibility on girls to “toughen up”, rather than on society to change. It seems that as long as girls continue to perform academically, they are fine. 

			They are not fine. Even though 70% of young women say they know online portrayals of success are unrealistic and don’t tell the whole story,15 they frequently don’t feel that way and who can blame them? The barrage of expectation is overwhelming and, significantly, increasingly contradictory; the result is that women don’t know where to turn. Traditionally “feminine” values – compassion, empathy, collaboration, listening, nurturing – have been sidelined in society in favour of traditionally “masculine” ones like aggression, competition and arrogance masquerading as self-confidence (see: every Apprentice participant). This perpetuates the myth that to “get ahead” you have to be willing to destroy the people around you. Girls are falling victim to the social message that to be successful, you have to become more “masculine”, whether in work or relationships. Reclaiming the words “bitch” and “slut” doesn’t mean that independently minded and sexually confident women are socially accepted, just that women are accepting the idea that “feminine” means passive, quiet and compliant. Changing the social narrative around what it means to be feminine or masculine is critical to create a happier and kinder society where all can benefit. 

			Masculine and/or feminine? 

			Of course, all men don’t possess all-masculine characteristics, and all women aren’t paragons of angelic femininity. But certain qualities have been ascribed to “masculine” and “feminine”, with this binary being used to dictate the “work-life balance” of public and domestic. Historically, feminine and masculine identities seem to move in waves, pulling further apart and then drawing closer together again, but they never quite cross over. 

			Contemporary society – including the education system – continues to feed the narrative that masculine qualities are more desirable in the world of work and feminine qualities in the world at home. These views have hardened into virtual fact, despite new science regularly challenging them and ascribing them more to the patriarchal bias of scientific research.

			And these work-sphere masculine characteristics don’t seem to be doing our society much good, do they? With rising levels of hate crime and domestic violence, and a UN report that calls child poverty in Britain “a social calamity and an economic disaster”,16 it seems that individualism and competition have done little to raise us all up. It can sometimes feel like we have a long way to go. 

			It’s time to act

			The good news – and there is plenty! – is that things can be improved for the girls and boys in our care. Education must face up to its social responsibilities and help to write a new narrative, by encouraging young people to see beyond the contemporary patriarchal messages that damage us all. For this book, I have identified four strands of action by which we can build a feminist education. 

			First, we need to recognise our part as educators in maintaining or reflecting cultural expectations. Our curricular choices are vital, ensuring that we challenge and critique the representation and diversity in our curriculum. Our day-to-day conversations, our textbooks and our role models all need to actively demonstrate the value of women to society in a wide range of roles and positions. 

			Second, we must model a genuine appreciation of all the traditionally feminine qualities, as well as the traditionally masculine. This is, in many ways, the most challenging of all. Even the divide of academic and pastoral echoes the traditional feminine/masculine binary – pastoral systems are nurturing, compassionate and collaborative, while the academic is more ambitious, rigorous and challenging. Schools are institutionally driven to privilege this academic, masculine side. How powerful it would be if we could add more compassion into the learning process, and more ambition into the pastoral.

			Third, through our whole-school approach we can address gender consciously and thoughtfully. We all have unconscious biases – it’s how aware of them we are and what we do to redress them that matter most. Our commitment to real equality and self-identity can be evident in every aspect of our schools, from seating plans to uniforms to the language we use, and to the ways in which we recognise students for achievement and behaviour. 

			Finally, and most critically, we need to empower young women with the self-confidence and security to shape their own identities. We need to remove the pressure of performance in their daily lives. We need to encourage them to share what they want and have the ambition to achieve it, whether it’s becoming CEO of a FTSE 100 company, or being a great childminder, or developing an early-stage career that enables them to take time off to raise pre-school children. They need access to genuine leadership options. They need to be able to learn how to speak out, speak up and say what they want, whether it’s negotiating a better salary or telling a partner it’s his turn to look after their children. Boys, too, need to be encouraged to have these conversations – to say that, actually, they’d like to take some leave or work part-time or volunteer, without being made to feel like a freakish hero or a strange outsider. 

			Female voices are being heard more than ever, but there are also spaces where they are being suppressed more than ever, particularly when they speak about things other than “women’s issues”. By that, I mean family, relationships, children – things that are vitally important but have been pushed into a small box labelled “women” and put to one side as though they don’t matter. Everything is a woman’s issue. Women are 50% of the world’s population. Globally, when girls are educated and equality increases, everything improves. The UN estimates that if all women had a primary education: 

			
					Maternal deaths would reduce by two-thirds. 

					There would be 15% fewer child deaths.

					1.7 million fewer children would be malnourished. 

					14% fewer child marriages would take place.17 

			

			In the UK, we’re fortunate that our young people don’t have such crippling experiences. But that doesn’t mean equality has been achieved. True feminism is about every girl and boy being able to decide for themselves how to express their identity and what role they wish to create for themselves in the world. A feminist education helps them to explore, experiment and learn how to be themselves – and how to achieve their own individual aspirations. It enables all students to feel entitled to an equal stake in society and the world. To do that, we have to teach them how they can make society more equal. As the writer and feminist activist Gloria Steinem has said, “It’s not about integrating into a not-so-good system. It’s about transforming it and making it better. If women have to acquire all the characteristics of a corporate world, it’s probably not worth it.”18 

			Wouldn’t it be better for all of us if our society, at home and at work, included a little more compassion and empathy, a little more cooperation, a little less competition, and a lot more understanding and acceptance of the multiplicity of personal gender identities? What is required is a revolution in gender expectations, and there is no better place to start than in our schools.
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			A word on language
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			I like good strong words that mean something — Louisa May Alcott
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			In this book, there are some words I have deliberately chosen to use. I have tended to use “anxious” or “anxiousness” rather than “anxiety”, with the intention of describing a more general sense of unease or discomfort. “Anxiety” has taken on a more medicalised meaning, with students “having anxiety” or “suffering anxiety” as an illness. Although there is a range of severity when it comes to anxiousness, for the most part I am discussing the general feeling, rather than something that might need intervention from a medical professional. 

			I have also tried to use the phrase “mental fitness”. I feel that “mental health” is often used interchangeably with “mental ill health” and I’m referring more to a general improvement in wellbeing and fitness, rather than a condition that might require support from child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS) or a GP. “Mental fitness” is also distinct from “mental illness”, which, for me, is more about the kinds of conditions that require medication or focused talking therapies. The use of language is ever-changing in this area, so I have used what feels right now.

			As stated in the introduction, I have used “feminine” and “masculine” to discuss the traditionally ascribed characteristics of gender. I have also borrowed some definitions from the US organisation Gender Spectrum: “gender identity” refers to our own core concept of self, as masculine, feminine or a blend of both; “gender expression” refers to how we communicate our gender to others, e.g. through clothing, hairstyles and mannerisms. According to Gender Spectrum, “Expression is distinct from identity – we can’t assume a person’s gender identity based on their gender expression. For example, a boy may like to wear skirts or dresses. His choice in clothing doesn’t define his gender identity; it simply means that he prefers (at least some of the time) to wear clothes that society has typically associated with girls.”19
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					19.	“Understanding gender”, genderspectrum.org, accessed 2019

				

			

		

	
		
			Part I: The origins of expectation
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			History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced with courage, need not be lived again — Maya Angelou
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			Imprisoned by biology
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			In Part I: The origins of expectation, I will explore the sources of some deeply held beliefs about gender. And I will argue that some of the “unassailable” facts of biological thinking are not quite as clear-cut as they might seem. 

			So many of our gender assumptions are claimed to be rooted in biology. We are told that boys’ need to “show off” is connected to the evolutionary imperative to find a mate, and that girls’ “need” to play with dolls is evidence of the “natural” nurturing instinct of women (as though they hadn’t been led by the hand to the pink aisle and asked to pick something). To accept this narrative is to tell children that in order to move beyond traditional gender expectations, they will have to fight against their natural instincts. If that were true, it would be incredibly difficult to do so and would potentially cause some of the anxieties that young people experience around gender. Instead, I believe that gender is highly socialised and that our scientific understanding of gender is constantly changing. 

			We need to consciously address the flaws in beliefs about gender, which can be so entrenched that they feel natural – but they can be challenged in a way that benefits us all.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			1. Biological difference
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			There is no female mind. The brain is not an organ of sex. One may as well speak of a female liver — Charlotte Perkins Gilman
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			I sometimes try to imagine what would have happened if we’d known the bonobo first and the chimpanzee only later – or not at all. The discussion about human evolution might not revolve as much around violence, warfare and male dominance, but rather around sexuality, empathy, caring and cooperation. What a different intellectual landscape we would occupy! — Frans de Waal, Our Inner Ape: A Leading Primatologist Explains Why We Are Who We Are
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			A lot of biological science is dedicated to gender difference – trying to understand our evolutionary past and map this on to our future. Maybe we don’t need to change our gendered expectations if there are scientific reasons for them. It’s not our fault! It’s biology! 

			The thing is, that doesn’t seem to be true. There are biological differences in women’s and men’s reproductive organs and some hormones. But, mostly, there’s more physical difference within the sexes than between them. Although men are, on average, about six inches taller and have double the upper-body strength of women, those averages mask a huge range.20 Anybody watching sportswomen at the top of their game couldn’t sustain an argument that they aren’t fitter, stronger and healthier than most women and men on an average day. Logically, this all makes complete sense. Yet we’re mired in these physical expectations, which have an impact on career aspirations. 

			Construction, for example, has the lowest gender diversity of any industry, at just 13%.21 Women in construction are typically found in offices and in design, rather than literally doing the heavy lifting: in 2006, just five of the 10,000 people working on Wembley Stadium’s construction were women.22 Discussions about girls’ physiology tend to assert their weakness, as though all men are bodybuilders and women can’t put on muscle. But if the attributes of physical speed, strength and muscle mass were purely down to gender, we would expect to see some global parity – men across the world of similar height, weight, strength and build. Instead, we see huge variation. Women in England are, on average, 161cm tall – the same as an average Indian man. While the mean average height of men in a country is always higher than the mean average height of women, the differences are pretty small.23 

			Angela Saini’s book Inferior explains that women’s bodies are stronger and more robust than men’s – women die later and recover from illness more quickly. Yet, she says, “the fact that [mortality rates are] not even equal, but are skewed in favour of boys, means that girls’ natural power to survive is being forcibly degraded by the societies they are born into”.24 Even the fact that women get sicker more often could, Saini argues, be a result of their more powerful immune systems, but it’s impossible to say for sure because there is so little research into gender as a factor in illness and life expectancy. Indeed, much scientific research has a decidedly male bias: Caroline Criado Perez explores just how much in her book Invisible Women,25 which includes nuggets of information like the fact that crash test dummies are based on men, so women are 47% more likely to be seriously injured in a car crash. Women’s heart attack symptoms are completely different, so the well-publicised chest and arm pains don’t act as a warning sign to women. And mobile phones and house bricks are built for male hands. Research is conducted based on male averages, rather than the whole population. 

			Evolutionary explanations 

			Expectations of men and women often have an evolutionary connection, linked to reproductive need. Consider the “alpha male” myth. Typical representations of “toxic” masculinity centre on this alpha male: he must be aggressive, strong, powerful, controlling and dominant, to prove his reproductive value to potential mates. He must have sex with as many women as possible to spread his precious seed, and cannot be expected to be monogamous. He shows off his power like a peacock displays his tail, via showy cars, gifts or other physical symbols of his status and wealth. The more powerful and aggressive, the more likely he is to find a sexual partner. 

			Women, on the other hand? Passive recipients of said seed, they shouldn’t enjoy sex (no evolutionary need for that) and should stay looking young and attractive so men know they are good fertile stock. They should focus on nurturing, preferably raising children, but if that’s not possible they should exhibit this love and care in whatever way they can. When it comes to sex, they should be as choosy and selective as possible (definitely not promiscuous) to select the best mate.

			It’s disturbing how much of the gender narrative still mimics this crude evolutionary explanation, much of which comes from several key theories or experiments. In 1948, for example, the biologist Angus Bateman put together male and female fruit flies with different mutations and watched for the offspring, using the mutations to tell which offspring belonged to which flies. According to his observations, the female flies regularly rejected the males; he concluded that this was evidence for the evolutionary theory of sexual selection and competition, extrapolating this to humans.26 Bateman’s work wasn’t widely published until the 1970s, when the biologist Robert Trivers picked it up; since then it’s been cited 11,000 times, despite never being replicated. 

			In her book Testosterone Rex, Cordelia Fine points out several problems with the data, including the fact that Bateman’s observations were visual, based on transmission of mutation (so there’s doubt over parentage) and didn’t take into account when the offspring died. When published, the data was split in two: half of it (the publicised half) suggested male promiscuity; half of it suggested female promiscuity.27 Neither promiscuity nor competition were shown to be solely male traits, but were actually evenly split. Similar studies of insect and mammalian reproduction have suggested the same male-focused sexual selection, but this has been extrapolated to explain human Western patriarchal cultures, taking quite a leap. More recent research instead recognises that human sexuality is far, far more complex and multifaceted. Rather than being driven by evolutionary instinct, according to Gillian R Brown et al, “factors such as sex-biased mortality, sex-ratio, population density and variation in mate quality, are likely to impact mating behaviour in humans”.28 The gendered narrative of men needing to prove their value to choosy females simply doesn’t hold up. 

			Evolutionary biology also plays a part in the narrative of gender roles in human society, or at least in Western human society. Men are hunters, while women are described, often quite dismissively, as gatherers (collecting plant foods and rearing small game while looking after children and the home). Fine argues that much of this is theoretical and ultimately unknowable. She cites studies positing that female gatherers could have brought home two-thirds of a family’s food, saving them from starvation. She also presents anthropological research of tribes relatively untouched by modernity, where women hunt, are stronger and faster than men, and either carry their children with them or adopt a shared-parenting model so they can hunt alone.29 Other studies contradict the evidence base for the hunter-gatherer theory: the anthropologist Adrienne Zihlman, for example, has suggested that women’s hunting was likely done with digging sticks, multifunctional tools used to gather plants and kill small animals, but because these tools would have been wooden and therefore degradable, there are no fossilised traces, unlike the stone tools that anthropologists assume were used for hunting bigger animals.30 This argument, coupled with the importance Zihlman places on female hunting as essential for survival, positions women quite differently. 

			Flawed arguments 

			Why is all this relevant in a book about education? The answer is that these theories have permeated our society and been used as the rationale for traditional gender roles – and if the science is flawed, so is the justification. If Victorian scientists were influenced by their own patriarchal society to suggest biased, flawed hypotheses, then by accepting their theories and continuing to use them as justification for male and female behaviour, we are endorsing not the science but the gendered social divide the scientists lived in. 

			Students should be made aware of the flaws in this thinking, as well as our own unconscious biases. Socialisation plays a much more significant part in gender-role creation than biology, despite evolutionary claims (and specious arguments about masculine strength and feminine passivity) being used to justify the status quo. Challenging these theories has significant implications, not only for attitudes towards sex and sexuality, but also for expectations surrounding parenting, family and work – and those domains, in particular, are where the gender stereotypes begin to become damaging. 

			The evolutionary argument isn’t a one-size-fits-all rule. Among animals, there are almost as many models of reproduction and parenting as there are species. Animals have families where females collectively look after the young, or males do; where females have one, two or more partners; where males are monogamous or polygamous; where creatures mate for life or in a single encounter. It’s the same in human societies. Anthropologists have charted a variety of family and gender patterns, of virtually every combination. It seems bizarre to characterise the Western stereotypes as “natural”, as though they are the only way to behave. Not only does that ignore much research on animals and humans, but it also fails to acknowledge the role of the social, cultural, economic and political pressures that are brought to bear on individuals, female and male, when establishing their gender roles and their families. 

			Male and female brains 

			Here are some familiar statements: men are better at reading maps; women are better at communicating; men use the side of the brain that controls linear thinking, sequencing and spatial skills; women use the side controlling creativity and imagination. Doesn’t it make logical sense that boys prefer some subjects while girls are better at others? That some activities help girls to learn, while a different approach is needed if we want boys to succeed? 

			The research problem is that it’s virtually impossible to distinguish between biology and socialisation. Just as with height, weight and strength, there is a huge variety. And it’s difficult to find a human brain that can be interpreted without social expectation already having made an impact. One of the most significant studies arguing for the existence of “male” and “female” brains comes from Simon Baron-Cohen, a psychologist and neuroscientist. Baron-Cohen wanted to see whether sex hormones delivered in the womb created female empathisers or male systemisers, so he studied 100 babies less than two days old. A large proportion showed no preference, while 40% of boys preferred the mechanical mobile they were shown and 36% of girls preferred a picture of a face. Yet, in his 2003 book The Essential Difference, Baron-Cohen argues that this study demonstrated a conclusive sex difference between males and females from birth. He suggests that this is responsible for, among other things, men’s and women’s hobbies: 

			“Those with the male brain tend to spend hours happily engaged in car or motorbike maintenance, small-plane piloting, sailing, bird- or train-spotting, mathematics, tweaking their sound systems, or busy with computer games and programming, DIY 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 callers.”31 

			The list is peculiar, in that it’s almost ridiculously narrow in its cultural bias, as well as seeming to suggest that male brains are more suited to the complex and well-remunerated work of computing and mathematics, while female brains are more suited to nurturing, which coincidentally is much less well-rewarded by society. Baron-Cohen ignores the many people performing jobs very successfully in the “wrong” gender, as well as the significant role of socialisation. In the not-so-distant past, for example, women were the dominant gender in computing.32 

			Baron-Cohen’s experiment hasn’t been replicated (a red flag as far as scientific reliability is concerned), but it has been cited in other studies and received widespread media attention in which it was held up as proof that gender is in the brain. There was also evidence of social gendering in the maternity ward – Baron-Cohen’s assistant described the pink and blue balloons and cards surrounding the babies being observed. Studies into toy preferences have shown that they don’t truly develop until the ages of one and two, when children have had months of gender-specific toys, books and even language, with adults using different endearments for girls and boys. Before babies can become truly, consciously aware of anything around them, they’re being nudged into a gendered experience of the world.

			Sexism in science: the patriarchy problem 

			Angela Saini and Cordelia Fine – and the many studies they review and scientists they interview, male and female – agree that science can be sexist. Scientists are fallible, like everyone else, and just as socialised. Meanwhile, the media picks up sexy, interesting stories, reporting them as quickly as possible, reducing ideas to key facts without explanation. And it’s not just the news media, either: Robert Trivers’ write-up of Bateman’s research was also covered in a feature in Playboy (August 1978) under the headline “Do men need to cheat on their women? A new science says yes”. A quick Google search reveals similar headlines in multiple media, repeated regularly over the past 40 years, and they pretty much all use Bateman’s study as justification for socially unacceptable behaviour like cheating on a partner. Of course, they conveniently assume that women don’t cheat. 

			Is there sexism in Saini and Fine’s books? Perhaps – they’re open about their pursuit of a feminist agenda. But they are equally clear that the science they examine at least casts doubt on the veracity of certain theories. When there are studies arguing both sides, we can at least interrogate them critically before we agree with either one entirely. 

			Sexism in science is just one facet of social conditioning into a patriarchal system that encourages a black and white understanding of the flexibility of gender identities: the “masculine” and “feminine” as contrasting sets of values and attributes. It’s important that teachers and school leaders understand this sexism and how its presentation as fact can imprison young women and men in socially prescribed roles. The Western view of gender is hardly the norm worldwide, which itself casts doubt on the biological narrative. As suggested by Professor John Dupré, a philosopher of science, accepting this evolutionary idea means there’s no need to change anything when it comes to equality: 

			“If status-seeking is shown to be an adaptation for male reproductive success, we have finally located the biological reason for the much lower status achieved by women. Let’s leave the men to pursue status while the women devote themselves to the important business of staying young.”33

			Challenging this narrative has positive implications for men as well as women. If young women can be freed from the need to perpetually present themselves as youthful, passive and willing (but choosy) when it comes to sex, we can also eliminate the idea that young men are always looking for their next opportunity for sexual reproduction, without the same capacity as women for love, commitment or partnership in parenting.
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