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INTRODUCTION
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Yesterday, I saw a 21st century Alpha Girl. She was sitting with her parents in an Edinburgh restaurant, enjoying a cheap but chic supper. It was difficult to guess her age – I thought about 11, but she could have been younger or older. A little girl dressed like a teenager, or a teenager acting like a little girl?


Stick thin, of course. Fashionably clad. Pert and pretty with just the right amount of make-up to show off her wide eyes, fresh young face and kissable mouth. She was childishly innocent in some ways – gangly, giggly, delighted to be with the grown-ups. But she was also entirely conscious of the impression she was making on the waiters and fellow diners. Sweet, winsome, flirtatious, adorable…


She looked a bright little thing, too. Mum and dad were clearly enjoying her witty conversation. In a few years’ time (five, seven, nine?), she’d be a great choice for a Daily Telegraph front-page photo, celebrating her brilliant A-Level results. And that Alpha Girl sheen suggested many other accomplishments. I could imagine her playing in the school orchestra, starring in the netball team, writing a delightful blog and racking up more Facebook friends than anyone else in her class.


My supper companion – a female chum who, like me, had lived through the heady days of women’s liberation – turned round in her seat for a quick look. ‘Yep, she’s Little Miss Perfect,’ she agreed. ‘And you’re right, she’s very young to be dolled up like that. How could her parents let her? They look okay people.’


‘I don’t suppose it was their idea,’ I said. ‘It probably just happened, and they felt powerless to stop it. I hear it all the time. To start with it’s a sort of joke: “They grow up so quickly these days…” And then before anyone knows it, she’s on a roll and there’s nothing mum and dad can do. If a bright kid like that is used to getting her own way, she’ll be able to run rings round her parents.’


My friend seemed unconvinced (but then she’s not a modern parent). ‘Oh well,’ she said, ‘at least she looks bright. With any luck, she’ll run rings round the boys, too. If she can get to university without anything going wrong, the world’s her oyster.’


‘That’s probably what her parents are hoping,’ I muttered. ‘Good luck to them – and to her if she knows what she wants. But I doubt she does and there’s always a price to pay when kids grow up too quickly.’


‘Come on, lighten up,’ said my friend, giving me a long, hard, old-fashioned look. ‘I dare say older women in the 1960s used to worry themselves sick about us, with our miniskirts, panda eyes and prescriptions for the Pill. You’re letting that girl book get to you.’


The female of the species


She was right. Writing this ‘girl book’ has got to me. It’s my fourth book about the effects of modern lifestyles on child development, and I’ve vowed it’ll be my last. It’s taken twice as long as it was meant to, it gave me my first ever attack of writer’s block and I’ve nearly thrown in the towel on several occasions. When friends asked why it was causing so much trouble compared with 21st Century Boys, I’d mutter darkly ‘Boys are straightforward little creatures – girls are just so complicated.’ Parents with children of both sexes smiled sympathetically, especially the fathers.


It doesn’t help that I’m female, with all the usual complications. I’m also profoundly conscious that the overwhelming majority of my readers are probably female, too. No matter how hard politicians have tried to promote the idea of ‘parenting’ over the last decade or so, women still take most responsibility for rearing children. When I give talks about modern childhood for parents and professionals from education, health and the social services, the audiences are around 90 per cent female. So it seems fair to assume that most of my readers know exactly what it feels like to be a girl, a young woman and a mother. Like me, you know all about female complexity from the inside.


And since you’re so familiar with it, you’ve probably never given it that much thought. Neither had I till I started writing this book. But I soon realised that, to give advice on raising girls to meet the challenges of the 21st century, I would have to. Thinking about my own convoluted female thought processes hasn’t been a particularly comfortable experience.


There is, for instance, the terrible female tendency towards ‘victimhood’. I don’t just mean the extreme ways some women appear to embrace suffering, such as self-harm, anorexia or participation in abusive relationships. I mean our capacity to put ourselves out in ways that aren’t remotely in our own interest. Female fashion victims go to far greater extremes than their male counterparts, cheerfully suffering any number of uncomfortable trends (crinolines, bustles, corsets, naked flesh in winter, monster high heels) and submitting to painful cosmetic procedures, including, increasingly these days, unpleasant surgical ones. And why exactly is it that, despite 50 years of supposed sexual equality and the rise of the dual income household, women still shoulder the lion’s share of childcare and other domestic duties?


The other way of looking at this female trait is to conclude that women care more than men. We care more about our personal appearance, the state of our home environment and the smooth running of our children’s and our partners’ lives. We want to ‘get it right’. We also often care more than men about the welfare of people outside our immediate family – hence the disproportionate number of women in the caring professions. Perhaps, above all, we care about other people’s opinions.


I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with caring. It’s vital to our own survival, as well as to that of our nearest and dearest and, indeed, our species. In fact, while writing this book, I’ve come to believe that the capacity to care for others is probably the greatest of human virtues, and that nowadays it’s seriously undervalued.


It’s also important to care about what other people think of us. If we didn’t, society would soon break down. But the capacity to care shouldn’t make women embrace victimhood. It shouldn’t make us overly self-conscious. And it certainly shouldn’t be perverted into an extreme preoccupation with the image we present to the world.


That’s what depressed me about the girl in the restaurant. She was a beautiful, self-conscious, self-made Miss Perfect. She was thrilled by the pleasure she was giving her audience (waiters, fellow diners, adoring parents). She’d created a glorious, feminine persona – good, kind, clever, successful, sexy, the perfect Alpha Girl – which must be extremely high-maintenance. And she probably isn’t yet in her teens. Can you imagine carrying that weight of ‘perfection’ through adolescence and into adulthood? I certainly wouldn’t fancy it.


The erosion of childhood


My interest in what I call ‘child development in the modern world’ began 15 years ago as the result of my work in literacy (see Chapter 4). It’s been the most fascinating voyage of discovery for me, both professionally as an educator and personally as a mother. Not many mums get the opportunity to open up dialogues with scores of experts in fields as diverse as developmental psychology, neuroscience, nutrition, play, sleep, childcare, parenting, marketing, social science and economics. Nor do they have the chance to discuss what they’ve learned with thousands of people who spend their working lives with children, or with thousands of parents struggling through the minefield of 21st century child-rearing.


In the four years since embarking on this book, I’ve also had the chance to knit together all this received wisdom with up-to-date research about the female of the species and what makes us different from the male. This has been fascinating from a personal point of view, because it’s explained a lot about why women (including me) behave as we do. It also sheds light on why the women’s movement, which began when I was in my early teens, has now run into very stormy waters.


There are, of course, many reasons why the move towards sexual equality hasn’t turned out as we ‘liberated’ young women hoped back in the 1960s; human culture is an extremely complicated phenomenon, and anyone attempting to explain it is asking for trouble. Still, over the last 15 years I’ve got used to sticking my neck out, so I’m going to have a go. I believe that what Dr Richard House recently described as ‘the erosion of childhood’ has been an extremely significant factor in the process.


Modern neuroscience has now confirmed that, as Wordsworth put it (with artless 18th century male self-regard) ‘the child is father of the man’. She’s also mother of the woman. The way we raise our children determines not only the sort of adults they become but also the sort of society they forge for themselves. Girls and boys are the products of both nature and nurture, but the nurture they receive is inevitably influenced by the culture in which they grow up. And for a variety of reasons, over the last 30 years, our own culture has become increasingly careless about its young.


Childhood, as a stage in human development, has been steadily eroded. Children today are initiated into the high-tech, adult world of competitive consumerism at an increasingly early age, long before they’re developmentally ready to cope with it. We expend immense time and effort attending to their material requirements (often in breathtakingly misguided ways), while neglecting their emotional needs. And I believe that if we don’t get a grip on this problem soon, the increase in developmental disorders, behavioural difficulties and mental health problems recorded by experts over recent decades will soon run out of control.


It’s often claimed that the contemporary idea of ‘childhood’ was invented by the Victorians. Personally, I prefer the theory of American essayist Neil Postman, who claims that it originated with the spread of literacy and is therefore linked to the invention of the printing press. Critics of Dr House’s campaign to halt the erosion of childhood point out that, in earlier times – as in less sophisticated cultures today – children were treated as little adults. There was no concept of ‘childhood innocence’ and kids were perfectly aware of the way grown-ups behaved on a daily basis, including their sexual behaviour.


However, cultural concepts develop for a reason. Our modern idea of childhood emerged in response to the increasing sophistication of Western society, and the recognition among adults that children need time to mature – physically, emotionally, socially and intellectually – in order to cope with the complications of modern life (see Chapter 1).


Girls, for instance, need a period of ‘childhood innocence’ to develop the self-confidence, resilience and intellectual skills they need to make the most of sexual equality in a fast-moving, screen-saturated, highly commercialised world.


Mind the gender gap


In my first book on this subject, I coined the term ‘toxic childhood’ to describe the complicated cocktail of lifestyle factors that now affect the well-being and long-term prospects of a growing number of children. While I was writing it, it became clear that the effects on boys and girls were substantially different, and I wanted to find out why. Researching and writing 21st Century Boys (2009) and 21st Century Girls was a scary move, as it plunged me deep into the quagmire of gender politics and raised the vexed question of whether boys and girls do actually think differently.


There’s still no consensus on how far gender differences in the way children think are the result of nature or nurture (see Chapters 2 and 3), so I’ve made the best use of the available research. For what it’s worth, I think the neuroscientist Lise Eliot sums this up pretty well in her book Pink Brain, Blue Brain. She concludes that there are only very small differences in the brains and behaviour of boys and girls at birth, but that these develop into a troublesome gender gap as they grow older.


If this is the case, the lifestyle factors I’ve described as toxic are likely to be implicated in the way this troublesome gender gap develops. That was certainly my conclusion when I researched and wrote 21st Century Boys – I identified many aspects of modern life that could drive young males into types of behaviour that were potentially damaging on a personal level. In fact, I chose to tackle boys’ development first because there was already widespread concern about their underachievement in the educational system, their increasingly screenbased sedentary lifestyle and misbehaviour during the teenage years.


When I made my first forays into the gender politics debate, the damaging effects of that troublesome gap on girls were far less obvious. However, in the last few years, the spotlight has swung round to focus on the female of the species, and particularly on the effects of growing up in our increasingly sexualised culture. In the UK today, girls are not only more likely to engage in underage sex than boys (in 2011, statistics revealed that for the first time more girls than boys lost their virginity before the age of 16), they’re also becoming worryingly self-conscious about their physical appearance at an increasingly early age (around the age of five according to recent research). Concern about these developments has led to renewed interest in gender stereotyping and the sexual exploitation of girls and women, including an outbreak of feminist writing on the subject.


I was relieved to see feminist writers tackling this topic again. The women’s movement paid it great attention in the early days of ‘liberation’, but by the closing decade of the 20th century the movement had seemed to lose interest. Instead, feminists have concentrated on academic, legislative and political activity, leaving popular culture to look after itself, and – since the last 20 years have seen the rise of pop video channels, celebrity culture and reality TV – young girls have been provided with some highly sexualised role models.


The trouble with feminism


I have to admit to serious reservations about feminism. As a woman born right in the middle of the 20th century, I’ve been part of the sexual equality project from the beginning, and always felt as free as any man to earn my own living and pursue my own path in life. I was glad when the women’s movement began raising awareness of gender stereotyping and sexist attitudes, but in other respects it wasn’t something I wanted to sign up to.


For a start, it seemed unnecessarily antagonistic. Back in the 1960s, I couldn’t see how the cause of equality was served by being ‘anti-men’, or what was to be gained from blaming our generation of males for the sins of their fathers. Feminist vituperation also had a slight flavour of victimhood, which made their complaints sound like whingeing. I suspected that, rather than furthering the cause of equality, they were merely stirring up resentment. During research for 21st Century Boys, I spoke to many boys and men on the subject and was dismayed at their bitterness – even those who were firmly committed to equality rolled their eyes about feminism.


Second, I’ve never understood how a women’s movement could be so unconcerned about children. It seems that, from a feminist perspective, motherhood is merely something to be squeezed into a woman’s working life, taking up as little time as possible. The needs of the child don’t even come into the equation. My own experience of motherhood was that much as I loved my career, I loved my daughter even more, and was torn between their conflicting demands. Where were the feminists who valued my instinct to provide the best possible care for my child?


So, while thoroughly committed to the cause of equality, I’ve never been committed to the sisterhood. This meant it was quite exciting to find myself onside with the latest wave of feminist literature about stereotyping, sexualisation and the normalisation of porn. These issues are a real threat to 21st century girls and, having read through the new books on the subject, I was keen to interest the mothers in my audiences about the implications of what one author calls ‘the return of sexism’ for their daughters’ future.


Unfortunately, most of the mums I met turned out to have as little interest in gender politics as feminists do in motherhood. Much as I tried to interest them in gender stereotyping, they were far more concerned about the day-to-day issues of child-rearing. I soon realised that phrases like ‘the objectification of women’ don’t cut much ice with people whose main concerns are whether or not to use a dummy, how much TV is too much, and do I think homework is a good idea for five-year-olds?


It was also clear why these women had trouble thinking beyond such immediate concerns. They were exhausted. More than half a century after the sexual revolution, mothers are still taking on most of the responsibility for childcare and keeping family life on track … but now most of them also have paid work outside the home. The rise of the dual income family coincided with a massive hike in house prices, so without mum’s earnings the family might not have a home at all.


The sexual revolution definitely hasn’t turned out the way we hoped it would, and I suspect feminism has contributed to the problem (see Chapters 2 and 3). So, it will be up to the next generation of girls to get the equality project back on track. Since the girl is mother of the woman, they’ll need the best sort of childhood in order to equip them for the task.


Science and wisdom


All the conclusions I’ve reached about raising girls are, of course, influenced by my own experiences as a woman and a mother, and my 40 years’ involvement with children. The first 20 years were spent in primary education and the second 20 learning from other people who work with children, including nursery nurses, teachers, social workers, childminders, fosterers, psychologists and, in recent years, parents.


Until the last century, shared experience was all anyone had to go on in terms of child-rearing. Older women, who’d watched many children grow up, passed on their wisdom to younger mums. And when family lifestyles didn’t differ enormously from one generation to the next, this wisdom was usually enough to see parents through. But as the pace of change during the 20th century accelerated, we began to lose faith in wisdom and turned to science.


That’s why, when I started fretting about child development, I sought scientific advice on what might be happening to the current generation of children. I wanted to learn from the science available about how young minds develop and the potential effects of various social and cultural changes on developing brains. It’s been a fascinating journey, but, when there’s been no research into a particular aspect to consult, also a frustrating one. Perhaps the funding hasn’t been available or it’s an area that no one’s yet thought to investigate, or perhaps there simply hasn’t been enough time to conduct adequate research.


On these occasions, one just has to revert to wisdom. But in interviewing a host of experts I realised it wasn’t just their academic knowledge they were passing on – it was their own personal wisdom, born of experience. By teaming the experts’ wisdom with the experience of the parents and professionals I was meeting in the field, I found it was often possible to see a way through. I began to feel like some sort of latter-day travelling ‘wise woman’, carting around the accumulated wisdom of the many hundreds of people whom I’d had the good fortune to meet face to face.


This book, therefore, is just as dependent on that wisdom as it is on science. It bats back and forth from research-based evidence to anecdote, opinion and occasional theorising – I hope it’s always clear which is which.


Part One is an overview of some of the key issues involved:










	•

	the problems facing parents in an age of materialism






	•

	the origins of the ‘gender wars’ and how they have intensified those problems






	•

	the debate about the female brain and girls’ early development






	•

	the reasons why contemporary culture can be ‘toxic’, especially for girls






	•

	the basics of child development and the special challenges of bringing up daughters.







Part Two looks at five aspects of modern child-rearing, the problems they raise for girls and some advice about each area based on what I learned from all those experts.




PART ONE


THE POWER OF THE PERSONAL
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To nourish children and raise them against odds is in any time, any place, more valuable than to fix bolts in cars or design nuclear weapons.


Marilyn French


And so our mothers and grandmothers have, more often than not anonymously, handed on the creative spark, the seed of the flower they themselves never hoped to see – or like a sealed letter they could not plainly read.


Alice Walker


There can be no keener revelation of a society’s soul than the way in which it treats its children.


Nelson Mandela







CHAPTER 1


MATERIAL GIRLS
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First, a flashback to a more innocent age.




It’s the early 1980s and I’m an earnest young head teacher berating Mrs Lavery of the infant class about the pictures on her cloakroom wall. Alongside the boys’ coat pegs are spaceships, steam engines and dinosaurs; alongside the girls’ are flowers, fairies and fluffy bunnies. Having been taught at college that ‘gender is a social construct’, I’m damned if my school is going to confront children with gender-specific messages every time they hang up their coats.


Mrs Lavery is unimpressed. ‘But Sue, the children chose their own pictures,’ she says. ‘The boys like spaceships and dinosaurs and the girls like fluffy bunnies. If we want them to think for themselves, what am I supposed to do?’





What indeed? It felt petty to deny children their choice of pictures. And it was obvious from a glance at the playground that the infants were far less committed to ironing out gender differences than my college lecturers. From the day they arrived, they played mainly in single-sex groups, and the boys’ wild, rumbustious, risky games were very different from the girls’ more careful, contained, socially aware activities. So I demurred. Maybe there were more things in heaven and earth than were dreamt of by the gender theorists.


Thirty years on, I know there are. No one back then could have begun to imagine children’s lifestyles in early 21st century Britain, nor the consequences of giving them ‘free choice’ in a consumer economy. Visit any large toy store and you’ll find it overflowing with expensive, sophisticated toys for children – even though, according to educational psychologists, most of them could stunt children’s long-term development.


You’ll also notice that the products on sale are colour-coded, in order to appeal to two different types of infant consumer. Half of them shine in blue, black and silver packaging. The other half are pink.


The plague of pink




Gender stereotyping has once again become a hot topic among the chattering classes.





Over the last few years, the question of gender stereotyping has once again become a hot topic among the chattering classes. It went out of fashion in the mid-1990s, when the ‘gender wars’ seemed to fizzle to a close. The vast majority of women had by then joined men in the workplace. There was a common curriculum for girls and boys in school, and examining boards were no longer advantaging male over female students. Legislation was supposed to ensure equal opportunities and freedom from sexual harassment at work. To most people, it no longer seemed necessary to shield little girls from pictures of fluffy bunnies or to give them toy trucks so they’d feel free to be engineers when they grew up.


After earlier attempts to change children’s play by parents who’d learned that gender is a social construct, we’d all discovered that little girls tend to wrap toy trucks in blankets and cuddle and coo at them. And little boys make guns out of Lego. It had become widely accepted that evolutionary influences incline female children towards nurturing play and males towards ‘play fighting’. And since letting little girls express their caring side hadn’t stopped women achieving equality, why not just let the kids get on with it?


But kids don’t just get on and play any more. In a competitive consumer culture, they expect to have something to play with – something bought from the shops. In the latter part of the 20th century, major corporations identified children as a lucrative market with access to lots of parental ‘guilt money’. Armed with the evolutionary gender theories, their marketing departments homed in on infant consumers.


The job of the marketing industry is to find out what customers want, and sell it to them. If little girls want flowers, fairy dust and fluff, marketers are delighted to develop endless products to satisfy their cravings. And if one particular colour appeals, they’ll happily spray everything that colour. So when girls said they liked their products pink, that’s precisely the colour the market made them. Globally.


Children’s biological development helps this process along. Most start taking an interest in their gender between the ages of two and three, around the time they start at pre-school.* This is also when another deep human instinct kicks in – the instinct for inclusion in the peer group. It’s a very sensible instinct because, back in our Stone Age past, if we weren’t accepted by the tribe we were dead. Suddenly little girls feel a compelling urge to belong to the tribe of other small females in the playground. Given the widespread colour-coding of products, an important symbol of inclusion in recent years has been pinkness.


The combination of peer pressure and market forces is a powerful one, and so the pinking process gathered strength over the years. Girls responded to the market, and the market responded to the girls. Eventually, almost everything aimed at young female consumers – toys, clothing, soft furnishings, accessories, books, bikes, laptops – became comprehensively pinkified.




Almost everything aimed at young female consumers became comprehensively pinkified.





About three years ago, some mothers began to worry whether this ‘pink plague’ could affect girls’ self-image and aspirations. There was a spate of articles in the press by women (including a couple by me) about the pinkification of little girls’ lives and its gender-stereotypical implications. A couple of mums set up a pressure group, www.pinkstinks.org.uk, to challenge the ‘pink signposting’ that pushes girls down particular aisles in toyshops, ‘usually towards beauty tables, princess dresses and toys “pinked up” and “dumbed down” for girls.’


Girls on top


For many commentators (male, in particular), the mothers’ concern was baffling. Why in the world were they fussing about a bit of pink? There was no evidence of girls being dumbed down. In fact, they were now markedly outperforming boys in 21st century Britain. It’s the boys whom educationists are worried about.


As one of those educationists, I can confirm this. Thirty years of paying attention to girls’ achievement has paid off. They now get off to a much better start than boys in school, and maintain their lead throughout the school system. They suffer from far fewer special educational needs. They’ve more chance than boys of getting into university, and once there they’re more likely to graduate: around 50 per cent of women are expected to have a degree by the time they’re 30, but only 40 per cent of men. Indeed, many previously male-dominated professions are starting to turn female. There are more women qualified as secondary teachers, doctors and veterinary surgeons than men, and women are even making serious inroads into that traditional bastion of male domination, the law. In 2011, the average earnings of young women in their twenties were, for the first time, higher than those of men.


You can see why those male commentators felt indignant. On the surface, it seems that 21st century life suits girls better than boys. In an uptight, upfront, urban society, their sociability, emotional intelligence and language skills put them at a definite advantage. By the time they reach their teens, statistics suggest that girls are only half as likely to suffer from emotional, behavioural or mental health problems as boys. Once they start work, the female tendency to be careful and conscientious is welcome in a culture where accountability procedures and meticulous record keeping count for a lot.


But that’s where the advantage ends. As time goes on, most women don’t fulfil their early promise. Men still dominate the upper echelons of almost every business and profession, as well as the political corridors of power. The famous ‘glass ceiling’ is still in place. Men’s average earnings are still, on the whole, around 23 per cent higher than women’s, partly because many of the careers popular with women – such as the ‘caring professions’ – are not well paid, and many women work part-time.




Men still dominate the upper echelons of almost every business and profession.





There are also significant problems for working mothers, who often struggle to combine the demands of a highly competitive workplace with a lack of good, affordable childcare. Indeed, surveys over the first decade of the new millennium showed the majority of working mums would rather be at home – they were exhausted, stressed, disillusioned and worried about the mother-shaped gap in their children’s lives.


However, women who stay at home aren’t all that happy either. Many full-time mothers feel they’re considered socially inferior to their working sisters. Those who’ve taken a career break for childcare fear it condemns them to a future on the lower rungs of the promotion ladder. And then there are the single mothers, many of them raising children in gruelling conditions, who’ve acquired an appalling public image (‘state scroungers’) that’s usually far from the truth.


I believe the feminist revival of interest in gender stereotyping – summed up by the ubiquitous pink – is symptomatic of a deeper disquiet about the results of the gender wars. Despite all the equal rights legislation and girls’ brilliant performance at school, sexual equality still seems beyond our reach. Women may get off to a good start, but the workplace is still a man’s world – probably because men don’t have babies.


From pink to precocity


The more I’ve learned about child development, the deeper my own disquiet about what’s happening to girls – commercially driven gender stereotyping is just one way in which 21st century culture is undermining the sexual equality project. However, since many of today’s parents seem unimpressed by old-fashioned feminist rhetoric, at my Toxic Childhood talks I explain instead why it’s important not to give in to ‘pester power’. The mums and dads I meet – from every socio-economic background – feel increasingly helpless in the face of commercial forces. They may have no desire to buy into a market-driven craze like pinkness, but such is the power of playground peer pressure and daughterly wheedling that most find it impossible to resist.


At around the same time that journalists were fulminating about the pink plague, another phrase was beginning to circulate in the media: ‘the sexualisation of children’. This really did hit a nerve with the parents of girls, and we’ve since had two official government reports on the subject. I discovered that it also rallied the attention of my audiences in ways that feminist slogans didn’t.




The thought that she might be excluded from the group seems much worse in the long run than a bit of pink.





So I could use my homilies about pester power to show how market pressures were driving both gender stereotypes and premature sexualisation. After all, if a girl doesn’t conform to the commercial colour code, she’ll be the odd one out in the playground. No loving parent wants their child to feel deprived, and they certainly don’t want to risk her losing friends because she’s ‘different’. The thought that she might be excluded from the group seems much worse in the long run than a bit of pink … so most of them give in.


Since babies don’t come along with a crystal ball, parents don’t know that, once exposed to the market, their daughter will soon be asking for a Bratz doll – a sexy little moppet that makes Barbie look positively straitlaced – or some similar ghastly toy. She’ll explain that everyone has them, and her life will be a misery if she isn’t part of the in-group.


Mum and dad might feel misgivings again, but the same fear of social exclusion will override them. After all, it’s only a doll – surely not the first step on the road to teenage promiscuity? But then it’ll be something else – maybe she’ll want a bikini for the beach, even though it’s nonsense for a six-year-old child to sport a bikini top. But all the other girls seem to have them… And before you can say ‘objectification’, it’s lip gloss, mascara and a rather sexy top…


Again, the sexualisation of children springs from an unholy alliance of biological and market forces. As part of the natural course of development, young human beings are driven to copy their elders – we see them do it all the time in their play. They particularly aspire to copy slightly older members of their sex whom they admire. Naturally, the market has responded to these aspirations, with a strategy known as KAGOY (Kids Are Getting Older Younger).


A few decades ago, marketers spotted that stuff targeted at older teenage girls – sexy fashions, make-up and magazines – were in great demand among younger teens. So of course they provided it. Once the stuff became normalised in that age group, the demand came from even younger teens. Again the market obliged. This normalisation process travelled down the food chain until items once sold only to adult women (such as high-heeled shoes and make-up) are now available in sizes and packaging aimed at girls of almost any age. To add to the problem, in an adult-oriented, screen-saturated world, little girls constantly absorb messages about the importance of being physically attractive, ‘hot’, sassy and sexy.


From the marketers’ point of view, it’s all a matter of parental choice. If mum and dad are happy to buy sexy products for their preteenage children, the market would be mad not to provide them. So mum and dad are left to battle it out against global corporations, armed with multimillion-dollar budgets and a battery of sophisticated psychological selling strategies. Since commercially fuelled peer pressure is now such a powerful force, even if the product is totally unsuitable, some parents inevitably succumb and their daughters’ trophies keep playground aspiration on the boil. As long as there’s peer pressure, pester power and guilt money, the combined forces of nature and market greed will ensure the KAGOY strategy keeps rolling along.


Choice and confusion


In comparison with these anxiety-inducing developments, Mrs Lavery’s flowers, fairies and fluffy bunnies seem pretty tame. But I think my dilemma in the cloakroom was the same as that confronting today’s concerned parents. They’re both about how far caring adults should take responsibility for children’s long-term welfare, as opposed to responding to their short-term desires.


In my case, I had reason to fear that the stereotypical pictures alongside the coat pegs might, in the long run, somehow disempower our girls. But I wasn’t very sure of my ground, and I didn’t want to interfere with the infant class’s short-term right to choose, so I opted for the line of least resistance.


Parents fretting about Bratz dolls or their daughter’s desire to plaster herself in make-up at the age of ten go through a similar process: ‘Maybe it could be bad for her, but she really wants it, and everyone else has it so… I’ll just go with the flow.’ They understand the social factors driving their child’s behaviour only too well, because the same deep need to keep up with the Joneses also drives many of their own purchases. (And anyway, surely a little bit of lip gloss can’t do any harm…)


Some parents are spared the dilemma, because they themselves defer to a higher authority; adults with deep religious beliefs wouldn’t dream of allowing their daughters to dress in a sexualised way. Others have strong views on the subject based on political or environmental allegiances (or perhaps because they’ve mugged up on child development). Their strong views give them the strength to resist the culture, even at the risk of possible social consequences for their daughter in the short term. But most parents simply don’t have a strong enough reason to fight the system.


Child-rearing is all about deciding what’s best for one’s offspring and, where necessary, exercising parental authority. But after the tumultuous social changes of the last few decades, how are parents to decide what’s best, and from where do they get their authority? Very few people are sure of their ground in terms of child-rearing these days. And as for bringing up girls, we adults have just lived through a sexual revolution that’s changed the way our entire world works, and we’re still trying to work out what the heck the new rules are.


When you stop to think about it, the change in the role of women in society has been little short of seismic – in fact, it may be the most significant social change in the history of our species. Most of us are still grappling personally with the consequences. We don’t talk about it much, but it’s affected all our relationships, our self-images (male and female) and our collective confidence.


The perfect storm


It doesn’t help that the sexual revolution coincided with two other massively significant social phenomena – the relentless rise of competitive consumerism, and increasingly rapid cultural change, driven by digital technology. Both these movements underwent a huge gearshift about 30 years ago. As capitalism proved the most powerful political force on the planet, free-market consumerism went global. And as advances in computer science came ever thicker and faster, new high-tech gadgets appeared in the shops every day, changing the lifestyle of the average consumer at the giddiest of paces.


[image: image]


Modern men and women found themselves in the middle of a ‘perfect storm’: three powerful ‘fronts’ all hitting at the same time. It’s been like living in one of those old-fashioned snow globes, where you shake up and chaos ensues. But, in this case, after 30 years, we’re still waiting for the storm to settle.


Indeed, it’s a tribute to the human spirit that, despite the personal and social effects of that storm, we’re still here, battling bravely on and most of the time coping reasonably well. Homo sapiens is a remarkably adaptable species. But the experience has given the human spirit a battering too. It’s made us much more materialistic.


As we (men and women) tried to work out our new roles in the new world order of sexual equality, our decisions were influenced at every turn by consumerism and technology. The market devised endless products (fashions, gadgets, leisure activities) to help us to establish our new identities. And the rapidly proliferating visual media showed us ways to look and act, then reflected our choices back at us.


We soon realised that, even if confused inside, it’s possible to look absolutely fine on the outside. The visual media demonstrated how products can define identity; they teemed with images of successful new men and women, attractively dressed, carefully coiffed, driving smart cars, eating exotic food and living in swish designer houses. So we concentrated on earning enough money to pay for the perfect lifestyle, clinging to the belief that this would make everything come right in the end.


When you’re constantly adjusting to new circumstances, there’s no time to notice the unintended consequences of change, especially if you’re not really sure what you’re doing. So it’s not surprising it’s taken so long to recognise that the perfect storm has had a damaging effect on the way we raise our children. As family life turned into family lifestyle, long-established elements of a ‘good childhood’ disappeared. Instead, the mother-shaped gap in children’s lives filled with consumer goods, including technological gadgetry … and the inevitable screens.


Little girls are influenced by glamorous images of female-kind. They’ve grown up in a world where women, despite (or possibly, because of) sexual equality, are ‘objectified’ as never before. The images of female perfection that they see around them every day are objectifications of a dream. Screen-based culture continually tells them that image (PR and packaging) is of vital importance. Marketers convey the constant message that ‘stuff’ – products, goods in shops, objects – is what really matters. So they absorb all these messages, and pass them around the playground among their friends.




When you live in a material world, it makes you a material girl.





When you live in a material world, it makes you a material girl.


***


The perfect storm isn’t going to blow over any time soon. Human culture will continue to advance at an increasingly crazy speed, and we human beings will have to carry on adapting to it. It’s anyone’s guess where our current materialistic value system will take us (politically, economically, environmentally…), but the straws currently blowing about in the wind suggest that life in Western democracies will become more, rather than less, challenging. So it doesn’t seem particularly sensible to encourage another generation of girls to rely on products, PR and packaging to solve the problems they encounter.


I think the best way for parents to weather the storm is to remember the power of the human spirit – the inborn commitment to life that’s so far brought our species through both good times and bad – and to try to nurture their daughters’ inner strengths, rather than being constantly distracted by outward appearances. This means considering what actually makes human beings ‘happy and successful’.


It’s a pleasure to report that, in this respect, psychologists and neuroscientists now confirm what wise men and women have claimed through the ages:










	•

	well-being is more important to psychological health than material excess.






	•

	much of our potential for well-being (‘happiness’) and getting the most out of life (‘success’) is shaped during childhood.







So giving your daughter a happy life is ultimately more productive than buying her a lifestyle.


We’ve reached a stage in cultural evolution at which women (at least in Western democracies) are supposedly as free as men to make their own choices about the pursuit of happiness and success. But since their experiences as children affect the way they make those choices, we need to know whether female psychology differs in any significant way from the male variety – are girls born to pursue happiness and success differently from boys?




Are girls are born to pursue happiness and success differently from boys?





* Actually, they’re technically aware of it from babyhood, but not able to make much sense of the gender differences until they can talk.




CHAPTER 2


STONE AGE GIRLS
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It’s a year or so after the cloakroom fluffy bunny incident in my tiny village school. I’m doing a project about the Stone Age with the top class of nine- to twelve-year-olds. These are the halcyon days before health and safety regulations, so I can take children out into the real world without filling in reams of risk assessment forms. We’ve planned several weeks of afternoons on location in the local hills, pretending to be a Neolithic tribe founding a new settlement.


So here we are on a sunny Scottish hillside, and I start by asking them to build a temporary shelter, then we’ll suss out the terrain. They immediately divide into gender groups. The boys work together, with lots of shouting, arguing and jostling for position. But they soon dig out a shelter in the brushwood, and start firming it up with branches and stones. The girls watch them for a while, offering occasional spirited advice, then go off in groups of two or three, to collect sticks, leaves, moss and other useful-looking soft furnishings.


Once the shelter’s more or less finished, the boys lose interest. This is when the girls move in, tidying up the homestead and making it cosy. They notice that it’s not very waterproof, so some collect leafy branches to weave into the roof. The others make seats, beds and a table. Meanwhile a couple of boys find a hollow log and start trying to turn it into a canoe. The others are noisily fashioning weapons from sticks and stones.


While I’m discussing hunting techniques with the boys (and restraining them from setting off immediately into the surrounding countryside in pursuit of quarry), the girls complete their nest and sit in it, chatting happily and making daisy chains to hang around the door. I worry about the gender stereotyping and rail at them about doing something more proactive. They look at me askance: ‘We’re discussing the terrain, like you said. There’s no water round here, you know.’





Genes and gender


That was the day that I began to wonder whether gender is merely a social construct – perhaps something rather deeper than sexual stereotyping lay behind the way those boys and girls behaved? I hadn’t expected such a dramatic division of labour on our Stone Age hillside, but it certainly mirrored the sorts of activity I’d watched in the playground.




I began to wonder whether gender is merely a social construct.





It also mirrors the theories of 21st century evolutionary psychologists. They argue that the differences in behaviour between today’s men and women link to their roles in our remote past, roles that arose from the biological drive to perpetuate the species. Since human babies are born in a highly vulnerable state and are not properly capable of fending for themselves for at least a decade, our ancestors divided up child-rearing duties along biologically determined lines.


Stone Age males – like other males across the animal kingdom – were competitive creatures, keen to beat off the opposition and mate with the most fecund females in order to pass on their genes. After their extremely brief contribution to the reproductive process, their paternal role was to protect and provide for their women and children. This involved staking and defending territory, making and using weapons and tools, finding their way around the hunting grounds, taking risks, and working as a team to develop successful strategies. Because of men’s natural competitiveness and desire for dominance, the pecking order within hunting or war parties had to be clearly established.


The Stone Age females’ commitment to reproduction was, of course, much greater and occupied most of their adult lives. They had to bear, suckle and socialise their offspring, maintain the commitment of their male protectors, and rub along with other mothers back at camp while the men were away. So females had to be good at nurturing and socialising, both of which involve more upfront, intimate relationships than the strategy-based social dynamics of a hunting or war party.


Evolutionary psychologists like Steven Pinker claim that, with countless millennia of evolutionary adaptation to these roles, today’s men and women are genetically programmed for different types of behaviour. Data from educational and psychological research, criminal justice records, social surveys, psychometric testing, and so on, seem to support their case.


On the whole, modern males are still much more inclined to aggressive, competitive and risky behaviour than women. They’re often more interested in things, and how they work, than in people, and have better visuospatial skills (such as imagining how three-dimensional objects look when they’re rotated in space). At work, the pecking order matters a lot – they’re motivated to achieve by recognition of their status within the organisation, especially job titles and pay differentials.




While women in today’s workforce share men’s concern for status, they don’t seem so driven by the competitive instinct.





Women are usually less reckless than men, more interested in people than mechanisms, often more likely to be fulfilled in ‘caring’ roles, and inclined to chattier, more intimate friendships. While women in today’s workforce share men’s concern for status, they don’t seem so driven by the competitive instinct – they tend to give equal importance to material rewards and the quality of their relationships.


Male and female brains


So far, so neatly explanatory. But does this mean there are differences in the way male and female brains have developed through the millennia that influence how men and women actually think? Some scientists believe there are, and one of the most influential in recent years is Simon Baron-Cohen, professor of developmental psychopathology at the University of Cambridge. In his book, The Essential Difference: Men, Women and the Extreme Male Brain, he describes two broad strands of thought that have underpinned human behaviour through the ages.


[image: image]


He calls them ‘systemising’ (S-type) and ‘empathising’ (E-type) thought. Systemising thought arises from the need to understand and control our environment. It’s led us to form rule-based systems about how to make and build things, as well as systems of abstract ideas such as mathematics or the law. Empathising is about social intelligence – the capacity to tune in to other people’s feelings, work out what’s going on in their minds, connect, communicate, establish relationships and get along together.


The two ways of thinking aren’t mutually exclusive – indeed, all human beings (male and female) need to be able to do both, as they’re both necessary for survival. So we’re all born equipped to systemise and empathise. But Baron-Cohen argues that males (with their long-term interest in tools, weapons, strategy and structures) have been primed by evolution to be more interested in objects and systems, while females (with their biological commitment to nurture and personal relationships) have majored in empathising and people.


He’s conducted wide-scale surveys of men and women, and found that men score slightly higher than women on S-type tasks, while women score slightly higher than men in E-type skills. To check whether these differences were just the result of social influences, he studied children in their first week of life, before they could possibly have been introduced to traditional gender roles.




Baby girls preferred to gaze at Jennifer, while the baby boys looked more at the alien.





His team at Cambridge placed images on either side of newborn babies’ cots, and counted the times they turned their eyes to look at them. The choice was between a friendly human face – Jennifer – and a mobile, on which Jennifer’s features had been rearranged to look like a machine (‘the alien’). On the whole, baby girls preferred to gaze at Jennifer, while the baby boys looked more at the alien.


Humans and machines


Baron-Cohen’s suggestion that the male brain might be slightly more inclined towards systemised thought helped spark a furore in scholarly circles. Some academics (mostly male) claimed it explained why, despite several decades of equal opportunity, men still tend to dominate the upper echelons of academia, especially in the sciences. Others (mostly female) railed against such ‘genetic determinism’, maintaining it’s a mixture of stereotyping and prejudice that stops brilliant women from rising to the top.


The evidence of significant structural differences between male and female brains at birth is still skimpy, although hormonal influences before birth clearly affect development (see Chapter 3). However, if the male brain should ever turn out to be slightly better adapted to scientific thought, the effects are really only likely to be noticeable at genius level. In the overwhelming majority of the population, intellectual ability appears to be evenly spread – once women were given access to education, they proved themselves just as capable of S-type thought as men.


But the reactions to Baron-Cohen’s work are fascinating for another reason. Despite fierce squabbles about who has the S-type edge, neither male nor female scientists have appeared remotely impressed by women’s apparent superiority on the empathising front. There seems to be an automatic assumption that S-type thought is somehow ‘better’ or ‘more important’ than the E-type variety.


There’s certainly no denying that our species’ talent for systemising has been significant in terms of human progress. Tools and technologies, models and machines, and civic structures and scientific knowledge are all based on S-type principles. Indeed, we value our talent for systemising so highly that we’ve designed entire education systems to develop it. When I interviewed Professor Baron-Cohen at Cambridge in 2008, he’d recently surveyed the subjects taught in the university and confided that ‘with the possible exception of English Literature’, they were entirely concerned with S-type thought.


The contribution of E-type thought to human progress is far less obvious but just as significant. If our species couldn’t ‘read each other’s minds’ and understand each other’s feelings, those systems would never have got off the ground. One of Homo sapiens’ greatest strengths is that we’re extremely social animals, able to live and work together, sharing our S-type understanding and co-operating over complex projects. Empathy underpins the love, kindness, care and trust on which we build our personal relationships, families and communities. It’s at the very root of our humanity, and without it the systems we devise can easily become dehumanised – cold, heartless and mechanical.


In fact, there’s every reason for 21st century men and women to focus their attention on E- rather than S-type thought processes. In the middle of the last century, humankind’s cumulative S-type brilliance led to the creation of the ultimate systemising machines: computers. These machines are now far outstripping human beings in S-type potential. If we’re to use this rapidly developing technology wisely, for the good of the species, we urgently need to recalibrate the S/E balance that raised us to our present dizzy heights. We have to remember what makes us human.




Machines are now far outstripping human beings in S-type potential.





A man-made world


So why should highly educated men and women fret about minuscule differences in their capacity for S-type thought, while apparently ignoring the E-type? Apart from the fact that they’re all talented S-typers themselves (and understandably attached to their own thought patterns), I suspect they’re unconsciously influenced by another essentially ‘male’ personality trait, one that’s directed the development of human culture since the Stone Age.


Aggressive, competitive men are, of course, all very keen to be top dog. So success in a man-made culture is all about power, measured in status and material wealth. That’s why the social systems men have created are hierarchies. When there’s lots of testosterone swilling around, it helps to have everyone slotted into a neat social pyramid, so that power struggles can be localised around particular rankings. But hierarchical systems also cater to the competitive instinct because individuals can improve their status by clambering up the ranks.


For anyone who wants to move upwards in such a system, empathy isn’t helpful. Indeed, it’s a positive disadvantage. What you need is sound, strategic S-type thinking, and a ruthless streak. So, through the ages, a talent for E-type thought has held little appeal for men (or women) whose aim is to climb the greasy pole in pursuit of life’s glittering prizes – and, once at the top, to hold on to their elevated position.


On the whole, it’s been left to the people in the lower ranks of social hierarchies to keep empathy bubbling through human society. These low-ranking ‘losers’ have usually been too busy keeping body and soul together to dream of rank or wealth, but their poverty and vulnerability gave them good reason to value collaboration. Presumably that’s why one of the world’s great E-type thinkers (who summed up his philosophy as ‘loving your neighbour as yourself’) promised a ‘heavenly’ payback rather than a worldly one.


The long-term result is that empathy has no appeal whatsoever to anyone in thrall to the pursuit of power. It’s low-status stuff, associated with soft-heartedness, dependence on the goodwill of others, intangible ‘heavenly rewards’ and poor prospects in terms of worldly success. It’s not likely to cut much ice with hard-nosed scientists in elitist institutions – especially women scientists, anxious to prove themselves after only a century or so of female access to higher education. No wonder they’re unimpressed by Baron-Cohen’s claim that their sex has the edge in it.
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