





























Praise for Same Difference



“My congratulations to Barnett and Rivers for another first-class job of exploring the gender myths affecting our society. They take no prisoners, nor should they, in their cutting analysis, based on solid research and totally accessible writing.”


—Marvin Kalb, senior fellow of Shorenstein Center on Press, 
Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University


“Instead of pitting nature against nurture, Barnett and Rivers present an optimistic and accurate picture of humanity that shows how men and women develop a fuller range of ‘natural’ life options, including nurturing fathers and women as political leaders.”


—Diane F. Halpern, former President of the American


Psychological Association, Professor of Psychology, Claremont McKenna


College, and Director of the Berger Institute for Work, Family, and Children


“The message of Same Difference is compelling: For too long, society has stuffed men and women into ill-fitting stereotypes, and now the tight garments are pinching. This engaging and illuminating book is liberating in the best and healthiest sense—that is, freeing individuals to be themselves.”


—Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Harvard Business School,


author of Confidence: How Winning Streaks and Losing Streaks Begin and End


“A wonderfully provocative book that challenges, one by one, the most popular myths of gender difference, using a combination of compelling science and wise insight. Because it is easier to ‘sell’ the notion that a wide gulf exists between men and women, books and articles proclaiming gender differences receive cover story attention. I strongly hope that this book receives comparable attention and is widely read—because it will clearly help improve relationships between men and women, boys and girls.”


—Ellen Galinsky, President, Families and Work Institute; 


author, Ask the Children


“Same Difference, then, serves a practical purpose of helping families reconcile their non-traditional balance between work and home against long-held beliefs, including that men are prehistorically predisposed to be providers and that women lack the hard wiring to do math . . . it is a provocative examination of embedded stereotypes that the authors contend limit the potential of both men and women.”


— Milwaukee Journal Sentinel




“So, in the name of freedom, I encourge you to sit that insensitive, workaholic boyfriend of yours down in front of a football game and take your maternal, co-dependent self to the bookstore to pick up this fabulous gem.”


—Bust
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Preface


In the time since the hardcover edition of this book was published, a series of high-profile events made clear that the issue of gender differences is far from a dry academic subject.


Harvard President Lawrence Summers made comments at an academic conference in 2005 that caused an international uproar. He said that perhaps it was women’s innate deficiencies in math and science— not discrimination or the long hours of academic life—that accounted for the dearth of women in top positions in these fields. One world-renowned female scientist who was present, Nancy Hopkins of M.I.T., got up and walked out. The presidents of three elite universities wrote an op-ed in the Boston Globe, chastising the Harvard president. “Speculation that ‘innate differences’ may be a significant cause of under-representation by women in science and engineering may rejuvenate old myths and reinforce negative stereotypes and biases,” wrote the authors, Susan Hockfield of M.I.T., a neuroscientist; Shirley M. Tilghman of Princeton, a molecular geneticist; and John L. Hennessy of Stanford, a computer scientist. (On the other side, his defenders accused his critics of political correctness and of being enemies of academic freedom.)


At the conference, Summers called for new research on gender differences in math and science, seeming to believe that little had been done in this area. Some ill-informed members of the media fell prey to the same mistake. The Washington Post’s Sally Quinn wrote, “Why don’t female mathematicians and scientists, particularly at Harvard, get together and research the issue until they have definitive answers instead of reaching for the smelling salts.”


Despite Quinn’s Victorian rhetoric, a phone call from president Summers to one of his faculty members could have saved him much grief.

 Over the past two decades many large and well-designed studies had found again and again that the differences in math ability between men and women were trivial. (See our chapter “Do The Math” for a full discussion of these studies.)


Summers apologized for his error and proposed new initiatives for women in science. But what will people remember—the fact that good research debunked his statement (as he admitted) or the fact that the president of Harvard said women might not be naturally good at math?


It wasn’t only in mathematics that debates over gender differences surfaced. In a fractious squabble over why there weren’t more women writers on the op-ed pages of America’s newspapers, some people suggested that women’s brain structures were the problem. This issue erupted in controversy when law professor and Fox News commentator Susan Estrich offered her syndicated column to Michael Kinsley, editorial page editor of the Los Angeles Times. Things got nasty after the column was rejected and Estrich pointed out the paucity of op-eds written by women during Kinsley’s tenure. (She suggested his judgment might have been affected by his Parkinson’s disease and later apologized for that remark.) Critics used the incident to point out the glaring lack of women among media opinion makers: in a two-month study, they noted 19.9 percent of op-eds at the Los Angeles Times were by women. The Washington Post clocked in at 10.4 percent, and the New York Times at 16.9 percent.


Too often, with brain research, sweeping assertions are made on what one researcher calls “a thimbleful of evidence.” Research “findings” about the human brain appear and are debunked faster than hemlines go up and down.


A Washington Post article ventured the idea that women’s brains made them too cautious to express strong opinions. “Women, being tuned in to the more cautious (and more creative) right brain,” said the Post story, “are more reluctant to do something unless they’re sure they’re going to get it right.”


Here’s an alternate theory about why women don’t write as many opinion pieces as men. New research finds that in social arenas that are generally thought to be male-dominated, women are seen as either competent and unlikable, or not competent and likeable. In other words, a woman with strong opinions is far more likely to be disliked than a man. Other research shows that women suffer more negative consequences when they appear to fail than men do. No wonder women are more careful than men—the stakes are higher. The fracas over op-eds illustrates the ways in which generalizations about women’s brains are being used to avoid the whole subject of discrimination. Switching the topic to brain structures or hormones usually means taking the focus away from the real reasons that women are often absent from the top levels in many fields. It is being said today that women can’t achieve because they aren’t risk takers, and their brains are wired for empathy, not achievement. Research demonstrates this is not so, but it’s fast becoming the new backlash. (See our chapter “Leading Questions” about this issue.)


However, the media announced in 2005 that even if all these ideas about faulty brain structures and hormones are wrong, and women do  have the ability and drive for leadership, there’s a catch. If they do achieve, they will be miserable. No man will want them. Citing two studies that drew headlines like Glass Ceilings at Altar as Well as Boardroom and Men Just Want Mommy, New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd asked in 2005 whether the feminist movement was “some sort of cruel hoax.” She wrote “The more women achieve, the less desirable they are.”


True? No. One study, by psychologists Stephanie Brown of the University of Michigan and Brian Lewis of UCLA, was seriously flawed. It was done on a small sample (120 male and 208 female undergraduates, mainly freshman.) The males rated the desirability of a fictitious female, who was described as either their immediate supervisor, a peer, or an assistant, as a dating or marriage partner. Surprise, surprise! The freshman males preferred the subordinate over the peer and the supervisor when it came to dating and mating. But was the study a barometer of adult male preferences—or of teenage boys’ ambivalence about strong women? Clearly the latter, given the facts about what adult men actually desire. Men do not reject achieving women—quite the opposite. Sociologist Valerie Oppenheimer of UC Berkeley reports that today men are choosing as mates women who have completed their education. The more education a woman has, the more marriageable she is. And Heather Boushey of the Center for Economic Policy Research found that women between the ages of 28 and 35 who work full time and earn more than $55,000 per year, or have a graduate or professional degree, are just as likely to be successfully married as other working women.


The second study, cited by Dowd and picked up by the Atlantic Monthly under the headline “Too Smart to Marry?” found that for every 15-point increase in IQ score above the average, women’s likelihood of marriage fell by almost 60 percent.


Alarming news for bright women, right? Well, not exactly. The news stories about this study failed to mention that the women in the study are now in their eighties, having been born in 1921. In that era, smart women may have found the constraints of traditional marriage impossible, and since the “ideal” woman of the time was passive, timid, and not given to strong opinions, men may not have found smart women proper marriage candidates. But, despite the media hype, the study tells us nothing about the behavior of today’s young men and women.


Still, the “women haven’t got the right stuff” narrative is rapidly becoming the conventional wisdom. Unfortunately, women rarely hear the facts about their abilities and their natural inclinations—the drumbeat of bad news and scare stories creates too much of a din. If women believe that they can’t really achieve—or that they will suffer if they do—the bright potential of many lives will be forever dimmed.


However, there has been some good news lately. More stereotypes about sex differences are giving way to the insights of technologically sophisticated scientific study. In March 2005 a large international group of 282 scientists (molecular biologists, geneticists, and other specialists) at twenty-one institutions in six countries reported in Nature the results of extensive study of the genetic structure of the X chromosome. If a fetus has two X chromosomes it develops into a female; if it has one X and one Y, it develops into a male. At a genetic level, the difference between the sexes boils down to the presence or absence of a second X or a Y chromosome!


The new findings that grabbed headlines across the globe showed that old thinking about the X chromosome had to be shelved. It had been thought that only the genes on one of the two X chromosomes every female carries were in fact active; the other was thought to be “turned off.” Now, it appears that about 15 percent of the genes on the second copy, the supposedly inactive chromosome, are still busily at work. And, about 10 percent of the genes on the “active” chromosome are in fact inactive. What does this mean? Simply, the combination of genes that are active or inactive on both copies of the X chromosome is very large, leading to far more differences among females than was thought before. In contrast, differences among men are far less dramatic, at least at the genetic level.


These findings contradict the idea that women are stamped out as if by cookie cutters, so that they talk, think, relate, communicate and lead in exactly the same way—as the media would have us believe.


What will tomorrow’s scientific breakthroughs reveal? Of course, no one knows. However, it does seem true that previously accepted generalizations about men and women are being dismantled at an astonishing rate. Overall, the most recent developments point to just the trends we describe in this book, namely that the differences among women and among men dwarf the differences between the sexes.























1
The Seduction of Difference


NEARLY TEN YEARS AGO we wrote a book called She Works/He Works.1 Drawing on a four-year, million-dollar study of 300 working couples, we examined how the new “working” family—in which both parents were employed—was faring. Currently between 60 and 70 percent of families consist of two working parents and their children, and so it’s hard to remember that until recently, this was not the norm. Only thirty-odd years ago, most families consisted of one full-time working parent, the male, and one stay-at-home parent, the female. It was not until 1980, when the U.S. Census Bureau no longer automatically assumed the male to be the head of the household, that the nation put the old Leave It to Beaver family to rest.2 Nowadays most women, including mothers of young children, are part of the paid labor force from their twenties until retirement. This revolution in women’s lives, and in the life of the family, is taken for granted today.


Our study, as well as studies done by others, showed that many fears arising from the entry of mothers into the workforce—regarding children’s psychological well-being, women’s ability to juggle multiple roles, and men’s willingness to accept those new roles—were groundless: people are doing well in the new family structure.3 Most children of working mothers don’t exhibit attachment problems or cognitive deficits. Many studies show no meaningful differences between the children of mothers at work and mothers at home.4 Most working mothers do not turn into emotional wrecks as they perform the family juggling act (in fact, working mothers consistently exhibit fewer emotional problems than stay-at-home mothers), and most men seem to accept the changing power structure at work and on the home front. Clearly something about this new, busy lifestyle confers a major health benefit.


The good news we imparted in She Works/He Works was warmly welcomed; the book was widely read and reviewed, and in 1997 it was awarded the prestigious Books for a Better Life Award.


End of story? Not quite. One group of people in our study troubled us. They were having major problems in their marriages, experiencing severe stress at work and at home. What characterized this “out-of-synch” group was that their beliefs and attitudes deeply contradicted the lives they were living. Even though all the couples were actually performing dual roles, the people in this group didn’t believe men and women could—or should—be equally competent at both. In their minds, women were more effective in the home sphere because they were naturally more domestic and more nurturing and simply enjoyed that arena more. Men, they believed, were by nature more aggressive and less nurturing, and thus better suited to the competitive world of work than the “touchy-feely” domestic sphere. Because both the men and the women in this group believed they weren’t suited to both roles, they couldn’t enjoy their dual roles or feel competent performing them. The women were angry that they had to work when they felt their true job was making a home for their families. The men weren’t able to take pleasure in caring for their kids because they feared they lacked the natural instinct for it. As a result, the couples—especially the men—felt tremendous stress and often took it out on each other.


We were surprised to discover this group of unhappy couples within our larger study. As veterans of the 1970s women’s movement, we had helped broaden opportunities for women, and in the years since then we had witnessed a remarkable transformation in men’s and women’s attitudes and roles. When RB was getting her advanced degree in psychology in 1964, few women were principal investigators on major grants, held academic chairs, or were sought out as national experts on the science of human behavior. And when CR was studying journalism, there were no female editors or managing editors of major newspapers, no female reporters on network television, few women on the “hard news” beats that led to top jobs. But by 1996, when we published our study of dual earners, all this had changed, as demonstrated by the overwhelmingly positive results of our research. Like us, most people had come to believe that men and women, if not interchangeable, were more alike than different in what they could and in fact did do. The prevailing wisdom was that both sexes would benefit and be happier when there was greater equality at work and at home.


So how to explain our out-of-synch couples? We sympathized with them but assumed that they were simply a holdover from an earlier era and that the traditional ideas they held—beliefs that caused them discord and distress—would soon be a thing of the past.


If we had been right, you would not be reading this book. Out-of-synch couples—faced with overwhelming evidence that women and men could take on the same tasks in the same way and do them equally well—would have faded into history. But, as it turns out, we were dead wrong.


Fast-forward eight years. A best-selling book is published in 2002 by a leading Harvard academic. In The Blank Slate psychologist Steven Pinker declares that men and women are by nature suited to different roles. Men are inherently “risk-taking achievers who can willingly endure discomfort in pursuit of success,” while “women are more likely to choose administrative support jobs that offer low pay in air conditioned offices.”


The Blank Slate was the latest in a barrage of backlash books that included Michael Gurian’s The Wonder of Girls (2002),5 which urged mothers to disregard feminist messages and focus on their daughters’ caring abilities rather than their talents, and Sylvia Ann Hewlett’s Creating a Life: Professional Women and the Quest for Children (2002), which warns women to abandon serious career plans and have children in their twenties.6 The acknowledged kingpin of the gender-difference screeds was John Gray’s huge best-seller Men Are from Mars and Women Are from Venus, which told us that men and women virtually evolved on different planets. Another genre of “difference” books came from a surprising source—women who declared themselves feminists but delivered a message that women are very different from men, which could easily be twisted to diminish women’s opportunities. These include Deborah Tannen’s best-selling You Just Don’t Understand, a testament to men’s and women’s inherently distinct styles of communicating, and Carol Gilligan’s In a Different Voice, which has profoundly influenced several generations of women’s studies students with its message about women’s unique caring ability.


The list goes on and on and on. Incredibly, traditional ideas that we thought would soon vanish were back in full force. In the past few years, ideas of innate and rigid gender differences that were hurting some of the families we studied have reemerged, this time from new and unexpected places, dominating best-seller lists and becoming part of the academic canon. Most significantly, they were affecting hiring and promotions in corporations, influencing major legal decisions, and changing educational curricula. In a subtler and perhaps more insidious fashion, these ideas were also influencing the thoughts and feelings of men and women as they made individual decisions about work, child care, and the division of labor in the home.


When we saw how these gender-difference ideas were infiltrating institutions and families, we were puzzled. Why would people, including some of our brightest intellectuals, promote ideas that we thought had been nullified by mothers’ advancement into the workforce and fathers’ growing involvement in family life. (Women today provide the economic support for most American children.) Our initial confusion soon turned to alarm on two counts: First, all our research and the research of our colleagues contradicted the notion of essential difference. And second, these ideas were not helping the millions of men and women managing multiple roles at home and in the workforce. As with the outof-sync group in our 1996 study, we were seeing more and more people becoming anxious because their lives were in conflict with traditional sex-role beliefs—newly cloaked in the mantle of “gender-difference” speak. We were seeing these couples in RB’s psychotherapy practice, among our friends and their children, in parenting and women’s magazines, on television shows, and in an endless stream of new books.






A Closer Look





So, like all good researchers, we went back to the data. We looked closely at the “gender-difference” theories to assess their assumptions and the source of their information. We reexamined our own studies and those of our colleagues to learn why our findings stood in such opposition to the conclusions of the gender-difference theorists. This book is the fruit of that analysis. In each chapter, we examine some of the leading theories in a thorough, systematic way. Eight years of research and writing went into this book, which surveys the latest findings (roughly 1,500 studies) of eminent scientists in biology, primatology, psychology, anthropology, sociology, genetics, and managerial behavior. We rarely rely on a single study. We depend mostly on meta-analyses (which combine the results of many studies), individual studies with well-designed procedures and random samples, and studies with representative samples of the population. These allow us to have confidence in our conclusions. A poorly designed single study may stimulate sensational headlines, but the findings may not hold up when other scientists reexamine the issue. We’re confident that the science on which our conclusions are based is sound.


In this book we go beyond data analysis, however, to propose a new way to put together the jigsaw puzzle of research. We hope that our findings, based on a wide array of studies from many varied disciplines, will be of practical use to our readers as they structure their lives.


First, it’s important to understand a fundamental difference between our assumptions and those of the gender-difference theorists. We begin with the premise—which we support throughout the book—that people’s behavior today is determined more by situation than by gender. In the past, gender was all-important. Whether you were male or female determined your role in society: the way you behaved and the work you did. Under these circumstances, it’s easy to assume that the reason men and women were doing different kinds of work was biological. If you look around a community and see only women weaving and only men tilling the soil, you are apt to conclude that the “cause” of this difference is that women are suited for weaving and men for tilling. But that conclusion would be wrong. Being female doesn’t automatically give you a talent for weaving. Rigid cultural norms, not biology, are operating here. As gender roles loosen—as they have done in the developed world—women’s and men’s behavior reflects many forces: their gender, their individual talents and preferences, their personalities, and the situations in which they find themselves.


In our modern technological society, both sexes are doing many of the same things and—lo and behold!—are performing equally well. It’s most likely the job that dictates the behavior, not the gender. Consequently we argue that one sex is not inherently better suited to certain roles than the other sex. Certain men and women may have personalities and talents that make them more suitable for a specific role, but personality and talent are individual, not gender based. Some critics point out that there are clear biological differences between the sexes, and obviously that’s true, but we don’t believe those differences determine most of our behavior or limit the roles we can assume. Because the woman gives birth does not mean that she will necessarily nurture the child better than the father does. Nor does it mean that she will nurture the child differently. (Some might find this difficult to believe, but we will demonstrate its truth in Chapters 6 and 9.) By the same token, men on average may have more testosterone than women, but that does not mean, as some experts have argued, that men are more competitive than women, more suited to be police officers, airline pilots, and CEOs. Same Difference acknowledges the existence of gender differences but argues that the part they play in our lives is far less important than most people have assumed.


In contrast to our position, most gender-difference theorists assume that there are fundamental differences between the sexes and that gender absolutely determines behavior; as Freud famously said, anatomy is destiny.7 According to these theorists, differences between the sexes will determine, for example, which jobs men and women prefer, how they perform on the job, and how they feel about the job. As we’ve noted, some theorists also maintain that the sexes are inherently better suited to some jobs than others. Women are better nurturers of children, for example, according to Carol Gilligan and Michael Gurian. Steven Pinker and the columnist and erstwhile presidential candidate Pat Buchanan argue that men are better suited to highly competitive arenas, such as certain sales jobs, because they are inherently more aggressive.8 Some gender-difference researchers believe that men’s and women’s brains operate differently. For instance, as we’ll see in Chapter 7, some theorists maintain that men’s (but not women’s) brains are hardwired for math, making men better suited to any job requiring math skills. Others argue that men and women look at each other in very different ways, speak to each other differently, reason differently, have different moral precepts, and generally inhabit different worlds (or different planets, in John Gray’s parlance). Most of these writers maintain that such differences are innate or are evolutionarily determined and thus not subject to change.


You may wonder why we pay so much attention to what are, basically, philosophical differences among those who theorize about gender difference. We do so because, as we’ll show throughout the book, theoretical assumptions have real, practical consequences for the lives and health of men, women, and children. If you believe, for example, that women are better nurturers than men, can you really ask a man to take over child-rearing tasks, knowing he’ll do them in an “inferior” way? If you’re sure that men are uniquely hardwired for math, won’t you discourage women from going into fields that require math—fields that promise to be some of the highest paying in the future? If you’re a teacher and you think boys are better at math than girls, does that lower your expectations of the girls? Do you go easier on them? And if you believe that boys don’t have the innate verbal skills to write well, do you set the bar lower for them? If you are convinced that men are more competitive and aggressive than women, why would you place women in sales and marketing jobs where a strong competitive streak is an advantage? Perhaps positions in human resources, which generally pay less and require “relational” skills, are the better choice for women. If you’re having a problem in your marriage, do you assume that men and women are perfectly capable of understanding each other and, with a little work, can resolve communication snafus? Or do you assume that the sexes are simply fated to speak very differently, making communication problems nearly impossible to solve? These are just a few of the ways in which theoretical assumptions can color our thinking and decisionmaking. Throughout the book, we will bring in many more examples to illustrate this point.


Drawing on a range of sources, we will show how these theories hurt male–female relationships, undermine equality in schools and the workplace, adversely affect the division of labor in the home, and deprive our children of the opportunity to develop their full human potential. Throughout the book we will also step back, at times, and consider why some of these theories emerged when they did and why they remain so seductive. Surely it was no coincidence that just as women successfully moved into the workforce in enormous numbers and challenged traditional male–female stereotypes, theories emerged that defined men and women on the basis of those very stereotypes. It is not lost on us that these rigid gender stereotypes have emerged with particular force as women have been gaining real power. (Similarly, The Bell Curve—which argued that maybe blacks weren’t really as intelligent as whites—didn’t appear until African Americans began to make inroads into the monolith of white society.)


This timing would be easier to understand if the theories came out of a conservative base whose goal was to turn the clock back. But at least some of these ideas were advanced by women who defined themselves as feminists and worked to advance the cause of women, not undermine it. Although there is no simple reason why these ideas emerged when they did, part of the explanation may lie in “second wave feminism.” (The first wave was the suffrage movement of the early 1900s.) It’s important to remember that before women began their large-scale migration into the workforce in the 1970s, certain deeply held beliefs about women’s nature and capabilities stood in their way. Anatomy is destiny was at its height. It was thought, for example, that women had no need to succeed in the workplace because they bore children, that only “mannish” women had ambition, that any man whose wife worked was “henpecked,” that suburban mothers who always put the needs of their husbands and children first were sublimely happy, that women shouldn’t “bother their pretty little heads” with issues of the world beyond the home. Even women’s menstrual cycles rendered them unfit for leadership. In the 1970s, a prominent physician, Dr. Edgar Berman, told a Democratic Party task force that women’s leadership capabilities were limited by their hormones. When Hawaii Congresswoman Patsy Mink protested, Berman labeled her a woman acting under “the raging hormonal imbalance of the periodic lunar cycle.”9


Attempting to overcome those stereotypes, some women of the second wave asserted that they were not only the equal of men, but carbon copies of them. Women were told to learn the “games your mothers never taught you,” to march to work in big-shouldered suits and tailored bow ties, to stop referring to each other as “girls,” and, for heaven’s sake, never let “them” see you cry. Any hint of femininity in dress, language, or behavior risked censure. When you appear as the first (and sometimes the only) woman in an all-male world, your goal is to blend in and resemble the men as much as possible. A frilly blouse screamed that you were not to be taken seriously. At the Harvard Business school, RB wore her long hair in a bun and dressed exclusively in tailored suits or dresses. CR wore jeans and boots to political meetings—and cheated with discreet eyeliner. In this period, the traditional female virtues were put under wraps, or under power suits in this case.


Although mimicking men helped women move into the workplace and find acceptance there, it also sent an unintended message to women: The traditional male role was what they should strive for, and the traditional female role should be left at home. Can anyone forget Hillary Clinton’s stray remark that set off a firestorm? In her husband’s first presidential campaign, when the soon-to-be first lady commented that she could have stayed at home baking cookies instead of being out in the workforce, many American women rose up to admonish her. Was she dismissing those mothers who stayed home to bake cookies? Was she suggesting that she was a better, more important person because she was a power broker in the outside world? The response to her remark revealed the enormous tensions and conflicts that women felt as they wrestled with two seemingly conflicting identities.


The bottom line is that women like baking cookies—a metaphor for women’s traditional skills. Women value the role of nurturer, and during those early days worried that they either would be forced to jettison that role when they moved into the workforce or, if they stayed at home, would be dismissed as submissive Stepford wives. As we’ll see in the next chapter, Carol Gilligan’s theories allowed women to legitimately reclaim the nurturer role by arguing that this identity did not make women inferior to men, but simply different—and maybe even better—than the opposite sex.


Although Carol Gilligan intended to raise the status of women, she unintentionally set a trap for both sexes—by giving birth to a school of thought claiming that a woman’s nurturing or “relational” self is an essential part of her nature. It is not a role that she can put on or take off at will, but rather one that she—and not the male—is destined to fulfill.

This school of thought, which came to be known as “essential feminism,”

regarded all differences between the sexes as the reflection of “innate”

characteristics. It ignored not only the crucial issue of situation as a shaper of behavior but also the huge differences among women. Missing too was the importance of another key factor—power or the lack of it.






Power Trips





Once upon a time, researchers looked at the workplace, lumped all female employees into one group and all male employees into another, and compared them. Because few women held prestigious jobs, the studies wound up comparing apples and oranges: bosses and secretaries. Not surprisingly, researchers found one group assertive, ambitious, and focused on moving up; the other passive, less interested in promotion, and more interested in making friends and gossiping than climbing the ladder. They said one group revealed typical “male” traits, while the other showed typical “female” traits. But guess what? The real issue was power and powerlessness, not sex—and that reality got ignored. It wasn’t that male employees were assertive and focused because they were male. Rather, it was because they were in powerful positions. Put each sex in the other’s role, and you see a dramatic shift in behavior. And give each the same work, with the same power and prestige and the same expectations for success, and you find that men and women start to behave in ways that are increasingly similar. Situation outweighs sex. Too often, we’ve mistaken power behavior for gender behavior.


When it comes to power, situation, and behavior, Same Difference offers not only reliable science but also commonsense wisdom that most of us already possess. When we look around, we see clearly that all men are not alike and all women are not alike. One woman is a fearless leader, another is a laid-back, caring friend. One man is a tough boss with a tin ear for employees’ needs. Another is a quiet listener with great reserves of patience. And women and men shift their behavior all the time. The CEO who was barking orders at the office might well be a nurturing, “relational” father and husband the minute he gets home. Or he may be pushed around big time by his wife, his daughter, his mother, and even his sister (think Tony Soprano). The deferential secretary may manage the girls basketball team after work—as aggressively and ambitiously as any NBA coach.






Time for a Truce





In explaining behavior, gender-difference experts usually dredge up the “nature versus nurture” argument. For a time, those who espoused the nurture argument—that most gender differences are socially constructed—held sway. Environment trumps nature. Now the nature camp, with its many high-profile adherents, is monopolizing the airwaves. These experts claim massive differences between the sexes that are deeply rooted in our evolutionary history and are relatively immune from the forces of nurture. Nature trumps nurture.


It’s time to call a truce in this war. It’s not nature versus nurture. It’s both. We are not “blank slates” on which experience writes the text.

Nor are we so hardwired that we act out inevitable lifelong scripts. We are all a product of many interacting forces, including our genes, our personalities, our environment, and chance. At conception, we are each endowed with our genetic heritage. What happens thereafter—in the uterus, in the early years, and in the rest of our lives—depends heavily on factors other than our genetic heritage. As children begin to explore the world, everything they see and touch stimulates neural activity, which in turn transforms the brain, which in turn changes the way they see and interact with the world.


In short, we are an ever-changing product of continuous learning and interaction that builds on our genetic heritage. But those who endorse the nature-is-all position tend to ignore the immense variety among men and women, boys and girls. Sociologist Michael Kimmel writes of his four-year-old son Zachary, who loves to wrestle and play with his superhero toys Buzz Lightyear and Batman.10 Zack recently added Barbie to his collection and “she became another superhero, happily flying around with Spiderman and the gang.” But, Zachary’s father writes, “he also seems remarkably attuned to others’ feelings, compassionate and caring. When a child in his preschool is crying, Zachary will offer a hug, comfort, or ask what’s wrong.” Kimmel worries, with good reason, that the demands of boyhood “which have nothing whatever to do with evolutionary imperatives or brain chemistry, cripple boys, forcing them to renounce those feelings and suppress and deny the instinct to care. And those who deviate will be savagely punished.” He also worries about Zachary’s little girl playmates who “love to run with him in their playgrounds, who can out-swing him on the monkey bars, who are fearless adventurers in their play.”


We worry about what will happen to Zachary and his female classmates when the difference juggernaut comes their way. Such views polarize the sexes: Men are aggressive; women caring. Men are rational; women emotional. But in truth we exhibit all of these behaviors at one time or another. Men and women both experience aggression, but given social sanctions, they differ in how often and how directly they permit themselves to express it. Aggression is not the property of one sex or the other.


Of course there are differences between the sexes—how could it be otherwise? But more important is the size of the differences between  men and women compared to those among women and among men. In most areas of life, the latter are much larger. If you are a woman named Sarah, you may be very different from Jessica, Elizabeth, or Susan in the way you tackle a math problem, deal with subordinates, relate to your spouse, soothe your child, feel about yourself. In fact, you are just as apt to be like Richard, Tom, and Seth in these areas as you are to be like other women.






Looking Ahead





Arguments over gender difference aren’t merely academic exercises; they have real consequences. If we believe that men and women are inevitably and innately different, we won’t regard policies that limit women at work as discrimination, but rather as the logical outcome of women’s “choice” not to seek good jobs. We won’t expand parental leave for fathers (as much as they may want it) because men are not “natural” caregivers. We’ll try to resegregate the military and the workplace, and we’ll abandon efforts to spend more money on women’s sports because women are “naturally” less interested in sports than men are. We’ll set up separate educational facilities for boys and girls, and teach all girls one way and all boys another, so lots of kids won’t get the kind of teaching that’s right for them. We’ll create suspicion rather than trust between men and women by teaching men to view women as being interested only in men’s paychecks and women to believe that men are biologically programmed to have sex and run off.


Our goal in this book is to look beyond junk science, pop psychology, and media spin to see what is real and what is not. We want to tell a new story for a new century, one that will empower both men and women to make good choices and take advantage of the opportunities that await them. For a long and complicated life, women will need skills beyond those of bearing and caring for children. In a life that will increasingly depend on relating to others at home and at work, men will need much more than aggression and fertility. As people live longer and want to thrive, not merely survive, both sexes must be allowed to draw on, as Michael Kimmel puts it, “a full—and fully human—emotional palette.”


To this end, we will paint a richer portrait of the sexes, one based on research, that will enable women and men to take maximum advantage of the opportunities and challenges that lie ahead and to confront the future unencumbered by the myths and stereotypes of the past.
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2 
The Caring Trap


MIRIAM, A SUCCESSFUL executive at a major retail firm, married Don, the wealthy owner of a car dealership, and followed him from Boston to Washington, D.C. A cheerful, outgoing woman with a wide network of friends, Miriam was one of five children and grew up in a happy family. She had always wanted a large brood of children and imagined herself as an energetic, creative mother, the kind who would invent games and sew costumes for her kids and take them on adventures to parks and museums.


But when Miriam had two boys in less than two years, she found herself overwhelmed. “I’m always tired, I’m edgy—I’m not the person I want to be with the boys,” she laments. After much soul searching, she decided to put the children in day care two days a week. It seemed like a reasonable, affordable plan for an overburdened mother, but Miriam was wracked by guilt: “I don’t believe I can’t manage this. My mother had five kids and never had outside help. What’s wrong with me? I’m supposed to be able to do this.”


Miriam sees herself as an imperfect woman, deficient in the special caring abilities that women are supposed to come by naturally. Even though she feels less exhausted with the children in day care, she feels ambivalent about needing it. She believes that every moment she spends with her sons has to be memorable and special. Instead, she finds herself sprawled across the bed watching Sponge Bob Squarepants with the boys and drowning in self-loathing.


Janelle is a magazine writer in her early forties. Frank, her husband, is the major breadwinner, but he’s a demanding, self-centered man with a sense of entitlement. Over the years of their marriage, Janelle has assumed the role of understanding Frank, and she tries to accommodate even his most outrageous demands. Since they have no children, Frank expects to be the center of her attention. “He’s more work than a whole bunch of kids,” she complains. Frank’s position as a university professor gives him a flexibility that Janelle’s monthly deadlines don’t permit. But Frank, who loves to travel, is always booking trips for them without consulting her. Once he presented her with airline tickets to London two days before she had a major project due.


Janelle feels she can’t say no or even tell him that he has to cut down on his ambitious plans if he wants her to join him. “Look, I know these trips are really important to him—but they make it very hard for me to plan my work,” she explains. Unable to assert herself, she is often depressed and angry. “He never hears me when I say I have to meet my deadlines. It’s like I’m talking to the wall. One time I said to him, ‘Frank, October is going to be a killer for me!’ but he went ahead and made hotel reservations in Montreal over Columbus Day. I convinced him to cancel, but we had a huge fight over it.” Now that Janelle is in therapy, she’s beginning to understand that this pattern will go on forever if she doesn’t break it. But it’s hard for her to let go of the notion that she has to meet his needs—because “taking care of people” is what women do.


Miriam and Janelle are caught in a “caring trap.” It’s their job, they believe, to take superb care of the other people in their lives. Consequently Janelle can’t tell Frank he needs to plan his life around her schedule once in a while, and Miriam can’t wean herself away from the ideal of the perfect, omnipresent mother. They are both in a trap from which, it seems, they can’t escape.


It’s not a trap of their own making, though. Miriam and Janelle, like millions of other women, have been powerfully influenced by a tradition with deep roots in history. The idea of women as sole and “natural”

caregivers goes all the way back to Genesis, in which Eve was created to take care of Adam. (“It is not good for man to be alone.”)1


Throughout history, the “good woman” was the one who sacrificed for others. In the Odyssey, while Ulysses wandered around having adventures, faithful wife Penelope stayed home, raised his children, and kept his kingdom in good order.2 Almost never, in the Bible, other sacred texts, or world literature, is the woman ambitious for herself without suffering some terrible fate. In fairy tales, notes the late feminist scholar Carolyn Heilbrun, aggressive, self-motivated women are usually cast as wicked stepmothers or witches.3


When the founding fathers proclaimed the Declaration of Independence, it was understood that only men had an inalienable right to the pursuit of happiness. A century later, Theodore Roosevelt compared women who were not loving wives and mothers to cowardly draft dodgers, declaring, “The woman who, whether from cowardice, from selfishness, from having a false and vacuous ideal, shirks her duty as wife and mother, earns the right to our contempt, just as the man who, from any motive, fears to do his duty when the country calls him.”4


Women who tried to change society for their own benefit often had to do so in the name of others. Advocates of women’s suffrage argued that women ought to have the vote precisely because they care for others. Suffragist Julia Ward Howe insisted, “Woman is the mother of the race, the guardian of its helpless infancy . . . upon her devolve the details which bless and beautify family life.”5 In the Victorian era, the “Cult of True Womanhood” portrayed women as fragile angels of the hearth, too delicate for the perils of the world beyond the home.6 Ironically, motherhood was decreed to be woman’s sublime gift—at a time when wealthy women were hiring more and more servants to deal with the daily care of children. The 1950s sanctified suburban mom—an outgrowth of the effort to get women out of the jobs they held during World War II and didn’t want to leave.7 Starting in the 1970s, the women’s movement began to transform the American landscape.8 In one of the greatest mass movements of American history, women flooded into the workplace, and attention focused less on woman’s ability to care, and more on her ability to achieve.


And then along came Harvard’s Carol Gilligan.


Gilligan (now at New York University) presented a new narrative for women’s lives, which says that women have a unique, caring nature that men do not share. Her ideas have revolutionized the psychology of women and influenced their life choices to an unprecedented degree.

Beginning in 1982 with In a Different Voice, her books have sold over half a million copies in the United States.9 Why do women respond so strongly to the idea that they alone can hear the imperative to care for others? Carol Gilligan’s books didn’t become best-sellers because they were saying something new or different to women. To understand Gilligan’s appeal, you have to look not only at history but at the complex details of her argument.






The Gilligan Juggernaut





Before Gilligan, every major theory of how human beings grow and thrive took males as the norm; these theories influenced parenting, education, and careers. Sigmund Freud, for example, focused heavily on the father’s role in children’s early development.10 Central to his ideas was the Oedipal crisis in the lives of young boys, who have to surrender their primary attachment to their mother and develop a “superego” that will propel them through life. A male child who makes a successful passage through this crisis has a healthy sense of himself as a whole, competent person able to assume his role in the world of work and form a loving relationship with a woman. In contrast to the clarity with which Freud described boys’ progress, his treatment of girls was less precise.

The girl’s major milestone is her discovery that she doesn’t have a penis, and the only way she can make up for this deficiency is to marry and have a child. Girls can never develop a sense of autonomy before that; alone they are incomplete.


Freud’s follower Erik Erikson laid out a sequence through which children move on their way to maturity. He too believed that until a young woman marries, her sense of identity is incomplete.11 According to Freud, women can never be as self-directed, rational, or driven to succeed as men in the world outside the home. For Erikson, since adolescent girls can’t achieve a full sense of identity until they marry, girls must be indecisive and their plans open-ended, pending the arrival of the man of their dreams. All future plans are tinged with a sense of uncertainty for women. Not so for men. For them, sense of identity formed in adolescence precedes the formation of intimate relationships, allowing them to plan their careers without this sense of tentativeness.


But for a woman, if you accept the idea that only a man completes you, you feel impermanent. You can’t plan your future because you have none without “him.” A divorced middle-aged woman (quoted by Carol Gilligan) says:




As a woman, I feel I never understood that I was a person, that I can make decisions and I have a right to make decisions. I always felt that I belonged to my father or my husband in some way. I still let things happen to me rather than make them happen. I think that if you don’t grow up feeling that you ever had any choices, you don’t either have the sense that you have emotional responsibility.12





Carol Gilligan broke ranks with her male predecessors on the idea of female inferiority. In male theories, she said, “the qualities necessary for adulthood—the capacity for autonomous thinking, clear decision making and responsible action are those associated with masculinity, but considered undesirable as attributes of the feminine self.”13 She proposed a new theory of human development based on the experiences of women and articulated the idea that women have a “relational self,” which sees reality in terms of connections with other people. Moreover, this relational self is innate only to women. Because boys are typically reared by the opposite-sex parent, whom they must repudiate in order to grow up as men, they do not sustain the awareness of—or connection with—other people that women develop naturally.


In this view, the sexes look at the world through different lenses. If you could put on the “male” lens like a pair of sunglasses, you’d see a landscape on which individual objects stand in isolation, distinct and unconnected. But when you put on the “female” glasses, new items appear. No longer are the objects in your field of vision isolated; now they are tethered together by brightly colored lines and moorings that previously lay hidden.


Imagine a meeting between a senior male executive and a group of midlevel managers of both sexes. In Gilligan’s scenario, the male executive would see a room full of individuals, whom he would judge on their distinct performances. He’d decide to give Allen, the marketing manager, a prime assignment because he knows him to be an efficient worker. The female senior executive, in contrast, would be acutely aware of how each manager relates to the others and how they work together—just as she is aware of how her coworkers, her friends, and her teenage children relate to one another. She might decide that although Allen was indeed competent, his hair-trigger temper too often ruffled team dynamics, so she’d give the assignment to a manager who could be counted on to keep people working together well.


Such connections, Gilligan argues, shape the development of women’s entire web of thought—and the way they make decisions. Women build their lives around their connections to other people and judge themselves on the quality of those relationships. If women are completely enmeshed in their connections to others, it follows that their moral decisions, their ideas about right and wrong, and the ways in which they confront life’s moral choices will be colored by these experiences. Men, unable to see such connections, operate as if the individual is paramount. They make their decisions based on rules and abstract principles.


Seeing women as “different” was hardly a new idea, but this time it was coming not from men who believed that women’s brains were tiny and their bodies frail, but from a woman who saw value—and even moral superiority—where men had seen weakness and inferiority. According to Carol Gilligan, women’s moral judgment proceeds from “an initial concern with survival, to a focus on goodness” and finally to a principled understanding of connection as the moral basis on which to act. The implications of this claim are enormous. Indeed, if women are the better sex, then the entire weight of the goodness of society rests firmly on their shoulders. This not only takes men off the hook but puts an impossible burden on women.


Gilligan’s ideas penetrated public practice and private belief with unprecedented swiftness. Her ascension was akin to Dr. Benjamin Spock’s, whose ideas of more liberal, “permissive” parenting swept away a previous generation’s belief in strict disciple and rigid child-rearing practices.14 Let’s examine how one psychologist’s leanings brought about such widespread change, and how her theory was turned on its head to once again relegate women to domestic, caring roles.





Gilligan’s Message





Early in her career as a psychologist, Carol Gilligan became deeply unsatisfied with the scholarly work on how people develop a moral sense. She was particularly skeptical of the research of one of her mentors at Harvard, Lawrence Kohlberg, who had developed scales to measure the ways in which people make moral decisions.15 At the low end of his scale were people who simply followed such moral authorities as religious leaders, politicians, or social arbiters. At the high end were people who had internalized a set of moral principles and acted on those principles in situations where moral decisions were required.


Kohlberg used the now classic “Heinz dilemma” to measure moral decisionmaking. In this scenario, Heinz’s wife is severely ill and may die without her expensive medicine, which he can’t afford. Should he break into the store to steal the medicine to keep his wife alive? Kohlberg believed that Heinz may indeed break into the store because justice places the right to life above the right to property. He was less concerned with what people decided than with how they reached their decision. He used their decisionmaking process to rank people on his scale.


Gilligan claimed that women scored lower than men—meaning that their moral development was less mature. But was it really? Gilligan asked. Were women at fault, or were Kohlberg’s methods in some way lacking? “This repeated finding of developmental inferiority in women may . . . have more to do with that standard by which development has been measured than with the quality of women’s thinking per se,” Gilligan said.16 She claimed that when women are judged by masculine standards, they are seen as undeveloped, more like children than adults.

She proposed an alternate theory. Women, she said, based their decisions not on the abstract ideas of justice that Kohlberg relied on for his ranking but on beliefs about human connection and caring.


To support her argument, Gilligan cited two of her own studies. In one, she asked twenty-five of her Harvard students to respond to the Heinz dilemma. In the other, she and a team of researchers questioned twenty-five women grappling with moral issues as they contemplated whether to end their unwanted pregnancies. Gilligan analyzed the women’s language and claimed to find clear evidence that the women in the studies used what she calls “care reasoning” instead of the “justice reasoning” Kohlberg admired. In the Heinz study, she says that women voiced “an injunction to care” while the men reported “an injunction to respect the rights of others . . . and to uphold the right to life and self-fulfillment.” Gilligan claims that for women “the moral person is one who helps others; goodness is service, meeting one’s obligations to others, if possible, without sacrificing oneself.” Gilligan believes that women’s moral decisionmaking proceeds in three stages. First is a focus on the self, second is the concept of responsibility as the basis of a new “equilibrium” between the self and others, and third is a stage in which condemnation of hurt or violence to others becomes the guiding principle of action.17


In Gilligan’s abortion study, a married twenty-four-year-old Catholic woman found herself pregnant two months after the birth of her first child. She decided to terminate the pregnancy, because, she said, she was thinking of her husband and his financial and emotional needs, and of her aging parents, with whom they were living, as well as her own reluctance to handle another pregnancy so soon. She thought the fetus was indeed a life, though an unformed one. “Am I doing the right thing? Is it moral?” she asked. In the end, she decided to have the abortion, not because she wanted it but because she thought that having the child would be too great a burden on others. She came to this decision via her own sense of what she owed to others, not because she was being pressured by her husband or family. “I can’t be so morally strict as to hurt three other people because of my moral beliefs,” she said. Gilligan sees her as striving to “encompass the needs of both self and others, to be responsible to others and thus to be ‘good’ but also to be responsible to herself and thus to be ‘honest’ and ‘real.’”18


Based on these two studies, Gilligan, as already noted, makes a sweeping claim: male and female moral development takes different paths, due primarily to what happens to them in early childhood. Boys are urged to separate from their mothers. Girls, in contrast, are held close by their mothers, making the connection between self and other the hallmark of female socialization. For boys, concern with individual rights and justice dominates their moral development: “justice reasoning.” For girls, relationships and issues of care and responsibility for others are at the core of morality: “care reasoning.” “Thus,” Gilligan says, “males tend to have difficulty with relationships, while females tend to have problems with individuation.”





Gilligan’s Critics





Despite the runaway success of Gilligan’s ideas (In a Different Voice has been translated into fourteen languages), there was rampant skepticism from the beginning among her fellow psychologists. A number of other researchers read her students’ responses and found them complex and hard to fit into neat categories; no clear gender voice emerged to them. Furthermore, a review of Kohlberg’s data found that women did not fare as poorly as Gilligan suggests. Psychologist Lawrence J. Walker concluded that if “educational and occupational backgrounds of subjects are controlled, there are no sex differences in moral judgment.”19 In other words, when you look at the education people have and the jobs they do, you discover that those two factors—not their sex—account for the differences that had been erroneously attributed to sex.


Critics also questioned Gilligan’s research methods. Her abortion study consisted of only twenty-five women (an additional two miscarried and another two had unknown outcomes), and Gilligan herself notes that the women varied widely in age (from fifteen to thirty-three years) and race, as well as socioeconomic and marital status. From such a small sample, it would be impossible to draw any conclusions; at best, hypotheses could be generated to test in a better sample. (Gilligan admits that her theory of men and women “awaits for its confirmation on a more systematic comparison of the responses of both sexes.”)20


Gilligan simply observed her subjects’ decisionmaking processes. When they seemed to use “care” reasoning, she assumed it was because they were women. But might it have been due to their race, socioeconomic class, level of education—or some other factor? She had no way of knowing.


Most glaringly, Gilligan’s sample included no men. Would the husband of the twenty-four-year-old Catholic woman have made an argument similar to his wife’s? Would he have said that the needs of his newborn son and his wife (advised by doctors that the new pregnancy could endanger her health) were paramount in his decision about an abortion? We have no way of knowing.


Moreover, Gilligan reported only some of her data and conducted the interviews herself or with her associates. (Usually scientists hire interviewers who are “blind” to the ideas being tested.) She provided no statistics or coding scheme to allow independent researchers to assess the criteria she used or replicate her work. Consequently one of the critical tests of good research—the ability of its findings to be replicated by other scientists—was not passed. Only now, more than two decades after her work was first published, is she giving researchers access to some of her data.


Psychologist Faye Crosby gave the same tests to her undergraduates and found no consistent pattern among their answers.21 She also designed a series of questions in 1991 to investigate women’s “relational”

qualities. She asked both male and female undergraduates the following questions: Is your self-concept wrapped up in social interactions?

Do you need and enjoy the company of others? Do you learn in social situations better than in impersonal or mechanical situations? Are you swayed in your opinions and attitudes by others?


Crosby found that females’ self-concept depends on social approval—but so does males’. Males enjoy being in the company of others—just as much as females do. Social factors such as approval by teachers or supervisors are important for women—and just as important for men. And women are not easier to persuade than men. “Under some circumstances, everyone acts like a spineless jellyfish; and under other circumstances, everyone shows strength and independence.”22


Crosby methodically examined all the scientifically well-designed studies comparing males and females with regard to empathy, altruism, cooperativeness, nurturance, and intimacy and found “no conclusive evidence to show that men and women differ from one another in the extent to which they attend to and are good at interpersonal relationships.”23 It’s clear, says Crosby, that many factors affect how you relate to other people—your social class, age, religion, nationality, education, personality, and especially the situation you’re in at the moment. Your sex is only one variable, and not necessarily the most important one. Situation, not sex, is often more important. This is a key concept to which we will return.


Ann Colby and William Damon24 at Stanford and Debra Nails25 at Michigan State also took issue with Gilligan. If women and men are as different as she purported, they argued, then we’d have to rethink everything we know about human behavior. Gilligan, said Colby and Damon, represented “no less than a sweeping critique of all major developmental theories on the grounds that they are biased against women . . . if Gilligan’s charges are justified, developmental psychology must return to the drawing board, since it has misrepresented a majority of the human race.”
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