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Praise for The Mismeasure of Woman

“In the good humored and commonsense approach that has typified her work, Tavris shows how both men and women use dubious standards of measure. . . . [Women can start to change] by arming themselves with Tavris’ bracing insights.”

—Susan Faludi (author of Backlash), in the San Francisco Chronicle

“A valuable, enlightening roadmap to sanity for women and men.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The author’s unusual ability to winnow out deeply embedded errors in thinking makes this an especially important, stimulating, and timely work.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Tavris’ lucid analysis is sharpened by a wit that punctures the pretensions of experts.’ . . . This provocative book covers an impressive range of topics [and is] a thoughtful, challenging contribution to the debate on gender and its social meaning—a humane plea for understanding between men and women.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer

“Like a breath of fresh air, Tavris sweeps through the entire spectrum of psychological and physical myth-making, providing valuable, occasionally astonishing, insights. The Mismeasure of Woman is a book of major significance.”

—Buffalo News

“The Mismeasure of Woman is magnificent. It is the most sensible, penetrating, and critically incisive analysis of women’s and men’s issues since Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex.”

—Richard Paul, Ph.D., Director, Center for Critical Thinking, Sonoma State University

“This book sets the standard that future works will have to measure up to for years to come. A truly important book, it should be read by everyone who invokes psychology to explain the world.”

—Rachel Hare-Mustin, Ph.D., coauthor of Making a Difference: Psychology and the Construction of Gender

“Carol Tavris challenges the ubiquitous myths with empirical findings carefully but also clearly and cleverly. She is a wonderful writer and The Mismeasure of Woman is a wonderful book.”

—Carol Nagy Jacklin, Ph.D., University of Southern California

“A mind liberating book.”

—New Woman

“A provocative and informative book that contributes to the mounting evidence that sex equality is not readily at hand.”

—Wini Breines (author of Young, White, and Miserable: Growing Up Female in the Fifties), in The Boston Sunday Globe

“Doing to the scientific establishment what Susan Faludi’s Backlash did to the news media, Tavris begins with the premise that power, not gender, is what divides the sexes. . . . [Expect] this witty and cogent book to generate some heat in the hard and soft sciences.”

—Entertainment Weekly
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For Ronan O’Casey,

with the full measure of my devotion.


We are being given the illusion that woman can accomplish anything today and that it is her fault if she does not. It all goes hand in hand with this so-called new femininity—with an enhanced status for traditional feminine values, such as woman and her rapport with nature, woman and her maternal instinct, woman and her physical being. . . . This renewed attempt to pin women down to their traditional role, together with a small effort to meet some of the demands made by women, —that’s the formula used to try and keep women quiet. And, unfortunately, as one can see from the tragic results, it is a really successful approach. Even women who call themselves feminists don’t always see through it. Once again women are being defined in terms of “the other,” once again they are being made into the “second sex.”1

—Simone de Beauvoir, 1984


    
■Introduction


The Universal Male

Man is the measure of all things.

—Protagoras (c. 485-410 B.C.)

Join me, if you will, in a brief flight of fancy. George Jones, age thirty-four, visits the “psychology and health” section of his local bookstore. There he finds an assortment of books designed to solve his problems with love, sex, work, stress, and children;

■ Women Who Hate Men and the Men Who Love Them explains why he remains in a self-defeating relationship with Jane.

■ The X Spot and other new findings about male sexuality tells him exactly how to have the right kind of multiple orgasm that women have.

■ The Male Manager shows why his typically male habits of competitiveness and individualism prevent him from advancing in the female-dominated, cooperative corporate world.

■ Cooperation Training offers practical instructions for overcoming his early competitive socialization as a man, showing him how to get along more smoothly with others.

■ The Superman Syndrome explains that because men are physically less hardy than women throughout their lives, men find it difficult to combine work and family. They would live as long as women do if they would scale down their efforts to seek power and success.

■ The Father Knot and The Reproduction of Fathering explore the reasons that George feels so guilty about the way he is raising his children. Women feel comfortable with motherhood, these books argue, because they bear and nurse their offspring. But men for basic anatomical reasons are doomed to feel insecure and guilty in their role as fathers because unconsciously they never quite believe the child is theirs.

■ Erratic Testosterone Syndrome (ETS)—What it is and how to live with it provides medical and psychological information to help George cope with his hormonal ups and downs. Because men do not have a visible monthly reminder of hormonal changes, they fail to realize that their moodiness and aggressive outbursts are hormonally based. A special concluding chapter helps the wives of men with ETS learn to live with their husbands’ unpredictable mood swings.

Lucky George. He will never feel obliged to read books like these, were anyone ever to write them; but of course women feel obliged to read the comparable volumes directed to them. It’s a puzzle that they do, actually, because most of these books imply that women aren’t doing anything right. Women are irrational and moody because of their hormones. They cry too much. They love too much. They talk too much. They think differently. They are too dependent on unworthy men, but if they leave the men to fend for themselves, they are too independent, and if they stay with the men they are codependent. They are too emotional, except when the emotion in question is anger, in which case they aren’t emotional enough. They don’t have correct orgasms, the correct way, with the correct frequency. They pay too much attention to their children, or not enough, or the wrong kind. They are forever subject to syndromes: the Superwoman Syndrome causes the Stress Syndrome, which is exacerbated by Premenstrual Syndrome, which is followed by a Menopausal Deficiency Syndrome.

Why do women buy so many self-help books every year to improve their sex lives, moods, relationships, and mental health? Simone de Beauvoir gave us one answer in 1949: because women are the second sex, the other sex, the sex to be explained. Men and women are not simply considered different from one another, as we speak of people differing in eye color, movie tastes, or preferences for ice cream. In almost every domain of life, men are considered the normal human being, and women are “ab-normal,” deficient because they are different from men. Therefore, women constantly worry about measuring up, doing the right thing, being the right way. It is normal for women to worry about being abnormal, because male behavior, male heroes, male psychology, and even male physiology continue to be the standard of normalcy against which women are measured and found wanting.

Despite women’s gains in many fields in the last twenty years, the fundamental belief in the normalcy of men, and the corresponding abnormality of women, has remained virtually untouched. Now even this entrenched way of thinking is being scrutinized and the reverberations are echoing across the land. Everywhere we look, it seems, teachers, courses, theories, and books are being challenged to examine their implicit assumption that man is the measure of all things.

Thus, in politics, we have “important issues” (drugs, economics, war) and then “women’s issues” (day care, birth control, peace), as if these matters could or should be divided at the gender line. Congress and the United Nations worry about international violations of “human rights,” but these rarely include violations of women’s rights such as denial of suffrage, wife-beating, genital mutilation, forced prostitution, or sweatshops that run on underpaid female labor. Somehow, these are “women’s issues,” not “human rights” issues. We worry, as well we should, about the feminization of poverty, but we do not see its connection to the masculinization of wealth. The phrase “unfit mother” rolls trippingly off judicial tongues, but “unfit father” is nowhere to be heard. We ponder the problem of unwed, “sexually irresponsible” teenage mothers, not the problem of unwed, sexually irresponsible teenage fathers. Boys will be boys, we say, but girls better not be mothers. Indeed, reproductive freedom in general is a “woman’s issue,” as if men were merely disinterested bystanders on the matter of sexuality and its consequences.

The perception of female otherness occurs in every field, as we are learning from critical observers in science, law, medicine, history, economics, social science, literature, and art.1 In medicine, students learn anatomy and physiology and, separately, female anatomy and physiology; the male body is anatomy-itself. In art, we have works of general excellence and, separately, works by women artists, generally regarded as different and lesser; male painters represent art-itself. In literature, a college course on “black female writers of the twentieth century” is considered a specialized seminar; yet when an English instructor at Georgetown University called her course “white male writers,” it was news—because the works of white male writers are regarded as literature-itself.2 In psychoanalysis, Freud took the male as the developmental norm for humanity, regarding female development as a pale and puny deviation from it.

In history, the implicit use of men as the norm pervades much of what schoolchildren learn about American and Western civilization. Was Greece the cradle of democracy? It was no democracy for women and slaves. Was the Renaissance a time of intellectual and artistic rebirth? There was no renaissance for women—“at least,” wrote historian Joan Kelly, “not during the Renaissance.”3 Did the Enlightenment expand “the rights of man” in education, politics, and work? Yes, but it narrowed the rights of women, who were denied control of their property and earnings and barred from higher education and professional training. Was the American frontier “conquered” by single scouts, brave men “taming” the wilderness and founding a culture based on self-reliance? This mythic vision excludes the women who struggled to establish homes, survive childbirth, care for families, and contribute with men to the community that was essential to survival.

In economics, supposedly the study of pure market forces and the “Rational Man” (in comparison to the irrational—whom?), the field relies on measures of gross national product as the main gauge of a nation’s economic performance, overlooking the value of women’s unpaid labor in the home and the invisible work they do that lies outside market economies. For example, as political economist Marilyn Waring has shown, the work of women farmers in underdeveloped nations is not computed in economic formulas that are the basis for agricultural assistance programs.4 The result is that women farmers lose government aid, with devastating results for food production and the nutritional health of their families. “Economics-itself” does not concern itself with such matters. Students of economics are left with the impression that women’s unpaid labor and the systematic underpayment of women’s labor in the work force do not matter, or that they are aberrations in an otherwise rational system, or that women are to blame for allowing themselves to become trapped in low-paying or nonpaying jobs.

In philosophy, the centrality in thought and language of the universal male affects the ability to reason about humanity. The philosopher Elizabeth Minnich reminds us of the famous syllogism:

All men are mortal.

Socrates is a man.

Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

But, Minnich suggests, try this one:

All men are mortal.

Alice is ———

Alice is—what? We can’t say “Alice is a man.” So we say she is a woman. Therefore—what? Alice is immortal? Alice, being female, is in a category that is neither masculine nor mortal:

Alice ends up in the peculiar position of being a somewhat mortal, somewhat immortal, creature. Or, we must admit, we cannot thus reason about Alice while thinking of her as a female at all. We can think of Socrates as a man without derailing the syllogism; we cannot think of Alice as a woman. Reason flounders; the center holds, with Man in it, but it is an exclusive, not a universal or neutral, center. Alice disappears through the looking glass.5

Many people, Minnich adds, find it odd, uncomfortable, or threatening to suggest that it is appropriate to expand a field’s horizons to include all humankind. “What does it mean for democracy,” she asks, “that only some few kinds of humans can be imagined as our representatives? What does it mean for all of us on this shrinking globe?”6

• • •

My inquiry in this book is motivated by the spirit of Minnich’s question: I wish to examine the consequences for us all, male and female, when only some few of us set the standards of normalcy and universality. My goal is to expand our visions of normalcy, not to replace a male-centered view with a female-centered one. But to do so we must first unmask the three most popular disguises of the universal male. Each of these currently popular ways of thinking about men and women has its adherents and detractors, and each leads to different consequences for how we live our lives:

■ Men are normal; women, being” opposite,” are deficient. This us-them, yin-yang, masculine-is-good, feminine-is-bad view of the sexes is the oldest tradition in civilization. It regards men and women as polar opposites, with males as the repository of culture, intellectuality, and strength, and females the repository of nature, intuition, and weakness.

■ Men are normal; women are opposite from men, but superior to them. Proponents of this view emphasize aspects of female experience or female “nature”—such as menstruation, childbirth, compassion, spirituality, cooperation, pacifism, and harmony with the environment—and celebrate them as being morally superior to men’s experiences and qualities. In this view, nevertheless, man is still the standard against which woman’s behavior is judged, even if the judgments are kinder.

■ Men are normal, and women are or should be like them. Proponents of this approach, which would seem to be the antidote to the fundamental-difference schools, actually commit an intrinsic error of their own. By ignoring the differences that do exist between men and women—in life experiences, resources, power, and reproductive processes—the basically-alike school assumes that it is safe to generalize from the male standard to all women.

These three errors, in their various incarnations, have done serious harm to women’s feelings about themselves, to their relationships, and to their position in society. They are responsible for the guilt-inducing analyses that leave women feeling that once again they lack the right stuff and aren’t doing the right thing. They have made sicknesses and syndromes of women’s normal bodily processes, and “diseases” of women’s normal experiences. They have framed the debate over solutions to social problems, and led reformers down unproductive paths. They have excluded men from the language of love, intimacy, and connection, perpetuating unhappiness and outright warfare in the family, where many men and women remain baffled by the mysterious opposite sex.

The confusion over whether women are the “same” as men, and whether they can be “different but equal,” is at the heart of the current debates between (and about) the sexes. In contrast, I take as my basic premise that there is nothing essential—that is, universal and unvarying—in the natures of women and men. Personality traits, abilities, values, motivations, roles, dreams, and desires: all vary across culture and history, and depend on time and place, context and situation. Of course, if you photograph the behavior of women and men at a particular time in history, in a particular situation, you will capture differences. But the error lies in inferring that a snapshot is a lasting picture. What women and men do at a moment in time tells us nothing about what women and men are in some unvarying sense—or about what they can be.

■ The mismeasure of woman


Not long ago the firm of Price Waterhouse was charged with discrimination in not granting partnership status to a woman named Ann Hopkins. Everyone agreed that Hopkins did her job well She brought in over $40 million in new business to the firm, far more than any of the eighty-seven other nominees, all of whom were male, and forty-seven of whom were invited to become partners. Most of the opposition to Hopkins came from brief comments from the partners who had had limited contact with her and were unaware of her track record. They described her as “macho,” harsh, and aggressive, and one speculated that she “may have overcompensated for being a woman.” One man, trying to be helpful, advised her to “walk more femininely, talk more femininely, dress more femininely, wear make-up, have her hair styled, and wear jewelry.”

Hopkins’s supporters described her behavior as outspoken, independent, self-confident, assertive, and courageous. Her detractors interpreted the same behavior as overbearing, arrogant, self-centered, and abrasive. “Why is it,” asked Lynn Hecht Schafran, an attorney on Hopkins’s case, “that men can be bastards and women must wear pearls and smile?”7

At the same time that the Hopkins case was wending its way to the Supreme Court (where she eventually won), an attorney named Brenda Taylor lost her job because she was too feminine: she favored short skirts, designer blouses, ornate jewelry, and spike heels. Her boss told her that she looked like a “bimbo,” and she was fired after she complained about his remarks to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.

Ann Hopkins and Brenda Taylor illustrate the pressures on modern women to be feminine and masculine, to be different from men but also the same. How is a woman supposed to behave: like an ideal male, in which case her male colleagues will accuse her of not being feminine enough, or like an ideal female, in which case her male colleagues will accuse her of not being masculine enough?

We will never know the truth about Ann Hopkins—whether she is outspoken or overbearing, confident or arrogant—because both sets of perceptions are true, from the beholder’s standpoint. But by framing the problem as one of her personality, her colleagues deflected attention from the systematic practices of their company and from their own behavior. Suppose, instead, we ask: Under what conditions is the negative stereotype of women like Hopkins more likely to occur? The answer, according to research summarized in a brief prepared by the American Psychological Association on behalf of Hopkins, is that men are likely to behave like the Price Waterhouse partners under three conditions: when the woman (or other minority) is a token member of the organization; when the criteria used to evaluate the woman are ambiguous; and when observers lack necessary information to evaluate the woman’s work.8 All three conditions were met in Hopkins’s situation. She could have read 435 books on how to behave, and they would have failed her. She could have gone to work dressed in a muu-muu or Saran Wrap, and she still would have lost that promotion. In this case, her personality had nothing to do with it.

Ann Hopkins’s dilemma—whether a woman is supposed to behave like a man or a woman—is played out a thousand times a day, in the varied domains of women’s lives. A woman who leaves her child in day care worries that she is failing as a mother; but if she leaves her job temporarily to stay home with her child, she worries that she will fail in her career. A woman who cries at work worries whether crying is good, since she is a woman, or wrong, since she is a professional. A woman who spends endless hours taking care of her husband and ailing parents feels that she is doing the right thing as a woman, but the wrong thing as an independent person. A woman who cannot penetrate her husband’s emotional coolness alternates between trying to turn him into one of her expressive girlfriends and trying to cure her “dependency” on him.

Of the countless self-help books on the market that address these dilemmas, most direct the reader’s attention to women’s alleged inner flaws and psychological deficiencies. Women’s unhappiness, in many of these accounts,’ is a result of their fear of independence, fear of codependence, fear of success, fear of failure, or fear of fear. Women are told to be more masculine in some ways and more feminine in others. Each of these explanations has a brief moment in the sun. And each eventually fades from sight, to be replaced by similar explanations that flourish briefly and die, because they do not touch the basic reasons for women’s dilemmas: Inequities and ambiguities about “woman’s place” are built into the structure of our lives and society. These dilemmas are normal for women. They will persist as long as women look exclusively inward to their psyches and biology instead of outward to their circumstances, and as long as women blame themselves for not measuring, up.

It may seem, after two decades of the modern women’s movement, that issues of difference and equality have been talked into the ground, that equality has been won. Unquestionably, women have made great progress. But our society continues to fight a war over the proper place of women, and the battleground is the female body. Once again we are in the midst of a pronatalist revival that praises motherhood as women’s basic need and talent, and that persists in trying to limit and control women’s reproductive choices. Once again we are hearing arguments about women’s nature, their unreliable physiology, their unmasculine hormones and brains. And once again we are hearing about the problems that face women who wish to combine careers and families, as experts warn of the dangers of day care, the stresses of being superwomen, the empty satisfactions of being corporate executives.

Researchers in the fields of science, medicine, and psychology all celebrate a renewed emphasis on biological explanations of women’s behavior and a medical approach to women’s problems and their cures. They enthusiastically seek physiological differences in brain structure and function, biochemical reasons that more women than men suffer from depression, and hormonal changes that supposedly account for women’s (but not men’s) moods and abilities. Their assertions are more likely to make the news than is the evidence that contradicts them. Similarly, women hear much less these days about the psychological benefits of having many roles and sources of esteem, let alone the benefits of having a personal income.

In The Mismeasure of Man, the scientist Stephen Jay Gould showed how science has been used and abused in the study of intelligence to serve a larger social and political agenda; to confirm the prejudice that some groups are assigned to their subordinate roles “by the harsh dictates of nature.”9 The mismeasure of woman persists because it, too, reflects and serves society’s prejudices. Views of woman’s “natural” differences from man justify a status quo that divides work, psychological qualities, and family responsibilities into “his” and “hers.” Those who are dominant have an interest in maintaining their difference from others, attributing those differences to “the harsh dictates of nature,” and obscuring the unequal arrangements that benefit them.

Throughout this book, I will be examining the stories behind the headlines and popular theories of sex differences, traveling the trail of the universal male, showing how the belief in male normalcy and female deficiency guides scientific inquiry, shapes its results, and determines which findings make the news and which findings we live by. The following chapters will offer some new ways of looking at the old dilemmas that women and men confront daily. My goal is not to analyze, let alone solve, all the problems that women and men face in their complex lives. But by bringing hidden assumptions into the light, I hope to show how our ways of thinking about women and men lead to certain predictable results for all of us: in law and medicine, in social reforms, in standards of mental health, in the intimacies of sex and love, and in our private reveries of what is possible.



1

Measuring Up

Why women are not inferior to men

Do you sometimes feel inadequate and worthless? Do you dislike your body? Are you nagged by the fear that you don’t really deserve to be happy and successful? Do you frequently compare yourself to others and come up short? When things go wrong, do you automatically blame yourself? . . . If you can answer yes to one or several of these questions, you’re probably suffering from low self-esteem, a problem that plagues large numbers of women.1

If you were to flip through a random selection of research articles, magazines, and popular books about differences between the sexes, you would encounter many problems that apparently plague large numbers of women. For instance:

■ Women have lower self-esteem than men do.

■ Women do not value their efforts as much as men do, even when they are doing the same work.

■ Women are less self-confident than men; when asked to predict how they will do in the future, they are less optimistic than men about their abilities.

■ Women are more likely than men to repress their anger and to say they are “hurt” than to admit they are angry.

■ Women have more difficulty than men in developing a separate identity, a sense of self.

Well, these are all things to worry about, aren’t they? Surely it is desirable for women to have high self-esteem, value their work, be self-confident, express anger clearly, and develop autonomy. Surely it is important to explore the problem of why women are so insecure and what can be done about it.2

To find the premises underlying these well-meaning efforts to understand women’s problems, let’s dissect a very good recent study. The researcher asked some young women and men to take tests of creativity, such as inventing new uses for ordinary objects. She was not actually interested in whether men or women are more creative (in this case, they did not differ), but rather in the reasons they give for their success or failure on the tests during a mock job interview afterward.

The investigator reported that women are less self-confident than men: The women attributed their successes less often to their own abilities than to luck, and they reported less overall confidence in their present and future performance. Why, she asked, do women make “less self-serving” explanations than men do? “The feminine social goal of appearing modest,” she concluded, “inhibits women in making self-promoting attributions in an achievement situation which involves face-to-face interaction.”3

Now, ignore the lumpy language of research psychology and notice that the goal of this study was to explain why the women didn’t behave like the men. To see this more clearly, simply rephrase the question and its answer. The investigator might have said: “Why do men make more self-serving explanations than women do? The masculine social goal of appearing self-confident inhibits them from making modest explanations of their abilities or acknowledging the help of others and the role of chance.”

Of course, the habit of seeing women’s behavior as something to be explained in relation to the male norm makes sense in a world that takes the male norm for granted. In this case, the researcher showed that the female habit of modesty actually does women a disservice in job interviews, because they appear to be unconcerned with achievement and unwilling to promote themselves. This bit of information would be useful to women and men from England, Japan, and other cultures that value modesty, if they want to do business in America,

Nevertheless, in this study, as in many others, the men’s responses are used to define the norm, framing the very questions and solutions that investigators explore. But suppose for a moment that we lived in a world where psychologists used women as the basis of comparison. We might then be reading articles and books that analyze the following problems that plague men:

■ Men are more conceited than women.

■ Men overvalue the work they do.

■ Men are not as realistic and modest as women in assessing their abilities.

■ Men are more likely than women to accuse and attack others when they are unhappy, instead of stating that they feel hurt and inviting sympathy.,

■ Men have more difficulty than women in forming and maintaining attachments.

Now the same “problems” have to do with male overconfidence, unrealistic self-assessment, aggression, and isolation, not with women’s inadequacies. But you won’t find many popular books trying to help men like George Steinbrenner or Donald Trump, who, as far as I’m concerned, suffer from excessive self-esteem.

In recent years, women have been uncovering many of the implicit biases that resulted from using men as the human standard. But the universal man is deeply embedded in our lives and habits of thought, and women who deviate from his ways are still regarded as,. well, deviant. To illustrate the persistence of the normal man and the difficulty he poses for women who hope to measure up, I offer three stories of how he affects the evaluation of women’s bodies, psychology, and brains.


■ Body: Beauty and the bust


The cartoonist Nicole Hollander once described what she thought the world would be like without men. “There would be no crime,” she said, “and lots of happy, fat women.”

It’s a wonderful line, funny because it strikes right at the heart of the guilty secret (or outright worry) of most women; the endless obsession with weight and body shape. Every woman 1 know has a “weight problem.” My thin friends worry about gaining weight, my plumper friends struggle to lose it. My friends are governed by diets: they are either on one, about to start one, delighted at having finished one, or miserable that they can’t stick with one. I sympathize with them; I’m that way too. This obsession, which is so damaging to women’s self-concept, happiness, and self-esteem, perfectly highlights the dilemma for women of being like men or different from them, and the origins of that dilemma in the larger social picture.

Over the years, the ideal figure for a woman has changed, from eras that accentuate the differences from the male body to those that minimize them. In this century alone we have seen rapid shifts from the Lillian Russell/Marilyn Monroe standard, which was voluptuous and curvaceous, to the 1920s Flapper/1960s Twiggy standard, which was unisex slim, to today’s odd hybrid: full-breasted but narrowhipped. Psychologist Brett Silverstein and his associates have cleverly documented this changing female ideal by calculating “bust-to-waist” and “waist-to-hip” ratios of the measurements of women in popular women’s magazines.4 You get larger ratios in eras that celebrate the big-breasted figure, and a smaller ratio in eras that endorse the boyish shape.

In the early 1950s, for instance, Playboy centerfolds, beauty contest winners, and fashion models weighed much more and were several inches more ample in bust and hips than they were in the 1970s and 1980s. The 1951 Miss Sweden was S’7H tall and weighed 151 pounds; the 1983 Miss Sweden was 5’9” tall and weighed 109 pounds.5 The phrase “pleasantly plump,” which was still a compliment in the 1950s, became an oxymoron in the 1960s. Actress Valerie Harper, who truly was pleasantly plump, was not happy with her body until she became alarmingly gaunt.

Why do these ideals change? Curvy, full-breasted women are in fashion during pro-maternal eras, in which motherhood and domesticity are considered women’s most important roles: this was the case in the early 1900s, the 1950s, and, increasingly, today. In contrast, thin, muscular, boyish bodies are in fashion whenever women have entered the work force, specifically the traditionally male occupations: this was the case in the 1920s and again in the late 1960s and 1970s. In the 1920s, women used to bind their breasts with tape so their breasts would not be prominent in the dress styles of the day. The 1970s “working girl” that Mary Tyler Moore played for seven years on television didn’t have to do this; she was as thin as a reed. Jane Fonda transformed her voluptuous Barbarella shape into an aerobically toned muscular one.

Why should the kind of work that people do affect ideal body image? Men and women, Silverstein discovered, associate the round, big-breasted body with femininity. And they associate femininity with nurturance, dependence, passivity, domesticity—and, unhappily, incompetence. The normal male body, in contrast, conveys intelligence, strength, and ability. Therefore, women who want to be thought intelligent, professional, and competent—i.e., “masculine”—must look more male-ish. (Men, too, have fallen prey to this equation. Fat, once a sign of a man’s wealth and success in the early decades of this century, now signifies womanly softness and lack of masculinity.)

Indeed, in every era when educational and occupational opportunities for women have increased, the ideal body for women became thin, athletic, small-busted, and narrow-hipped. A 1935 Fortune article described the professional, “intelligently dressed woman,” contrasting her with the “blond stenographer with the slick sleazy stockings and the redundant breasts.” Redundant breasts? The idea returned in the careerist 1970s and 1980s. A 1984 career guide for women advised its readers: “The sex goddess look is at odds with a professional business look. If you have a large bust don’t accentuate it.”

In such egalitarian times, the number of articles and books on dieting increases astronomically, and eating disorders and “fat panic” among women and girls become epidemic. Most white teenage girls no longer regard normal and necessary adolescent weight gain as normal signs of maturation, but as signs of (unpleasant) fatness. A representative survey of more than 2,000 girls in Michigan, ages eleven to eighteen, found that nearly 40 percent considered themselves overweight; dieting and dissatisfaction with body image were the typical responses to the onset of puberty.6 Many other studies of nationally representative samples find that dieting, unrealistic body image, and dissatisfaction with weight are chronic stressors for women.7

Women who value achievement, higher education, and professional careers are especially likely to be obsessed with thinness and to suffer from various eating disorders, such as anorexia and bulimia. “Eating disorders and the obsession with weight control,” says Silverstein, “are an ironic price of ‘women’s liberation.’ They occur when the level of discrimination against women decreases enough to let women into higher education and the professions—but not enough to break the association between femininity and incompetence.”8

This link seems to be particularly troubling for women who are insecure about their competence and who feel that their fathers did not think they were intelligent and did not support their ambitions. To resolve this dilemma, they try literally to measure up: to become as thin as a man, since they can’t actually become one. According to O. Wayne Wooley and Susan Wooley, who direct a research program and eating-disorders clinic at the University of Cincinnati’s College of Medicine, many bulimic young women are seeking their fathers’ recognition of their competence, which they don’t get because they are female. “To become like their fathers, our patients feel compelled to be thin,” they observe, “—not just to minimize their womanliness, but also because thinness, in this culture, is a sign of achievement and mastery.”9

All women remain affected to some degree by the portrayals of the ideal woman in the media, and those portrayals, in spite of the popularity of Roseanne Barr, are getting worse. “Women receive more messages to be slim and stay in shape than do men,” says Silverstein, who analyzed popular television characters and articles and ads in magazines. On television in the late 1980s, 69 percent of the female characters were very thin, compared to only 17.5 percent of the male characters. Only five percent of the female characters were heavy, compared to 25.5 percent of the males. In 48 issues of popular women’s magazines that Silverstein surveyed, the total number of ads for diet foods was 63; the comparable number in popular men’s magazines was 1. As for articles dealing with body shape or size, the score was women’s magazines 96, men’s 8.

With the dawn of the 1990s, media images of women began to celebrate a hybrid form that is all but impossible for most women: big-breasted but narrow-hipped. (Accordingly, Jane Fonda got breast implants.) This hybrid reflects the ambivalence in American society toward women’s roles and the, expectation that women must be both professionally competent and maternal. The majority of women, including mothers of young children, work outside the home, yet we are also in an era of strong pro-maternal sentiment.

As one sign of the times, those “redundant breasts” are back in vogue: After a decade of the popularity of breast-reduction surgeries, breast-enlargement procedures are on the increase. “Be Your Best,” blares an ad for the “Breast Enhancement Medical Center” in Los Angeles. These three words are placed across the model’s breasts, as if to convey the real message, “Be Your Bust.” The message is catching on. More than 70,000 women in the United States had breast augmentation surgery in 1988 alone, and that number jumped to 150,000 in 1990. Eighty percent are for cosmetic purposes; indeed, breast implants have become the most popular form of cosmetic surgery for women in the nation. They are more popular than liposuction, nose jobs, or face lifts, in spite of the considerable expense and a significant degree of risk of ruptured implants, repeat surgery for complications, infections, allergic reactions, tumors, and disruption of the autoimmune system.10

The fashion industry, both haute couture and ready-to-wear, now features the breast, offering swimwear with padded bust lines and underwire bras, dresses with plunging necklines, padded corsets, and bustiers, and fabrics that cling to the bosom to emphasize its curves. “Curves are natural to a woman’s form,” explained a designer for Van Buren, whose dresses nevertheless now include built-in push-up bras for women who need help being natural. “We’re definitely moving in the direction of a softer, more feminine curvaceousness,” said a representative of Lancôme cosmetics in New York. “It’s much sexier to have some flesh to hold on to,” said Gale Hayman, who is president of her own cosmetics company. As if to prove her point, for their respective roles in Green Card and Alice, Andie MacDowell and Mia Farrow gained ten pounds.”11

So the cycle is making another turn. A reporter writing on this trend explained, “after years of stick-thin cover girls, their fuller figures [of bigger-breasted models] provided a refreshing, ultra-feminine look.”12 Today the big-breasted “refreshing and ultra-feminine” look competes with “a professional business look.” But if breasts are ultra-feminine and also redundant, what’s a woman to do? If she accepts nature’s body—the one with breasts, fat deposits, and curves—and throws away the diet books, she risks being regarded as incompetent and best suited for motherhood. If she wishes to enter the business and political world, she struggles to have a man’s body, one without those nurturing, feminine breasts. It is no wonder that contemporary dress styles dramatically reflect this ambivalence: many business outfits consist of a “male” tailored jacket and a “female” miniskirt. It’s an effort to be businesslike and sexy.

Many women justify their efforts to be thin on medical grounds, but even here many of the warnings about the dangers of fat have been based on studies of men. Women are biologically programmed to store fat reserves in the thighs, buttocks, and hips, and fat in these areas is not generally a health risk. On the contrary, this reserve of fat is necessary for menstruation, childbearing, nursing, and, after menopause, for production and storage of estrogen. This is one reason that moderate weight gain after menopause is not as risky to women’s health as excess weight can be for men; indeed, excessive thinness increases the risk of osteoporosis.13

Joel Gurin, co-author with, physician William Bennett of The Dieter’s Dilemma, believes that much of the research on health and weight has been heavily biased by reliance on a male norm. “The risks of dieting have been underestimated,” he maintains, “and the risks of fatness have been overestimated.” Of course, obesity does increase the risk of diabetes and high blood pressure, and a diet rich in fats has been implicated in numerous diseases (such as breast cancer). But being very thin is also unhealthy: The risks to longevity show up at the extremes of fat and thin. Moreover, the location of fat is more important than the number of pounds: abdominal fat is implicated in a greater risk of diabetes in women and of heart disease in men.14 “The irony,” says Silverstein, “is that it is men who are at greater risk from obesity, but it is women who diet.”

And diets themselves carry physical and psychological risks. Up-and-down dieting changes the body’s metabolism, making it easier to gain weight and harder to lose it, and possibly also increasing the chances of becoming hypertensive. When rats are put on a regimen of yo-yo dieting, their blood pressures rise significantly and, dangerously after the third “crash diet.” The link between hypertension and being overweight that doctors warn about may be a result of the person’s having been on several crash diets, not a result of the weight per se.15 Dieting is also psychologically debilitating. “Food fantasies, obsession with talking about food, depression and irritability, and bingeing when the diet is broken are not signs of failed willpower,” says Gurin. “They are signs of hunger.” Women who are chronically dieting are in a constant state of stress, which affects their emotional and physical health.16

O. Wayne Wooley considers women’s obsession with dieting and excess weight to be largely a political matter, not a medical one. “It is political,” he argues, “because it keeps women attending to their looks instead of the circumstances of their lives, it pits woman against woman, it destroys physical fitness and energy. And, saddest of all, it represents a rejection of the female body”17—the real female body, that is; the one with those “redundant” breasts. The same may be said of efforts to change an equally real female body—the one with small breasts. It is small consolation to be able to throw away the diet books and gain a few pounds if the trade-off is being thought mindless and incompetent.

Nicole Hollander’s joke—that in a world without men, women would be fat and happy—reminds us exactly why it is that women subject their bodies to surgery, dieting, and deprivation, and how women might feel about their normal bodies if the world were designed and run by women. As it is, women keep trying to look the right way, but the ideal they aspire to is not based on the normal varieties of the female body. The fact that the large majority of women who have breast implants for cosmetic reasons are in their thirties and forties, and married, reveals a more likely motive than vanity. A news reporter interviewed one woman, age forty-four, who “recently went from ‘barely a 32-A’ to a 34-C. Before her surgery, she said, her father used to say he couldn’t tell the difference between the front or the back’ when he looked at her. Her husband often joined in the jokes.”18

Many women today feel superior to Victorian women, who wore excruciating corsets to force their bodies into exaggerated hourglass shapes. (In a woman-centered world, the demise of the corset and the girdle would rank right up there with the electric razor as a major contribution to human welfare.) But modern women who are forcing their bodies into exaggeratedly slim shapes, or, increasingly, into exaggeratedly voluptuous shapes, are no less subject to social pressures and the standards of fashion. These alternating standards, which reflect the perception that the woman’s body is never right as it is and always needs to be fixed, will continue as long as women model themselves after the impossible male norm: to be opposite from the male body, or to be like the male body, but never satisfied with the woman’s body they have.


■ Psyche: The problem of women


It all goes back, of course, to Adam and Eve—a story which shows, among other things, that if you make a woman out of a man, you are bound to get into trouble. In the life cycle, as in the Garden of Eden, the woman has’ been the deviant.19

—Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice

Women not only fail to measure up to having the right body; they also fail to measure up to having the right life. I remember how annoyed I felt, as a college student, when I first read Erik Erikson’s theory of the “Eight Stages of Man.” Every few years throughout their lives, Erikson said, people have a psychological crisis to resolve and overcome. Children, for example, must resolve the crisis of “competence” versus “inferiority.” Teenagers must resolve the famous identity crisis of adolescence, or they will wallow around in “role diffusion” and aimlessness. Once you have your identity, you must learn to share it; if you don’t master your “intimacy” crisis, you become lonely and isolated. Middle-aged adults face the problems of “stagnation” versus “generativity,” and, in old age, “ego integrity” versus “despair.”

It turned out, of course, that Erikson meant the ages of “man” literally, but none of us knew that then. The fact that female readers were grumbling that their stages didn’t seem to fit the pattern was just further evidence of how peculiar and irritating women were. Erikson’s theory was assumed to be a brilliant expansion of Freud’s stage theory, which stopped at puberty. If women didn’t fit, it was their own fault.

It was worrying. I wasn’t having any of my crises in the right order. My sense of competence was plummeting, a result of being a lowly student, and I was supposed to have resolved that one at around age seven. My identity was shaky, although I was no longer a teenager, and I hadn’t married when I was supposed to, which was putting my intimacy and generativity crises on hold.

Uncertain about my career prospects and having missed the college-age marriage boat, I applied to graduate school. Many graduate schools were reluctant to accept women in the late 1960s, and the reason, they said, was that women were so unpredictable, idiosyncratic, and unreliable—so, in a word, unmasculine. Women were forever dropping out to support their husbands, or have children, or take jobs that allowed them to eat. I remember how relieved I felt to read the research of the time, which provided reassuring evidence to administrators that yes, women would finish their training if you gave them the chance, and yes, they would eventually do as well as men.

In those days, theorists writing on adult development assumed that adults were male. Healthy “adults” follow a single line from childhood to old age, a steady path of school, career, marriage, advancement, a child or two, retirement, and wisdom—in that order. Everyone was supposed to grow “up,” not sideways, down, or, God forbid, in circles. In the 1970s and 1980s, popular stage theories offered road maps that plotted a way through the thicket of adult adventures. Psychiatrist George Vaillant wrote Adaptation to Life, based on a longitudinal study of privileged Harvard (male) students, and concluded that men go through orderly stages even if the circumstances of their lives differ. Psychiatrist Daniel Levinson and his associates followed with Seasons of a Man’s Life, which argued that the phases of (a man’s) life unfold in a natural sequence, like the four seasons of the year. This book had nothing to say about women’s seasons, possibly because women were continuing to irritate academics by doing things unseasonably.

Moreover, almost everyone assumed that healthy adult development meant progress toward autonomy, independence, and separation. It was bad and unhealthy to remain too attached to your parents. Indeed, to many psychologists, the continuing attachment that many women have with their families is a sign of immaturity and their “weak sense of self.” Proponents of the “turmoil theory” of adolescent development explained that teenagers must go through a few years of ranting, railing, disobedience, and craziness or they wouldn’t become calm, sane, mature adults—the kind who had separated from their parents.

But once a critical mass of women entered psychology, they began asking different questions. Why, they wondered, is it so desirable for an academic career to be uninterrupted by experience, family life, and outside work? So what if women’s life paths were less linear than men’s? Wasn’t this way of structuring one’s life as logical as, and more humanly beneficial than, the straight-up-the-ladder model? Shouldn’t administrators be worrying about the deficient education of male students, so woefully unweathered by real life? And why, as psychologist Carol Gilligan argued to great acclaim, do we focus so much on the importance of separation from parents, instead of on the continuing affectionate bond that is the norm almost everywhere in the world, the bond that females promote?20

These questions, and the new research they generated, have transformed our understanding of human development. We now know that women and men do not resolve crises of competence, identity, nurturance, stagnation, autonomy, and connection once and for all; these issues bubble up throughout life. There is no right time or only time to go to school, change careers, have a baby, retire, or marry. The continuing connection between parent and child throughout life is healthy, a sign of strength rather than immaturity.

Even turmoil theories of adolescence are on the way out. Large-scale studies of normal adolescent males and females show that turmoil is only one way, and not the most common way at that, for getting through the teenage years. Most teenagers of both sexes remain close to and admiring of their parents, and experience a minimum of conflict and rebellion.21 (This doesn’t mean they aren’t driving their parents crazy, and vice versa; just that these conflicts are ultimately trivial, to both sides, in the larger scheme of things.)

“We need a new model of adolescent development, one which makes sense of the continued love between child and parent,” argues psychologist Terri Apter,22 Apter, who began her research with mothers and daughters on the (male) assumption that the task of adolescence is to separate from the parent, expected that daughters would talk frequently of their needs for separation, to be their “own person,” to have more freedom. Instead, the daughters talked much more about their connection to their mothers: Their conversations were dotted with “her view is,” “she thinks I’m,” “the way she sees things.” Mid-adolescence is generally thought to be the time of greatest conflict between parent and child, Apter found, yet most of the teenaged girls she interviewed said “the person they felt closest to, the person they felt most loved by, the person who offered them the greatest support, was their mother.”23

All of these challenges to traditional theories proved to be good news for men and women, but particularly for the women who for so long had compared themselves to the male life pattern and come away feeling guilty for not matching it. “What’s the right way to do it?” women often ask the “experts.” “When should I have a baby—before, after, or during a career?” Or “When should I go to school—before, after, or during the baby?” The questioners assume that there is a right answer, and a right answer in turn assumes a single linear standard that will fit everybody—or rather, every man. But, as psychologists Grace Baruch and Rosalind Barnett have found, “there is no one lifeprint that ensures all women a perpetual sense of well-being—nor one that guarantees misery, for that matter. Adult American women today are finding satisfying lives in any number of different role patterns. Most involve tradeoffs at different points in the life cycle.”24 The fact that it is women who tend to be making the tradeoffs and not men is another matter.

• • •

In the last decade, new interpretations of many other old theories in psychology have flourished like mushrooms after rainfall. No area of investigation has been immune from scrutiny for male bias. For example, the left side of the list below represents the traditional way of looking at sex differences; the list on the right, another way of interpreting the same findings:



	What’s wrong with women

	What’s wrong with men




	Low self-esteem

	Inflated self-esteem




	Undervalues her work

	Overvalues his work




	Gullible

	Rigid




	Too modest

	Too overconfident




	No sense of humor

	Offensive sense of humor




	Selflessness

	Selfishness




	Works too hard

	Doesn’t work hard enough




	Career line irregular

	Career path too narrow




	Adult development too erratic

	Adult development too conformist




	Dependent

	Aloof




	Too connected, fused with others; weak ego boundary

	Too autonomous, isolated, narcissistic




	Penis envy

	Penis insecurity




	Suggestible

	inflexible




	Conformist

	Unyielding




	Too emotional

	Too remote, unfeeling




	Weak leadership style

	Authoritarian leadership style




	Unwilling to dominate

	Unwilling to negotiate




	Stunted moral reasoning

	Narrow moral reasoning




	Not competitive enough

	 Not cooperative enough





Most people will see at once that the negative terms in the right-hand column are biased and derogatory, but that is the point. Why has it been so difficult to notice the same degree of bias and denigration in the lefthand list? The answer is that we are used to seeing women as the problem, to thinking of women as being different from men, and to regarding women’s differences from men as deficiencies and weaknesses.

So it is understandable that many women have responded to the transformation of the list on the left into the list on the right with considerable mirth and relief. It was enormously liberating to believe that women weren’t the problem; men were. By smoking the universal male out of his lair, we saw in daylight that he and his ways were not the center of all things. Most women have greeted each attempt to reevaluate him—finding after finding, popular book after popular book—with “At last! That’s us!”

My personal favorite is the reanalysis of the perennial male lament, “Why can’t women take a joke?” Studies have consistently shown that men and women don’t differ in their capacity for humor, but they often disagree about what’s funny. In general, what’s funny has to do with the target of the joke. On the average, men think it is funnier when a male disparages someone else than when he disparages himself, but women generally prefer self-deprecating humor. One psychologist asked men and women to think of funny endings to stories that involved themselves or others. Most of the men took longer to think of endings to jokes in which the humor was directed at themselves than when it was directed at someone else, while for women the opposite was true.25 Studies like these transform the problem from “Why can’t women take a joke?” into “Why don’t men know what’s funny?”

As a woman, I like to play the reversal game too. But replacing the “woman as problem” bias with a “woman as solution” bias doesn’t take us very far in solving the problem of the universal male. For one thing, it tends to confuse differences in what women and men do in their lives with differences in their basic psychological capacities. It is a small jump from saying “Women’s lives are less linear than men’s, and that is fine” to saying “Women think in a less linear way than men do, and that is fine too.” As soon as we are in the realm of psychological qualities rather than in the activities of life, replacing “woman as problem” with “man as problem” obscures the reality of their human similarities. When the public hears news that men and women differ psychologically in some way, they immediately imagine two nonoverlapping groups that look like this:


[image: images]


Sometimes two such nonoverlapping groups occur. As scientist Robert M. Sapolsky has observed, if you take two groups of anthrax victims, only one group of which has been treated with antibiotics, there will be no overlap in survival rates at all: The untreated victims will die within forty-eight hours. Period. This is an example of what Sapolsky calls a “powerful fact”: By knowing which group an anthrax victim is in—treated or untreated—you will be able to predict with absolute certainty whether he or she will die of the disease.26

But when we get into the realm of abilities and qualities—such as doing well in math, the likelihood of roaring at the children, having a sense of humor, needing friends and family, being able to love, or being able to pack a suitcase—the overlap between men and women is always far greater than the difference, if any. Sapolsky plotted the actual results of a famous study that claimed to find clear evidence of a male superiority in math among junior high school students, and the result looked like this:


[image: images]


"Anyone who can look at the graph,” Sapolsky says, “and claim that it provides any predictiveness about how an individual boy or girl will do in math either has an ideological axe to grind or his own ability to reason mathematically is severely impaired.” Moreover, if the small percentage of males who are math prodigies is removed from this sample, the distribution of scores for males and females is identical.

Thus, male “superiority” in math is an example of a “fact” that is not powerful at all, because it does not help us predict how an individual boy or girl, man or woman, will do. “Yet how many people ever see the data this way?” Sapolsky asks. “In most branches of science, reporting a difference with this little predictiveness would get you laughed out of the business. . . . Of the teachers, administrators, parents, and guidance counselors who believe that science has shown that boys are better at math than girls, how many know the predictiveness of this fact?”27

Suppose, therefore, that we move away from the narrow and limited question of “Do men and women differ, and if so, who’s better?” and ask instead: Why is everyone so interested in differences? Why are differences regarded as deficiencies? What functions does the belief in differences serve? The answers begin to emerge in the following story from the halls of science, where we can see how even “pure” biological research is besmirched by the dusty fingerprints of those who conduct it.


■ Brain: Dissecting the differences


It must be stated boldly that conceptual thought is exclusive to the masculine intellect . . . [but] it is no deprecation of a woman to state that she is more sensitive in her emotions and less ruled by her intellect. We are merely stating a difference, a difference which equips her for the special part for which she was cast . . . Her skull is also smaller than man’s; and so, of course, is her brain.28

—T. Lang, The Difference Between a Man and a Woman

In recent years the sexiest body part, far and away, has become the brain. Magazines with cover stories on the brain fly off the newsstands, and countless seminars, tapes, books, and classes teach people how to use “all” of their brains. New technologies, such as PET scans, produce gorgeous photographs of the brain at work and play. Weekly we hear new discoveries about this miraculous organ, and it seems that scientists will soon be able to pinpoint the very neuron, the very neurotransmitter, responsible for joy, sadness, rage, and suffering. At last we will know the reasons for all the differences between women and men that fascinate and infuriate, such as why men won’t stop to ask directions and why women won’t stop asking men what they are feeling.

In all this excitement, it seems curmudgeonly to sound words of caution, but the history of brain research does not exactly reveal a noble and impartial quest for truth, particularly on sensitive matters such as sex and race differences. Typically, when scientists haven’t found the differences they were seeking, they haven’t abandoned the goal or their belief that such differences exist; they just moved to another part of the anatomy or a different corner of the brain.

A century ago, for example, scientists tried to prove that women had smaller brains than men did, which accounted for women’s alleged intellectual failings and emotional weaknesses. Dozens of studies purported to show that men had larger brains, making them smarter than women. When scientists realized that men’s greater height and weight offset their brain-size advantage, however, they dropped this line of research like a shot. The scientists next tried to argue that women had smaller frontal lobes and larger parietal lobes than men did, another brain pattern thought to account for women’s intellectual inferiority. Then it was reported that the parietal lobes might be associated with intellect. Panic in the labs—until anatomists suddenly found that women’s parietal lobes were smaller than they had originally believed. Wherever they looked, scientists conveniently found evidence of female inferiority, as Gustave Le Bon, a Parisian, wrote in 1879:

In the most intelligent races, as among the Parisians, there are a large number of women whose brains are closer in size to those of gorillas than to the most developed male brains. This inferiority is so obvious that no one can contest it for a moment; only its degree is worth discussion.29

We look back with amusement at the obvious biases of research a century ago, research designed to prove the obvious inferiority of women and minorities (and non-Parisians). Today, many researchers are splitting brains instead of weighing them, but they are no less determined to find sex differences. Nevertheless, skeptical neuroscientists are showing that biases and values are just as embedded in current research—old prejudices in new technologies.

The brain, like a walnut, consists of two hemispheres of equal size, connected by a bundle of fibers called the corpus callosum. The left hemisphere has been associated with verbal and reasoning ability, whereas the right hemisphere is associated with spatial reasoning and artistic ability. Yet by the time these findings reached the public, they had been vastly oversimplified and diluted. Even the great neuroscientist Roger Sperry, the grandfather of hemispheric research, felt obliged to warn that the “left-right dichotomy . . . is an idea with which it is very easy to run wild.”30 And many people have run wild with it: Stores are filled with manuals, cassettes, and handbooks that promise to help people become fluent in “whole-brain thinking,” to beef up the unused part of their right brain, and to learn to use the intuitive right brain for business, painting, and inventing.

The fact that the brain consists of two hemispheres, each characterized by different specialties, provides a neat analogy to the fact that human beings consist of two genders, each characterized by different specialties. The analogy is so tempting that scientists keep trying to show that it is grounded in physical reality. Modern theories of gender and the brain are based on the idea that the left and right hemispheres develop differently in boys and girls, as does the corpus callosum that links the halves of the brain.

According to one major theory, the male brain is more “lateralized,” that is, its hemispheres are specialized in their abilities, whereas females use both hemispheres more symmetrically because their corpus callosum is allegedly larger and contains more fibers. Two eminent scientists, Norman Geschwind and Peter Behan, maintained that this sex difference begins in the womb, when the male fetus begins to secrete testosterone—the hormone that will further its physical development as a male. Geschwind and Behan argued that testosterone in male fetuses washes over the brain, selectively attacking parts of the left hemisphere, briefly slowing its development, and producing right-hemisphere dominance in men. Geschwind speculated that the effects of testosterone on the prenatal brain produce “superior right hemisphere talents, such as artistic, musical, or mathematical talent.”31

Right-hemisphere dominance is also thought to explain men’s excellence in some tests of “visual-spatial ability”—the ability to imagine objects in three-dimensional space (the skill you need for mastering geometry, concocting football formations, and reading maps). This is apparently the reason that some men won’t stop and ask directions when they are lost; they prefer to rely on their right brains, whereas women prefer to rely on a local informant. It is also supposed to be the reason that men can’t talk about their feelings and would rather watch television or wax the car. Women have interconnected hemispheres, which explains why they excel in talk, feelings, intuition, and quick judgments. Geschwind and Behan’s theory had tremendous scientific appeal, and it is cited frequently in research papers and textbooks. Science hailed it with the headline “Math Genius May Have Hormonal Basis.”32

The theory also has had enormous popular appeal. It fits snugly, for example, with the Christian fundamentalist belief that men and women are innately different and thus innately designed for different roles. For his radio show “Focus on the Family,” James Dobson interviewed Donald Joy, a professor of “human development in Christian education” at Asbury Theological Seminary, who explained Geschwind and Behan’s theory this way:

JOY:  . . . this marvelous female brain, is a brain that’s not damaged during fetal development as the male brain is, but the damage gives a specialization to the male brain which we don’t get in the female.

DOBSON: I want to pick up on that concept of us brain-damaged males. [laughter, chuckling]

JOY: . . . It’s giving a chemical bath to the left hemisphere and this connecting link between the two hemispheres that reduced the size and number of transmission passages that exist here . . . So males simply can’t talk to themselves across the hemispheres in a way that a woman does.

DOBSON: So some of the sex differences that we see in personality can be tracked back to that moment.

JOY: Oh, absolutely. And when we’re talking about this now, we’re talking about a glorious phenomenon because these are intrinsic sex differences . . . this is glorious because we are fearfully and wonderfully differentiated from each other.

DOBSON: Let’s look at ’em, name ’em.

JOY: We’re, we’re mutually interdependent. Every household needs both a male brain and a female brain, for example. The woman’s brain works much like a computer . . . lateral transmission in her brain allows her to consult all of her past experience and give you an instant response. She can make a judgment more quickly than a male can. . . . [but how she arrives at it is] hidden even from her, because it is like a computer, all it gives is the answer, it doesn’t give you the process.33

The male brain, Joy added, is more like an “adding machine,” in which facts are totaled and a logical solution presents itself. So males are good at logical reasoning, and females at intuitive judgments, because of the prenatal “chemical bath” that affects the male brain.

The same explanation and language—down to the same joke that men are “brain-damaged”—turns up in a book by two Christian fundamentalists, The Language of Love, published by Dobson’s organization. The authors, Gary Smalley and John Trent, write:

Specifically, medical studies have shown that between the eighteenth and twenty-sixth week of pregnancy, something happens that forever separates the sexes. . . . researchers have actually observed a chemical bath of testosterone and other sex-related hormones wash over a baby boy’s brain. This causes changes that never happen to the brain of a baby girl. . . . The sex-related hormones and chemicals that flood a baby boy’s brain cause the right side to recede slightly, destroying some of the connecting fibers [sic: the authors have it backward; the theory actually says that the left side is affected]. One result is that,, in most cases, a boy starts life more left-brain oriented [sic]. Because little girls don’t experience this chemical bath, they leave the starting blocks much more two-sided in their thinking. . . .

Now wait a minute, you may be thinking. Does this mean that men are basically brain-damaged?

Well, not exactly. What occurs in the womb merely sets the stage for men and women to “specialize” in two different ways of thinking. And this is one major reason men and women need each other so much.34 (Emphases in original.)

Now it may be true that men and women, on the average, differ in the physiology of their brains. It may even be true that this difference explains why James Dobson’s wife Shirley can sum up a person’s character right away, while he, with his slower, adding-machine brain, takes weeks or months to come to the same impressions. But given the disgraceful history of bias and sloppy research designed more to confirm prejudices than to enlighten humanity, I think we would all do well to be suspicious and to evaluate the evidence for these assertions closely.

This is difficult for those of us who are not expert in physiology, neuroanatomy, or medicine. We are easily dazzled by words like “lateralization” and “corpus callosum.” Besides, physiology seems so solid; if one study finds a difference between three male brains and three female brains, that must apply to all men and women. How do I know what my corpus callosum looks like? Is it bigger than a man’s? Should I care?

For some answers, I turned to researchers in biology and neuroscience who have critically examined the research and the assumptions underlying theories of sex differences in the brain.35 The first discovery of note was that, just like the nineteenth-century researchers who kept changing their minds about which lobe of the brain accounted for male superiority, twentieth-century researchers keep changing their minds about which hemisphere of the brain accounts for male superiority. Originally, the left hemisphere was considered the repository of intellect and reason. The right hemisphere was the sick, bad, crazy side, the side of passion, instincts, criminality, and irrationality. Guess which sex was thought to have left-brain intellectual superiority? (Answer: males.) In the 1960s and 1970s, however, the right brain was resuscitated and brought into the limelight. Scientists began to suspect that it was the source of genius and inspiration, creativity and imagination, mysticism and mathematical brilliance. Guess which sex was now thought to have right-brain specialization? (Answer: males.)

It’s all very confusing. Today we hear arguments that men have greater left-brain specialization (which explains their intellectual advantage) and that they have greater right-brain specialization (which explains their mathematical and artistic advantage). Newsweek recently asserted as fact, for instance, that “Women’s language and other skills are more evenly divided between left and right hemisphere; in men, such functions are concentrated in the left brain.”36

But fundamentalists Smalley and Trent asserted that:

most women spend the majority of their days and nights camped out on the right side of the brain [which] harbors the center for feelings, as well as the primary relational, language, and communication skills . . . and makes an afternoon devoted to art and fine music actually enjoyable.37

You can hear the chuckling from men who regard art museums and concert halls as something akin to medieval torture chambers, but I’m sure that the many men who enjoy art and fine music, indeed who create art and fine music, would not find that last remark so funny. Geschwind and Behan, of course, had argued that male specialization of the right hemisphere explained why men excel in art and fine music. But since Smalley and Trent apparently do not share these prissy female interests, they relegate them to women—to women’s brains.

The two hemispheres of the brain do have different specialties, but it is far too simple-minded (so to speak) to assume that human abilities clump up in opposing bunches. Most brain researchers today believe that the two hemispheres complement one another, to the extent that one side can sometimes take over the functions of a side that has been damaged. Moreover, specific skills often involve components from both hemispheres: one side has the ability to tell a joke, and the other has the ability to laugh at one. Math abilities include both visual-spatial skills and reasoning skills. The right hemisphere is involved in creating art, but the left hemisphere is involved in appreciating and analyzing art. As neuropsychologist Jerre Levy once said, “Could the eons of human evolution have left half of the brain witless? Could a bird whose existence is dependent on flying have evolved only a single wing?”38

These qualifications about the interdependence of brain hemispheres have not, however, deterred those who believe that there are basic psychological differences between the sexes that can be accounted for in the brain. So let’s consider their argument more closely.

The neuroscientist Ruth Bleier, who at her untimely death was Professor of Neurophysiology at the University of Wisconsin, carefully examined Geschwind and Behan’s data, going back to many of their original references.39 In one such study of 507 fetal brains of 10 to 44 weeks gestation, the researchers had actually stated that they found no significant sex differences in these brains. If testosterone had an effect on the developing brain, it would surely have been apparent in this large sample. Yet Geschwind and Behan cited this study for other purposes and utterly ignored its findings of no sex differences.

Instead, Geschwind and Behan cited as evidence for their hypothesis a study of rats’ brains. The authors of the rat study reported that in male rats, two areas of the cortex that are believed to be involved in processing visual information were 3 percent thicker on the right side than on the left. In one of the better examples of academic gobbledygook yet to reach the printed page, the researchers interpreted their findings to mean that “in the male rat it is necessary to have greater spatial orientation to interact with a female rat during estrus and to integrate that input into a meaningful output.” Translation: When having sex with a female, the male needs to be able to look around in case a dangerous predator, such as her husband, walks in on them.

Bleier found more holes in this argument than in a screen door. No one knows, she said, what the slightly greater thickness in the male rat’s cortex means for the rat, let alone what it means for human beings. There is at present no evidence that spatial orientation is related to asymmetry of the cortex, or that female rats have a lesser or deficient ability in this regard. And although Geschwind and Behan unabashedly used their limited findings to account for male “superiority” in math and art, they did not specifically study the incidence of genius, talent, or even modest giftedness in their sample, nor did they demonstrate a difference between the brains of geniuses and the brains of average people.

Bleier wrote to Science, offering a scholarly paper detailing these criticisms. Science did not publish it, on the grounds, as one reviewer put it, that Bleier “tends to err in the opposite direction from the researchers whose results and conclusions she criticizes” and because “she argues very strongly for the predominant role of environmental influences.”40 Apparently, said Bleier, one is allowed to err in only one direction if one wants to be published in Science. The journal did not even publish her critical Letter to the Editor.

At about the same time, however, Science saw fit to publish a study by two researchers who claimed to have found solid evidence of gender differences in the splenium (posterior end) of the corpus callosum.41 In particular, they said, the splenium was larger and more bulbous in the five female brains than in the nine male brains they examined, which had been obtained at autopsy. The researchers speculated that “the female brain is less well lateralized—that is, manifests less hemispheric specialization—than the male brain for visuospatial functions” Notice the language: The female brain is less specialized than, and by implication inferior to, the male brain. They did not say, as they might have, that the female brain was more integrated than the male’s. The male brain is the norm, and specialization, in the brain as in academia, is considered a good thing. Generalists in any business are out of favor these days.

This article, which also met professional acclaim, had a number of major flaws that, had they been part of any other research paper, would have been fatal to its publication. The study was based on a small sample of only fourteen brains. The researchers did not describe their methods of selecting the brains in that sample, so it is possible that some of the brains were diseased or otherwise abnormal. The article contained numerous unsupported assumptions and leaps of faith. For example, there is at present absolutely no evidence that the number of fibers in the corpus callosum is even related to hemispheric specialization. Indeed, no one knows what role, if any, the callosum plays in determining a person’s mental abilities. Most damaging of all, the sex differences that the researchers claimed to have found in the size of the corpus callosum were not statistically significant, according to the scientific conventions for accepting an article for publication.

Bleier again wrote to Science, delineating these criticisms and also citing four subsequent studies, by her and by others, that independently failed to find gender differences of any kind in the corpus callosum. Science failed to publish this criticism, as it has failed to publish all studies that find no gender differences in the brain.

Ultimately, the most damning blow to all of these brain-hemisphere theories is that the formerly significant sex differences that brain theories are attempting to account for—in verbal, spatial, and math abilities—are fading rapidly. Let’s start with the famed female superiority in verbal ability. Janet Hyde, a professor of psychology at the University of Wisconsin, and her colleague Marcia Linn reviewed 165 studies of verbal ability (including skills in vocabulary, writing, anagrams, and reading comprehension), which represented tests of 1,418,899 people. Hyde and Linn reported that at present in America, there simply are no gender differences in these verbal skills. They noted: “Thus our research pulls out one of the two wobbly legs on which the brain lateralization theories have rested.“42

Hyde recently went on to kick the other leg, the assumption of overall male superiority in mathematics and spatial ability. No one disputes that males do surpass females at the highly gifted end of the math spectrum. But when Hyde and-her colleagues analyzed 100 studies of mathematics performance, representing the testing of 3,985,682 students, they found that gender differences were smallest and favored females in samples of the general population, and grew larger, favoring males, only in selected samples of precocious individuals.43

What about spatial abilities, another area thought to reveal a continuing male superiority? When psychologists put the dozens of existing studies on spatial ability into a giant hopper and looked at the overall results, this was what they reported: Many studies show no sex differences. Of the studies that do report sex differences, the magnitude of the difference is often small. And finally, there is greater variation within each sex than between them. As one psychologist who reviewed these studies summarized: “The observed differences are very small, the overlap [between men and women] large, and abundant biological theories are supported with very slender or no evidence."44

Sometimes scientists and science writers put themselves through contortions in order to reconcile the slim evidence with their belief in sex differences in the brain. The authors of a popular textbook on sexuality, published in 1990, acknowledge that “sex differences in cognitive skills have declined significantly in recent years.” Then they add: “Notwithstanding this finding, theories continue to debate why these differences exist. “Pardon? Notwithstanding the fact that there are few differences of any magnitude, let’s discuss why there are differences? Even more mysteriously, they conclude: “If Geschwind’s theory is ultimately supported by further research, we will have hard evidence of a biological basis for alleged sex differences in verbal and spatial skills.”45 “Hard evidence” for alleged sex differences—the ones that don’t exist!
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