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Introduction



Female Puppets and Eunuchs





Why can’t a woman be more like a man?


The question seemed innocent enough in 1964. As sung by Henry Higgins, the lovesick Victorian professor in My Fair Lady, social class was changeable—just a matter of tweaking accent and costume—but the gender divide was completely inscrutable. Four decades later the question is still being asked, but with a different twist. Now it usually means “S houldn’ta woman be more like a man?” The frustration is still there, now torqued with unfulfilled expectations.


Like Higgins, most of us don’t realize that we think of male as the standard, and of female as a version of this base model—with just a few optional features added on. We have come to expect that there should be no real differences between the sexes. But the science that’s emerging upends the notion that male and female are interchangeable, symmetrical, or the same. To put this book’s question plainly, with what we know about the psychology, neuroscience, and economics of people’s choices and behavior—fields that have exploded with amazing findings in the last ten years alone—how reasonable is it to expect that a woman be more like a man? And how likely is it for a man to be like a woman? This time, it’s more about describing what is, than why can’t, or shouldn’t, because the expectation that male is the starting point seems to have led us astray.


The assumption that female is just a slightly different shade of male was perfectly captured by the predicament the Sesame Street team found itself in when trying to invent a cast of characters for its popular preschool television show. In 2006 The New York Times reported how Sesame Street ’s producers had long been stymied in creating a female lead puppet out of the anxiety that any girl-like features would play into stereotypes. “If Cookie Monster was a female character, she’d be accused of being anorexic or bulimic,” said the show’s executive producer. Others on the team agreed that if Elmo were female she’d be seen as ditzy. Especially after the indignant reaction to the Muppet Show ’s Miss Piggy, it just seemed safest to reflect the common assumption that male was the default setting for both sexes. Male puppets—whether flightless birds, hairy monsters, or earnest little boys—were not really male, but generically human. But any female puppets would be viewed as deviant, or as having girl-specific traits. As a result, it took thirty-seven years after Big Bird, Cookie Monster, and Elmo were created for the show’s producers to come up with Abby Cadabby, a high-spirited puppet with magical powers and a feminine aesthetic. Her distinctly female persona was a sign that people were beginning to relax about gender, but it still made the news.1


I had little idea of how touchy it was when I proposed to combine two areas of personal and professional interest—extreme or distinctive male traits and women’s occupational choices—in a book about men, women, and work. The plan was to profile several unusual men at least twenty years after they’d had problems as children to see what had become of them. Their stories would contrast with those of gifted women with every chance of success. The human stories were compelling, but then so was the science underlying their experiences. Trying to make sense of their stories was how I entered the politically charged world of sex differences, where, as it turned out, almost everyone I would encounter had already taken sides. Along the way, I discovered that sex differences not only colored my work, but had likely affected my own choices. As in Higgins’ song, I started to wonder about myself, my female colleagues and other women I knew, “Why do they do everything their mothers do? Why don’t they grow up like their fathers instead?”

•   •   •


I’d had every opportunity. In 1973, at the age of sixteen, I worked for my father. In those years he was a garment manufacturer’s agent and for two summer months we companionably drove around rural Québec in his wood-paneled station wagon, the back loaded with a dozen navy sample bags filled with women’s uniforms and sleepwear, each bag the size of a fridge and weighing about seventy-five pounds. With new respect I discovered the labor that financed our suburban, middle-class life. His years on the road eventually put three kids through college, my mother through graduate school, and would underwrite his own transition to a successful law career. The work was often lonely and physically exhausting, and like many work landscapes at the time, it was 99 percent male.


By then I was sure that a women could and would do any job a man could. In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir had laid it all out: biology was not destiny. “One is not born, but rather becomes a woman.” There was no such thing as a maternal instinct—humans were not like animals with observable, fixed habits, like rutting deer or baboons who flashed their pink behinds. We were above all that. As humans, we were “forever in a state of change, forever becoming,” an existentialist take that certainly matched my sixteen-year-old worldview. So women could be defined by their current situation and their possibilities, but that was it. If there was a healthy demand for nurses’ smocks and peignoir sets, it was because society defined women as caregivers and sex objects. But soon all this would change. Of course, I knew nothing about the gulf between this feminist classic and the particulars of the writer’s own life, how de Beauvoir allowed herself to be treated by Sartre, not as an equal, but more as an enabler and procurer of pretty young women, some of them as young as I was at the time.2 But that wouldn’t have mattered. What happened in the forties and fifties was history. This was now.


Coming of age at the cusp of second-wave feminism, my expectations diverged sharply from those of previous generations. Unlike the women who matured during the Depression, I counted on an education and a career, not just a job. And like my friends, I didn’t think getting married and pregnant was a sufficient future plan. It was precisely the one that had trapped our mothers. In 1963 Betty Friedan had shredded the idyll of postwar domesticity in The Feminine Mystique, portraying suburban housewives as burdened by endless chores, whiny children, and an unnamed, enveloping anomie. These were the original desperate housewives, and Friedan’s strident demand that women reject that scenario was not just hot air. “We swallowed it whole,” recalled my mother, who had married at nineteen and then spent the next eighteen years at home “wiping the same stretch of counter over and over.” (According to the sociologist Juliet Schor, a middle-class mother of three did an average of fifty-three hours of housework a week in 1973.)3 Galvanized by Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and others, that 1973 summer, my mother started a graduate degree. All her friends were doing the same, returning to jobs they had before they married, or seeking professional training that would allow them to work for pay.


There were other signs of a major societal attitude shift.4 The birth-control pill had been legal since 1969 in Canada, and some of my high school friends were already on it.5 A robust postwar economy had launched our sense of infinite possibility, but The Pill boosted it skyward, along with the idealism and individualism of the Vietnam era. None of us expected to have our aspirations curtailed by pregnancy or marriage—or to have anyone tell us what kind of work we should or could do.The Female Eunuch had just been published, and I was an instant convert to Germaine Greer’s lusty prose. Women were conditioned to have the characteristics of a castrate, she wrote, listing passivity, plumpness, timidity, languor, delicacy, and preciousness as the female virtues that were lauded by men, and thus obediently emulated by women. “The new assumption behind the discussion of the body is that everything that we may observe could be otherwise, ” she wrote. Her italics captured the self-assurance of the era—and its hopefulness. Everything was mutable. If only women rejected their conditioned roles by refusing to be men’s handmaids, by avoiding “menial” jobs like teaching or nursing, and by abandoning the clothes, cosmetics, and even the household appliances that enslaved them, it could be a different world. The assumption was that men had it made;they were the standard, the ones to be emulated. Only when women dumped their female personae and took on men’s roles would they truly be equal. It was true that many women in my family and social circle were plump, but I didn’t know any who were remotely passive, delicate, timid, or languorous. Still, the idea of a complete overhaul had appeal.


Feminism, along with the sixties zeitgeist, had instilled a powerful belief in the freedom of choice. Behind the cultural facade, we were equal to, if not the same as, men. And once artificial barriers came down, many women assumed we’d lead similar lives. In fact, more progress had been made in my generation than in the previous 150 years, during which American women struggled—but failed—to have the same constitutional rights as had been granted to former slaves. Having been lucky enough to have been born when I was, I benefited from the hard-won achievements of second-wave feminism. Enforced domesticity didn’t come crashing in on me at the age of twenty. I simply took it for granted that my views had as much value as any man’s, and that I had the same rights to education and employment, to vote, to own property, and to decide if and when I’d have children. That I took these truths to be self-evident proved how far women and society had traveled in a short time.


Still, it never occurred to me that women would choose to do this kind of work, the work my father did for years. Sure, his earnings amply supported a family of five. But hoisting sample bags, working alone on the road, and only rarely seeing his family and friends? I mean, how many women would really want to?6

•   •   •


What women want, and why they want it, is half of what this book is about. The other half is about men, and whether it makes sense to see males as the base model when we think about women and work. Thirty-odd years after my first summer job, I wondered whether biology is, well, if not destiny exactly, then a profound and meaningful departure point for a discussion about sex differences. Most women in the West are now in the workplace. But gifted, talented women with the most choices and freedoms don’t seem to be choosing the same paths, in the same numbers, as the men around them. Even with barriers stripped away, they don’t behave like male clones. So I began to wonder what would happen if all the “shoulds”—the policy and political agendas—were shifted to the side for a moment to examine the science. Would female really look like an alternative version of male? As a developmental psychologist, I could see that males were hardly a neutral, homogeneous group. Instead of being what de Beauvoir called “the absolute vertical with reference to which the oblique is defined,” it was clear that boys and men demonstrate a wide range of biologically based foibles that make many unpredictable, others fragile, and still others reckless or even extreme. If anyone is oblique, it’s males.


For me, the question of whether males really fit our expectation of the standard, neutral gender—what I’ll call the “vanilla” gender—started in my pediatric clinic waiting room. Over twenty years of clinical practice and teaching as a child psychologist, I had seen mostly males. Boys and men with learning problems, attention problems, aggressive or antisocial boys, those with autistic features, those who didn’t sleep well or make friends, or couldn’t sit still, dominated my practice—and that of every other developmental psychologist I knew. Research confirmed the gender breakdown of my waiting room. Learning problems, attention deficit disorder, and autism spectrum disorders are four to ten times as common in boys; anxiety and depression twice as common in girls. From the point of view of learning and self-control, boys are simply more vulnerable. Defining their strengths and weaknesses, and teaching others how to, had been the focus of the first half of my working life. I had been at it so long that many of my first charges were now adults, and to my surprise, I began to see some of them featured as success stories in the press. One had become a designer of international renown. Another had made money as a financial analyst and was leapfrogging from one investment bank to another. A third had become an electrical engineer who had pioneered an invention. A fourth was a chef on his way up. And there were more. These apparently fragile boys had overcome their early difficulties through the support of parents and teachers, who, after all, were attentive and observant enough to seek out a psychologist, presumably only one of many steps they might have taken with that child’s welfare in mind. But it occurred to me that there might also be a biological thread. In some, there seemed to be a flip side to early male vulnerability. Many of these initially fragile boys continued to have obsessive interests or an appetite for risk that set the stage for their careers. Meanwhile, many of the girls their age who were light-years ahead of them in classroom learning, language, social skills, and self-control opted for paths that would not necessarily lead them to the highest status or the most lucrative careers. They had other goals. So even if being male made childhood a bumpier road, as adults at work, the situation was reversed.


In The Sexual Paradox I examine the trajectories of these two extreme groups—fragile boys who later succeed, and the gifted, highly disciplined girls who eclipsed them in third grade—as a way of exploring sex differences. These apparent opposites challenge our assumptions. We expect that the fragile boys will continue to struggle. We expect that high-achieving girls will shoot right to the top. That so many in these groups violate our expectations tells us something important about sex differences. If boys and girls, are on average, biologically and developmentally distinct from the start (and I’ll walk you through some of the more intriguing evidence), wouldn’t these differences affect their choices later? Could men’s and women’s diverging developmental paths and different work priorities be linked?


The History


The idea that there are inherent differences is a sensitive issue in the present because it provided cover for abuses in the past. Until the mid-twentieth century, a rigid gender gap enforced by law and tradition was the rule. Except for a tiny elite, few women had any choices. And without choices, what they wanted was moot. They could take in boarders, washing, or piecework, but up to the Second World War, married women couldn’t be hired in most states in the United States, Canada, or Britain (Australia’s civil service banned married women until 1966). So single women who got hitched were duly sacked, barred from jobs in most schools and offices, precisely the places where women were most likely to find work. Factories had always employed women but usually paid them less, so unions saw them as a form of scab labor that undercut men’s livelihoods. Even after the privations of the Depression and the war years, when women were aggressively recruited to factory and munitions jobs to keep the economy chugging along, having a wife who “didn’t work” and earning a “family wage” were seen as a woman’s privilege and a man’s duty.7 Never mind Rosie the Riveter, who flexed her biceps on recruitment posters and was “on a sharp lookout for sabotage, sitting up there on the fuselage,” according to the popular song. When the war ended, there were gains for some women, especially for black women, but for most there was a regression to the status quo. Gender discrimination was rife, and with no birth control, few formal jobs, and little access to money or property, women were often trapped by their circumstances.
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Poster from World War II


Second-wave feminism changed all that, along with our expectations about what would happen next. Women became an undeniable presence in the workplace, their numbers ballooning in a single generation—my own.8 In 1930, 25 percent of the workforce was female. In 1950, it had risen to 29 percent, but by 1975 it had become a wave of more than 40 percent, reaching 47 percent by 2005.9 Women got the vote in 1918 in Canada, 1920 in the United States, and 1928 in Britain, but it was only in the 1970s that women began to flood educational programs that trained them to become doctors, lawyers, and architects, just a few of the careers formerly identified as male.10 This generational attitude shift was duly reflected in public policy. Through the sixties and seventies, equal-rights laws were introduced in Britain, the United States, the European Union, and Canada that made it illegal to discriminate against women or to pay them any less than men. Ironically, given its role as the tinderbox of social upheaval in the sixties, the United States was alone among Western countries in failing to marshal enough momentum to write gender equity laws into its constitution—despite thirty-five years of debate and rollicking support for the idea. Instead there were targeted statutes that made workplace discrimination and sexual harassment illegal (the 1963 Equal Pay Act and Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act) and prevented publicly funded schools from offering programs on the basis of sex (Title IX, enacted in 1972). A long time coming, these statutes still created controversial fallout. While eliminating obvious injustices such as separate pay scales for men and women and infelicities like “boom-boom rooms,” where male employees socialized with strippers, the laws also whitewashed any fundamental differences between the sexes, creating absurd situations where allowances for pregnancy or all-male soccer teams suddenly became discriminatory practices. Still, there was no doubt that an overwhelming social movement was afoot in the West, one aimed to redress the inequalities of the past with protective legislation and affirmative action programs designed to bump up the numbers of girls and women in schools and workplaces.


Gender equity legislation and the thinking behind second-wave feminism, so formative for the baby-boom generation, had unintended effects. Together they created the expectation that all differences between men and women were created by unjust practices and therefore could be erased by changing same. With new laws and policies in place and women making up almost half of the workforce, there was a leap of faith that it was only a matter of time before all occupations would be split 50–50. Equal numbers of men and women working side by side, doing exactly the same work for exactly the same number of hours and pay, seemed a logical extension of the sixties-based egalitarian ideal. So when 50–50 didn’t happen in all jobs by the year 2000, there was a vast feeling of letdown. “Full equality is still a distant promise,” wrote British journalist Natasha Walters in 2005, about the fact that women’s salaries when averaged are 85 percent of the average male salary.11“What’s Wrong with This Picture?” ran the headline of a 2007 article by the Feminist Research Center, which reported that “at the current rate of increase it will be 475 years,or not until the year 2466 before women reach equality with men in the executive suite.”12(At 16.4 percent of all corporate officers in Fortune 500 companies in 2005, that estimate for women isn’t quite right. At current rates of increase, it would take another 40, not 475 years, to have female and male CEOs in equal numbers, according to projections by Catalyst, another women’s research group.) Still, the assumption seemed to be that if the social order had really changed, women would be exactly like men by now. They’d make the same choices, opting in equal proportions for chief executive positions, careers in theoretical physics, or political office. Even among women who haven’t chosen such fields themselves, the wider the discrepancy from 50 percent, the greater the sense of chagrin. That’s because it is largely taken for granted that gender discrimination is what is behind these numbers. And though discrimination still exists—both Wall Street and Wal-Mart have faced recent class action suits by women who feel their advancement has been blocked—as I talked to high-achieving women and started to look at the data, it became clear that women’s and men’s interests and preferences are also skewing the picture.13 Equal opportunity doesn’t necessarily lead to equal results. In fact, women’s preferences stand out in higher relief precisely because they do have options. By looking at what has changed dramatically in thirty-odd years, and what has changed just a little, we can get a feeling for the pursuits women choose once doors are opened to them.


One of the most remarkable transformations over this period has taken place on the university campus. In 1960, 39 percent of undergraduate students were female. Now 58 percent of American university students are; indeed, women outnumber men on college campuses throughout the developed world.14 Their strong academic profiles and broad extracurricular interests—in everything from debating to building houses for Habitat for Humanity—have meant that high-achieving women have their pick of schools and disciplines. Professional degree programs in law, medicine, pharmacy, and biology, all fields formerly dominated by men, are now evenly divided or admit more women. Two highly competitive fields—clinical psychology and veterinary medicine—are now between 70 and 80 percent female.15 Clearly, girls and women are excelling in the classroom and making significant inroads outside it, so efforts to narrow the gender gap have succeeded in Western countries. Fifty-six percent of all high-paying professional jobs are now held by women, and women hold more than half of all professional and managerial positions in Canada and Britain.16 Even at the top echelons of business, where female executives have been notoriously absent in the past, a 2006 study of 10,000 Fortune 500 companies has uncovered an interesting phenomenon. While almost half the companies have no women at the helm, the other half promote more women to executive officer positions, and they move them up faster—when they’re younger and have less experience than men in comparable positions (the women are promoted after an average of 2.6 years on the job while in their forties, the men after 3.5 years and in their fifties).17 Currently, any gender gaps in pay are narrower than they have ever been. In contrast, there are many parts of the world where girls still can’t go to school; are forced into labor, prostitution, or marriage as young teenagers; and as adults can’t work outside the home or vote. But in Western democracies, what’s the problem? Why aren’t people celebrating?


THAT WAS THEN, THIS IS NOW


The percentage of degrees granted to women in male-typical fields
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Sources on Backmatter


The percentage of women working in fields formerly identified as male
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Sources on Backmatter


One reason for the continued hand-wringing is that though women have flooded certain disciplines where they had been rare a few decades ago, there are still noticeable discrepancies in others. More women are studying engineering, physics, and computer science than ever before, but they are not exactly falling over themselves to enter those fields the way they have in medicine and law. Even with dozens of task forces and millions consecrated to increasing gender diversity, female enrollment in engineering in most schools hasn’t budged past 20 percent. Men have entered teaching, nursing, and social work—but these, too, remain predominantly female enclaves. Even with more choices, women still cluster in certain occupations, just as men continue to hang together in others.


And a second reason why people are concerned is that when earnings are averaged by sex, men still earn more. These global figures usually blend disparate occupations, different subspecialties, and work schedules into one undifferentiated blob. In the following pages we’ll see how biologically based leanings and preferences might influence the telling details for both sexes. Boys’ developmental differences may shine some light on why their school performance and university attendance lag behind girls’. Meanwhile women’s priorities—wide-ranging and often people-based—infuse their career choices. Despite increased opportunities and affirmative action programs, many women routinely turn their noses up at many occupations now open to them, among them computer programming, cutting down trees for pulp and paper, and politics. From their educational profiles, it’s clear that when it comes to making career choices, it’s not a question of “can’t.” Nor is it a question of “shouldn’t,” as most formerly male dominions have made significant investments to recruit women. Yet the question of what they should or shouldn’t do still dominates the women’s stories here. One of the pressures gifted, high-achieving women feel keenly is to make the same choices as men. This brings us back to men, and whether it makes sense for them to be their models.


The Extremes


“There is no female Mozart because there is no female Jack the Ripper,” wrote the social critic Camille Paglia, and her quip hints at a biological truth. Compared to women, there are more men who are extreme. Even though the two sexes are well matched in most areas, including intelligence, there are fewer women than men at the extreme ends of the normal distribution. Men are simply more variable. Their “means,” or the average scores for the group, are roughly the same as those of women, but their individual scores are scattered more widely. So there are more very stupid men and more very smart ones, more extremely lazy ones and more willing to kill themselves with work. There are more men with biological frailties, and more with isolated areas of brilliance, including men weighed down by other deficits, such as the very problems dogging the children in my waiting room. The bell curve simply looks different for males, with more men at the tail ends of the distribution, where their measured skills are either dismal, stellar, or a mix of the two. So even though male and female averages are the same, there are more male outliers—and more “normal” women overall.18 Comparing men and women in the middle ranges one finds fewer sex differences, but at the extremes the picture looks—well—extreme.


Sex differences at the extremes was one of the issues that sank the former president of Harvard University, Larry Summers. This book was already under way in January 2005, when I received an e-mail from one of my literary agents. “Did you see this?” she wrote, attaching an electronic article from that morning’s New York Times. Summers had made a speech to a science and engineering diversity conference on the origin of sex differences in high-powered university science faculties. His remarks launched more than a thousand articles in the press, sparked a year of bitter dissent at Harvard, prompted several public apologies from Summers, and ultimately a commitment of $50 million to hire and promote female and minority faculty at the university. Still, by 2006 he was forced out. What was the fuss about? Summers conjectured that there were three reasons for the paucity of women in high-level science and engineering faculty positions. The first was that these jobs are so greedy that many women avoid them. “What fraction of young women in their mid-twenties make a decision that they don’t want to have a job that they think about eighty hours a week? What fraction of young men make a decision that they’re unwilling to have a job that they think about eighty hours a week?” he said, adding that whether it’s correct for society to ask for that commitment is a different question. His second point was about male variability. If men are more variable than women, then there will be more men at the very bottom and very top of the distribution. So in research positions in physics or engineering that compete for a tiny fraction of human talent at the very top end—where there are not only very few women, but also very few men—one might find more extreme sex differences, he said.19 This was not a new idea and was one that at least a dozen researchers had already mapped out. One Edinburgh psychologist, Ian Deary, had even documented the phenomenon after examining the records of more than 80,000 children, nearly every child born in Scotland in 1921. At age eleven, boys’ and girls’ IQ scores were no different, on average, Deary’s team found. But the difference in male variability was unmistakable: there were significantly more boys than girls at the low and high extremes of ability.20


THE IQ SCORES OF 80,000 SCOTTISH CHILDREN BORN IN 1921


The Means
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The IQ scores of almost all Scottish children born in 1921 show no sex differences on average. The boys’ average IQ is 103.03 and the girls’ average IQ is 103.19, and there is no statistical difference between the two. There are slightly more girls than boys in the average to high-average range. Boys are overrepresented at both extremes.


The Standard Deviations
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The bars represent the number of standard deviations—or how far each sex diverges from our expectation of 50–50. Positive values show a larger number of boys than girls. Negative values show a larger number of girls than boys. Despite their nearly identical averages, males show more dramatic variability that is more evident at the extremes.


For more than a decade, other researchers—Amy Nowell, Larry Hedges, Alan Feingold, Diane Halpern, Camilla Benbow and Julian Stanley, Yu Xie, Kimberlee Shauman, the Scholastic Aptitude Testing Service, as well as my own brother Steve—had found and written about the same phenomenon, but in Summers’ case it caused a furious uproar that wouldn’t abate. “I felt I was going to be sick,” said MIT biology professor Nancy Hopkins, who reported that Summers’ comments upset her so much that “my heart was pounding and my breath was shallow.” Summers went on to talk about a third factor—socialization and continuing discrimination—but few listened. His message about extremes, standard deviations, and greedy jobs had been distilled as “women are not as good as men at math and science.” The electric atmosphere surrounding the discussion of sex differences became even more charged.


So the issue of biologically based sex differences was already in the spotlight when I stepped into the fray. But a chill had settled on many researchers’ willingness to talk about their work. Several female scientists who are experts in the area declined to be interviewed; they didn’t want to draw attention to anything that could be seen as politically incorrect, nor did they relish becoming magnets for criticism. When I asked a female social scientist why she thought highly intelligent, successful women might be making different occupational choices than men, she burst out angrily, “Not that again!” I naively asked, “Not what again?” “Not that choice thing again!” I had unwittingly touched a sore spot. Apparently in “choice feminism” women are free to choose whatever jobs appeal to them—to work part-time, full-time, or not at all—and still call themselves feminists. But this offshoot had ended up challenging the idea that any deviation from the male standard would be a retrograde step for women, as many smart and capable women were not making “male” choices. Never mind individual differences and desires. Equal opportunity for women—a principle I hold dear—was supposed to lead to a mathematically equal result. That it hasn’t has sparked the incendiary Mommy Wars and a lingering feeling among scientists that the topic is taboo.


But scientists aren’t the only voices in this book. Real people tell the stories of their careers and why they made their decisions. None of the profiles in this book are composites or fictionalized, although identifying details have occasionally been altered. The interviews with the men and women took on a self-reflexive quality, as all the women asked me to give them pseudonyms and the majority of the so-called fragile men insisted that I use their real names. As a result, the women whose stories are recounted here are referred to with a fictitious first name. When first and family names are used in this book, as is the case with most of the men profiled here, this is the person’s real name. It was my decision to use pseudonyms for the few young men still in their early twenties, just in case they might regret being identified in a few years. Even though all the men had sensitive clinical histories, they seemed less concerned about appearing vulnerable than the women were about seeming uncommitted to their science or professional backgrounds. Although all the women spoke volubly and sensitively about their work experiences, three of the high-achieving women subsequently had second thoughts about participating—even with pseudonyms and a change of costume and hair color. None of the men had these reservations. Perhaps these men had struggled so much for their successes that they saw them as triumphs. Perhaps the freedom of women to make choices is still too recent for them to feel invincible.


“Confidence is a very fragile thing,” said NFL football player Joe Montana. While it’s hard to imagine a quarterback as much of an authority on fragility, the unusual men profiled in this book and the underlying data show that men are neither standard nor generic. Nor are they always the right models for women’s career aspirations. After all, many men demonstrate a wide range of strengths and disabilities that skews their development as well as their fortunes. Men are more prone to developmental disabilities, to get sick, hurt, or kill others. They are also more likely to work extreme hours at extreme jobs and to die younger.The Sexual Paradox shows how these characteristics are at least partly linked to biology. To be seen as variations on their own theme will give a more nuanced understanding of what it means to be male. And instead of viewing women as frustrated versions of this male model, gifted women will explain why, after trying it on, that model didn’t quite fit.


In reality, neither sex is a souped-up or flawed version of the other. In this book, men are not given short shrift as unfeeling, uncomplicated louts. And women are not portrayed as hapless victims prevented from achieving their goals. The stories these two groups tell and the science behind them, are the ciphers through which I examine basic sex differences. These apparent opposites—fragile men, gifted women—provide an unusual lens on the gender debate. If they are extremes on a continuum, then whatever is driving them is also true for the rest of us.









CHAPTER 1



Are Males the More Fragile Sex?






When he was a lively, quick-witted four-year-old, Cutler Dozier was profiled in The New York Times as one of the first of a new generation of very tiny, premature babies to survive. “We don’t know what will happen when he starts school,” his mother told the journalist. Her caution was well founded. Cutler had started life outside the womb at twenty-six weeks’ gestation, weighing less than two and a half pounds, and for the first months of life he clung to a medical precipice. Like most very premature babies, at first he was unable to breathe on his own or even suck. He was fed through a tube threaded into his intestine and had a hole in his heart that needed immediate repair. His future was a long shot. Profiled again by the same reporter, Jane Brody, fifteen years later, Dozier had beat the odds. At nineteen he had grown into a healthy student in Asian Studies and film at the University of Minnesota, practiced martial arts, and had just won an award for his poetry.1 Due to the care of highly trained specialists backed with state-of-the-art neonatal intensive-care units, he had not only survived, he had thrived, long before experts knew what might happen to him.


Cutler Dozier’s progress merited notice not just because his was a happy story about a preemie who made it. Being male made him a particular anomaly. The preemie babies most likely to survive are girls.2 Premature girls are 1.7 times more likely to make it than premature boys, and African American premature girls are more than twice as likely as white males to survive, according to American doctors who followed the progress of 5,076 low-birth-weight babies.3 Like Cutler, many of these babies eventually do fine. But more than half of the preemies have attention deficit disorder or learning or behavioral disabilities, and the vast majority of the ones with these problems are boys, confirming that well before birth, males are already more vulnerable.4 Like my waiting room denizens, many struggle with speech and language, or with learning and social skills as they grow. As if frozen at an earlier stage of development, the regions of the premature boys’ brains responsible for reading, language, and the regulation of emotions are smaller than in preemie girls, and the differences in size are still visible on brain scans when the children turn eight. “When we divided the preterm group by gender we found, Bingo! The females had normal or preserved white matter volume, but the males’ volumes were reduced compared to their full-term peers,” said Allan Reis, the lead author of the study, describing his team’s findings to a Stanford Hospital colleague. His discovery was just the latest in a long string of studies showing that preterm girls are more likely than boys to catch up to their full-term peers, in everything from height to reading. The girls, born just as early and just as small, are simply more resilient from the start.5


From day one, male embryos, although more numerous, are more susceptible to the effects of maternal stress. When the going gets rough, female embryos are simply more likely to make it. They’re better girded to survive the uncertain first hours after conception, and they’re less likely to be affected by obstetric disasters, disabilities of all kinds, and early death. Even pollution hits males harder. Demographers are finding that fewer baby boys are born downstream from heavy industry. (In an area known as “Chemical Valley” in northern Ontario, mothers in the Aamjiwnaang First Nation community give birth to twice as many girls as boys.) Sex-based culling may have an apocalyptic feel, but experts generally expect that the more fragile male embryos will be less likely to make it when environmental or social conditions are poor.


In an astonishing twenty-year study that tracked the progress of seven hundred Hawaiian children born into poverty in 1955 on the “garden island” of Kauai, American psychologists Emmy Werner and Ruth Smith discovered that from the weeks before birth until age eighteen, the boys were dramatically more vulnerable than the girls. In this close-knit, racially diverse community, more boys than girls were affected by birth-related traumas, and more than half of these boys died in infancy, while less than a fifth of the girls did. Between birth and age two, more boys than girls had grave accidents or illnesses, and twice as many boys as girls had IQ scores below 80, or had difficulties with language, social, or motor development. The two children who died after an accident or drowning were both boys. More than 50 percent of all the boys had experienced school problems. The boys were more affected by adverse conditions—poverty, family instability, or lack of stimulation—than were the girls.6

•   •   •


From a biological perspective, being female simply offers a protective umbrella from cradle to grave. No one really knows why this is, but there are several hypotheses. Girls may be insured by having two X chromosomes, so if one is damaged or encodes deficits, girls have a spare. As many brain-related genes are located on the X, neurological traits are particularly affected. With only one X, extreme variations are more likely to show up, extremes that might have been damped down or even eliminated if a second copy of the X were in place to reduce that mutation’s effects.7 Girls are also sheltered from male hormones that slow down and skew the development of boys’ brains in utero—one of this book’s themes—and a reason why premature boys may already be more vulnerable than girls before they’re born. Powerful chemical driver that it is, testosterone masculinizes the brain before birth and continues to rejig the system ever afterward, often with contradictory effects. Male animals are most likely to get sick and die during breeding season, when their hormone levels are highest. Testosterone exerts a similar paradoxical impact on humans. It increases aggression, risk-taking, and verve. But it is suspected to be involved in males’ higher rates of just about every chronic illness, including cancer, diabetes, liver disease, heart disease, and AIDS.8 Surges of testosterone boost strength, stamina, and to a degree, even spatial problem solving in men. But they also decrease the body’s immune response. This is powerfully demonstrated by hospital survival rates. The higher their testosterone level, the less resistance men have to postsurgical infections. These infections kill 70 percent of the men who get them compared to only 26 percent of the women.9


So what is this biological vulnerability all about? Evolutionary history may provide the original foundation for a stronger female constitution. Women who were hardy enough to give birth to children, to feed and care for them during the long road to adulthood, were more likely to have offspring who survived. Thus the more resilient women had heirs who carried their genetic signatures. In contrast, men could procreate with impunity. Whether they survived long enough to raise offspring to maturity ultimately mattered less than whether they sired offspring in the first place. This feat cannot be taken for granted in any species in which some males mate with more than one female and others mate with none. In such high-stakes competitions, being stronger, faster, or more willing to take risks could mean the difference between reproductive success and oblivion, and if there was a cost to pay in male longevity or health in the long term, evolution would have been willing to pay it. This macho advantage of speed, strength, and fierceness can be exaggerated by females’ tastes. As half of a female’s reproductive fate is tied up in her sons, she may have evolved to prefer males who are stronger, faster, and who have a greater appetite for risk, since they will be more likely to father sons with those advantages.


The sex appeal of risk is not lost on thrill-seeking adolescent boys everywhere, from helmetless skateboarders in the suburbs to knife-wielding gangs in the inner city. The evidence is under our noses every time we watch young daredevils at the park or read the obituaries. The fragility of males is even more exaggerated in developing countries, where being male is the single largest risk factor for early death.10 Take, for example, the teenage boys called train surfers in Soweto, who tempt death by practicing stunts on top of moving locomotives, limboing under bridges, hopping from car to car, and doing “the gravel”—dragging their heels along the ground while hanging from a moving train. At the funeral of one of his friends who died when he smashed into an electrified overhead pole, one member of a train-surfing gang known as the Vandals described why they take these risks. “We feel like we are in another world when doing it, in heaven or something. It’s like we are floating and don’t fear anything. Girls just love it and fall for us,” the nineteen-year-old South African boy said. He was interviewed when the group was out train-surfing in a macabre tribute to another member of their gang who had fallen off a train a few days earlier. “Jananda forgot to go down quickly…. He died in front of my eyes. We just thought it would be appropriate to give our friend a fitting farewell by doing what we did with him before he died,” added another boy, Julius.11 In the grim sweepstakes of sexual selection, taking mortal risks in the here and now feels like a huge thrill.

•   •   •


Thus programmed to mature later, compete fiercely, and die younger, males continue to experience a precarious, truncated life span that demographers have tracked in the archaeological record as well as in modern societies over the past 250 years, and across twenty different cultures.12 Nature still favors the reproductive oomph of testosterone over the downside of a shorter life span, one reason why the biological anthropologist Richard Bribiescas neatly summarized a man’s life stages as “Stud, Dud, Thud.”13 Even now, as developments in medicine and technology extend the human life span, the gap between men’s and women’s mortality rates yawns wider.14


Men continue to take more risks, have more accidents, get sick more often, and also are less likely to pay attention to their illnesses, so they die younger (the female life expectancy is now eighty-three years, while males’ is seventy-eight years). Men also drink, smoke, and use lethal weapons more than women, but use seat belts, sunscreen, and doctors less. The reality of male vulnerability struck me full force when an e-mail arrived with the subject line “Sad News.” It informed me that my upcoming high school reunion would feature a memorial service for the classmates who had died. Did any of us have any photos or memorabilia? Thirteen of the seventeen classmates who had died before age fifty (some while we were still in high school), or 76 percent, were male. Thus the gender ratio was more like three male deaths for every one female, mimicking the mortality rates for fifty-year-olds in the general population in North America, where, unlike women, most men won’t make it to eighty.15


So, who’s stronger? The child psychologist’s waiting room and the hospital emergency department tell the story of early male fragility. A visit to a nursing home provides the denouement; women simply outlast men.


Schoolboys


This portrait of fragility is reflected in boys’ school progress. It’s hard to reconcile the idea that males are more vulnerable with the common assumption that they are not only the standard, but also the more powerful sex. But the numbers are clear. History may have favored males, but biology was more stinting, and nowhere is this more evident than in the classroom. In the United States, boys are three times as likely to be placed in special education classes, twice as likely to repeat a grade, and a third more likely to drop out of high school. In Canada, boys drop out at almost twice the rate of girls and are more likely to describe school as a waste of time. They hand in less homework, are less likely to get along with teachers, and are less interested in what they are learning in class.16 In Britain, high school girls outdo boys in every subject except science; for the past seven years girls have led boys in all their A-levels, or pre-university exams. “Right from the start of school, girls assume different attitudes toward learning, commented Diane Reay, a British sociologist of education, when asked about boys’ lukewarm results. “The girls have a willingness to play by the rules of the educational game and an engagement with learning. Even if they find things tedious, they get on with it, rather than get out.”17


Girls are less likely to second-guess the educational exercise and find it wanting, as does this tenth-grade American “behaviorally challenged student,” described here by his high school teacher as he sat through his umpteenth detention: “Brandon’s current problem began because Ms. Waverly, his social studies teacher, failed to answer one critical question: What was the point of the lesson she was teaching? One of the first observations I made as a teacher was that boys invariably ask this question, while girls seldom do. When a teacher assigns a paper or a project, girls will obediently flip their notebooks open and jot down the due date. Girls are calm and pleasant. They succeed through cooperation. Boys will pin you to the wall like a moth. They want a rational explanation for everything. If unconvinced by your reasons—or if you don’t bother to offer any—they slouch contemptuously in their chairs, beat their pencils, or watch squirrels out the window.”18 A slightly more menacing account of adolescent male frustration is offered by Bill Bryson in his memoir The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid. His chapter on school begins with this newspaper account: “In Pasadena, California, student Edward Mulrooney was arrested after he tossed a bomb at his psychology teacher’s house and left a note that said: ‘If you don’t want your home bombed or your windows shot out, then grade fairly and put your assignments on the board—or is this asking too much?’”19


This is not everyone’s idea of a fragile male. But the numbers tell the story of disaffection and academic underachievement on a grand scale. Girls have always done better in the classroom, a point I’ll return to shortly. But since 1992 they’ve also beat boys with higher global scores on high school achievement tests.20 Tests from a huge sample of fifteen-year-olds from thirty OECD countries show that girls in every one of these European countries now do vastly better than boys in reading and writing and are neck and neck with boys in math.21 The latter parity in math is fairly recent. In the early eighties, a strong male advantage in mathematics reasoning on standardized tests was documented by two American researchers at Johns Hopkins University. Camilla Persson Benbow and Julian Stanley had examined the test scores of 40,000 young high school students—half boys, half girls—who had taken the Scholastic Aptitude Test as one step in applying to a Johns Hopkins Talent Search. There was a thirty-point advantage favoring boys on mathematics reasoning in their test scores, a lead that was more exaggerated at the very topmost range, where despite having taken exactly the same math courses in high school, there were thirteen boys for every girl.22


That the top 1 percent of math achievers is made up of boys is one thing. As we’ve seen, male test scores are more spread out, reflecting wide-ranging highs and lows. And as the very bottom and the very top performers are most likely to be boys—with “more male geniuses and more male idiots,” as political scientist James Wilson bluntly put it—any tests targeting the gifted will throw sex differences into high relief. But classroom performance and test scores in the general population put girls right on top. In twenty-six of the thirty OECD countries, any overall male advantage in math and science has become so slim as to be insignificant.23 This is true in Asia, too. Among eighth graders in Japan, there’s a small sex difference favoring boys (the girls’ average score was 569, while the boys’ was 571), while in Singapore the girls outperformed the boys, with average math scores of 611 and 601, respectively. (Both Asian countries surpassed American high school students by a good margin.)24 Even in the United States, where boys perform somewhat better than girls on standardized math tests, girls’ higher levels of literacy overshadow this male advantage by a long shot. Describing boys as “flatlining,” Judith Kleinfeld, a psychology professor living in Anchorage, Alaska, described one study of 1,195 randomly selected high school students, in which a third of the girls had received mostly As on their last report card, compared to less than a fifth of the boys. The students were divided into three groups: successful students; strivers (hard workers); and alienated students, who were bitter and disillusioned. Two-thirds of the successful students were girls; 55 percent of the strivers were girls; 70 percent of the alienated were boys.25


Clearly, any male lead in academic performance is evaporating. While girls and women have made huge educational strides over the past thirty years, boys have run in place or lost ground. In fact, this female school advantage may be nothing new at all. Historical records show that a gender gap favoring girls has always existed in literacy levels, classroom learning, and graduation rates. Even during the latter half of the nineteenth century, boys had much greater access to education, but girls had better reading skills, according to three Harvard economists, Claudia Goldin, Lawrence Katz, and Ilyana Kuziemko. By riffling through masses of census data, they discovered that once women were given equal access to education in the 1920s, boys were less likely than girls to go to high school and 24 percent less likely to graduate. By the 1950s, girls were at the 60th percentile of their high school classes—the majority were outshining the boys. The median or average girl was 21 percentile points above the median boy in 1957. This average girl was 17 percentile points above her male counterpart in 1972 and 16 percentile points above him in 1992.26 In other words, one hundred years before mainstream feminism and forty years after it, boys were and still are trailing behind girls in school.

•   •   •


When poorer academic performance spans centuries, and several countries on three continents, we’re not looking at a brief cultural blip. That boys have long been behind in elementary and high school makes sense if their gaps are at least partially rooted in their biology. But are they really headed on a downward spiral? If we look at the data from the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, we would have to say no, for two reasons. First, male fragility seemed invisible when discrimination was common, when women married young and left school early to raise families. But now that women are in the race longer, the persistent gaps between males and females in development and school performance are suddenly glaring. Goldin and her team have shown that since the seventies, women have not only been delaying marriage, they have been taking just as many high school math and science courses as boys. Both factors have boosted female college enrollment dramatically.27 So males haven’t really taken a dive. It’s more that the rate of change for men did not keep pace with this swift, remarkable increase in opportunity for women—one of feminism’s most significant accomplishments. A second reason rests on the optimism of just such a transformation. When problems are identified—especially if they are documented scientifically and dispassionately—it’s possible they can be fixed.


In the present, though, the numbers tell us that men on university campuses are outnumbered. One hundred forty women are currently awarded bachelor’s degrees for every one hundred men in the United States, and the gap is expected to widen. In Canada, most campuses are 60 percent female. “It’s an issue throughout the industrial world. Women are just beating the pants off guys in college,” says American policy analyst Thomas Mortenson, who has tracked college admissions since the 1970s. Between 1969 and 2000, male undergraduates increased by 39 percent, whereas female undergraduates increased by 157 percent.28 Now women have overtaken men in almost all post-secondary institutions, most dramatically in prestigious private colleges and within the black community, where there are two university-educated women for every university-educated man But it’s also true among the white middle class. “There aren’t many men in my Hegel class,” reported my daughter at the beginning of her third year studying philosophy at McGill University. Each September the men seemed to get thinner on the ground, she said. “My classes are mostly girls, with a couple of gay guys, and if there are any boys, they’re around seventeen years old. It’s really slim pickings.” And it was true that among her friends from preschool, all the women were in college but more than half of the men had dropped out or were struggling. Their doctor, engineer, or journalist parents worried from the sidelines as these boys drifted out of school before graduating, landing up in sales jobs, in the military, or in trade schools. Meanwhile, their sisters, subject to the same upbringing, the same neighborhoods, and the same schools, persevered.


It’s not all about marks for these girls, but about engagement and big plans. The National Assessment of Educational Progress, the test of fourth- and eighth-grade American students commonly known as the nation’s report card, confirms that girls are better readers and writers. They graduate from high school in higher numbers than boys, and more girls plan to go to college. And not just college, mind you, but also graduate school. The National Center for Education Statistics, another American federal research initiative, set out to monitor the long-term progress of more than 15,300 American students who were in tenth grade in 2002. When the students were asked how far they planned to go in school, 42 percent of the girls said they expected to earn a graduate or professional degree. Only 29 percent of boys said they had similar plans.29 Girls seem happier, too. On a survey of 99,000 high school students, girls were more motivated than boys and had a stronger sense of life purpose and more self-confidence.30


All told, a sunny picture for girls, but not the one I had read about in the nineties when I was choosing a high school for my twelve-year-old daughter. Magazine and newspaper headlines painted girls as helpless targets of discrimination—cheated out of instruction in school, where they were apparently being left on the sidelines while teachers focused on boys. Many of these reports cited a study showing a “call-out gap”—that boys call out answers eight times more often than girls. According to the study, when boys called out, teachers listened. But when girls called out, they were reported to be ignored, or “silenced” by being told to raise their hands first before speaking. It seemed like patent neglect, or worse, overt favoritism. I was alarmed by this news, as were my friends who were mothers of adolescent girls. There was a sense of urgency as we all began scouting single-sex schools—none of which, as it happened, were in the public sector.31 At the time we didn’t know that the study had been commissioned to find evidence of discrimination, and in fact it did just that. “We wanted to put some factual data behind our belief that girls are getting shortchanged in the classroom,” American Association of University Women’s president, Susan Schuster, had told The New York Times.32 Indeed, the study, had we looked for it, was not easily accessible—and unlike most scientific research, it still isn’t. Published research is now easy to track down, and most researchers either post links to their articles on their web-pages or are happy to forward copies of their studies when asked. But my research assistant received no reply when she e-mailed a request for the call-out gap study. Instead, the lead investigator, American University education professor David Sadker, who with his late wife, Myra Sadker, wrote the book Failing at Fairness: How Our Schools Cheat Girls, has posted an all-purpose correction on his website: “Individual classrooms differ dramatically in the rate of the male call-out advantage. In our pilot study, we found that boys called out eight times more often than girls. In our full study, which involved more classrooms, we found a two-to-one male advantage. In the 1995 edition of Failing at Fairness, we describe it this way: ‘Our research shows that boys call out significantly more often than girls.’”


Now,this was a familiar scenario. As a psychologist I often visited classrooms to observe a child who was struggling. Folded into a pintsized chair and trying to be invisible, I often saw that more boys than girls were obstreperous—they were restless, immobilized in their small chairs; they dropped things, they called out to the teacher and to each other. I’d seen wise teachers who could adapt to this eager, rangy style of learning. But more frequently teachers were overwhelmed by large classes and tight schedules and reacted to this subset of needy boys with frustrated scoldings and punishments—as opposed to the solicitous, male-directed attention the research described. If anyone was favored with positive feedback, it was girls. Their behavior, on average, was more compliant and better controlled. This made it easier for them to absorb teaching that was often lecture-style. Several studies confirmed my observation that teachers reprimand and criticize boys significantly more than girls, castigating boys even when their behavior is not inappropriate.33 So a call-out gap was plausible, although not in the magnitude reported. The vanilla gender assumption—that there should be no behavioral or learning differences between the sexes, and that any differences that surface automatically confer benefits on males—was far from the reality. Still, even if there is no basis to the claim that girls are silenced in school (Christina Hoff Sommers recounts a detective-style search for evidence in her book The War Against Boys), a significant piece of the story is that any suspicion of differential treatment strikes a painful chord. No one wants to repeat the mistakes of the past, least of all a generation of parents and teachers who were among the first to see the gender landscape change. But in the nineties it no longer made sense to see girls as silent victims at school, and it makes even less sense now. Not only has no empirical evidence surfaced that supports such shabby treatment of girls, but if it had, it would also have to explain their stellar performance.


Leap ahead a decade from that study, and the assumption that the two sexes will behave and be treated exactly the same way has led us to another strange place: affirmative action for men. Few schools will reveal how they do it, but women’s stronger academic profiles mean that if a 50–50 balance is desired on campus, then it must be engineered. And that is exactly what is taking place in many colleges. There was a suspicion that boys would start to get preference as campuses became more solidly female and, in 2005, two economics professors decided to investigate whether there was a foundation to the rumors. Sandy Baum and Eban Goodstein tracked admissions at thirteen liberal arts colleges in the United States and discovered two trends: clear evidence of a preference for admitting men in historically female colleges (where being male raised the probability of being accepted by 6 to 9 percentage points), and the bottom quarter of both applicant and acceptance pools being disproportionately male everywhere the researchers looked.34 Here, then, was evidence of male extremes. However, this time males were shown to dominate the bottom layer, not the top.


Affirmative action for women has long been a reality in university departments such as engineering and computer science.35 The vanilla male model—that women should want what men want and be heartily encouraged to choose it 50 percent of the time—is implicit. But even advocates for boys find that the reverse—affirmative action for men—is distasteful. When psychologist, speaker, and Raising Cain author Michael Thompson was asked for his reaction to Baum and Goodstein’s study, he responded as a parent—that is, viscerally. “I’d be horrified if some lunkhead boy got accepted to a school instead of my very talented and prepared daughter, just because he happened to be a guy,” he told Salon journalist Sarah Karnsiewicz.36 The dean of admissions from the formerly all-male Kenyon College in Ohio learned just how sensitive male quotas are in March 2006 when she wrote an op-ed piece in The New York Times about her college’s tougher admissions requirements for women who are smart, qualified, and hardworking, but part of “swollen applicant pools that are decidedly female.” Two-thirds of American colleges and universities get more female than male applicants, she reported, which means that to achieve gender balance, there’s a double standard about who makes the grade. Admissions officers are desperate not to reach the “tipping point,” where 60 percent or more of their enrolled students are female. “We have told today’s young women that the world is their oyster; the problem is, so many of them believed us that the standards for admission to today’s most selective colleges are stiffer for women than men. How’s that for an unintended consequence of the women’s liberation movement?” Liberal arts colleges are rejecting thousands of highly qualified female candidates lest their college campuses become all-girls schools, she wrote.37 The women were such strong applicants that without imposing quotas favoring boys, merit-based admissions would have transformed Kenyon College—all-male for 145 years—into a mostly female college in one generation.


Knuckling Down: The Self-Discipline Gap


I wondered where all the boys were one rainy June evening in 2004 at a prestigious, formerly all-male Jesuit college. Sixty-four years after former Canadian prime minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau had graduated from Collège-Jean-de-Brébeuf, 80 percent of all the academic awards went to women. As one by one, women in high heels and ponytails clattered onto the stage to collect their diplomas and awards, I thought, What happened to the boys? University of Pennsylvania psychologists Angela Lee Duckworth and Martin Seligman asked themselves the same question when their local newspaper ran a story about female valedictorians outnumbering males two to one.


Martin Seligman had long been interested in motivation—in the late sixties he had observed that animals exposed to painful situations they could not control would just lie there, inert, in most new situations. He called this learned helplessness and had spent decades trying to understand its effects on people, wanting to know who persists in difficult circumstances, who gives up, and if this can ever change.38


When they noticed the newspaper story, Seligman and Duckworth were exploring persistence in high school students, and had just started several studies on eighth graders that examined their self-discipline. To make sure they captured this elusive trait, they looked at it a few different ways. The students, as well as their parents and teachers, were asked hundreds of questions like these:



Do you save regularly?


Do you mostly speak before thinking things out?


Would you prefer $55 today or $75 in sixty-one days?




The students also had to rate themselves on statements such as these:



I have a hard time breaking bad habits.


I have iron self-discipline.


I have a hard time resisting things that are bad for me.




Although they didn’t plan to look at gender, the sex differences that emerged were startling. “The statistics just popped out,” said Duckworth. “It was just striking. Girls were always more self-disciplined on all the measures. We thought, Why are the statistics coming out this way? Maybe I compiled things wrong? That’s why we did the study twice.” Duckworth called it a revelation—that girls are not only more self-disciplined, but their grades were reliably higher than boys’ in every subject. Even in the most advanced math class designed for the top fifth of the class, girls were significantly stronger. Once they started to talk about their findings, everyone in contact with kids—classroom teachers, school principals, SAT exam coaches—confirmed that girls just buckled down faster and applied themselves.


Duckworth and Seligman had discovered that it isn’t the contentious IQ score that best predicts high school performance. It is self-discipline.39 It should have come as no surprise that knuckling down helps girls score better grades. Yet everyone’s expectation was the contrary—that women would be behind the eight ball. They seemed to be in other high-profile areas—for example, in standardized tests of mathematical reasoning, and the average gender gap in pay. That girls’ better self-discipline and learning doesn’t automatically translate into workplace gains seems especially counterintuitive. Perhaps there are other sex differences—in interests, priorities, and appetites for risk—that might account for the discrepancy, I suggested to Professor Duckworth in a telephone conversation. She agreed, but mentioned something else. Maybe self-discipline lagged in boys at first, but they caught up later. After all, most twelve-year-old girls towered over the boys in their classes. But by age twenty, most boys were taller. Perhaps some psychological traits took some time to appear. The boys could be slow bloomers. It was not just that some skills and interests diverged in average boys and girls, but the rate at which they emerged might not match up. This is what Allan Reis, the neonatologist studying preemie brain growth, had discovered. It’s also what Emmy Werner and Ruth Smith unearthed about their vulnerable population of children in Kauai. While boys’ psychological development and physical resilience lagged dramatically behind girls in childhood, the balance started to shift as the group moved through adolescence. The boys in their study started to catch up to the girls in verbal and academic performance in their teen years, while girls started to experience more stress and mental health problems as they entered late adolescence. And this might help explain the paradox that girls are higher academic achievers as youngsters, while boys overtake them in some arenas later. The observable sex differences in discipline and achievement might be like two software programs that run at different speeds.


The Male Continuum


Why these differences might exist will be fleshed out in the coming chapters as I examine how male developmental problems might explain why boys do more poorly in school. It’s not just that learning problems, attention deficits, social disorders, and physical aggression are biological conditions more common in males. The preponderance of these developmental problems among males is clear, and it’s common sense that they affect how boys do in school. But the experiences of these more unusual boys and men also tell us something important about the more average, run-of-the-mill male. I’m suggesting that the males with these disorders are extremes on a continuum, and that average males are more likely than females to demonstrate some of the same traits in a milder form. This doesn’t mean that men and women are now switching places—that women are the standard, and that men are the misfits. In this picture, neither sex is a version of the other. Instead, the extremes within each sex illuminate the characteristics of those in the middle. So given what we know about these extremes, why would even average boys have more difficulty in school than girls? Four areas of their development give us a quick snapshot.


Movement and self-control:Attention deficit disorder, or hyperkinetic syndrome, as it is called in the United Kingdom, is at least twice as common in males as in females. Affecting the ability to marshal one’s attention and rein in restlessness and impulsivity, it requires very careful diagnosis precisely because average, healthy boys are more restless and more impulsive than girls. (ADD is considered a disorder only when these tendencies are so extreme and pervasive that they interfere with daily life.) ADD can be seen as what happens when average sex differences in rambunctiousness and self-control—what psychologists call self-regulation—are taken to an extreme. Studies show that from a young age, boys play more high-energy, competitive games than girls, with more chasing and play-fighting and less turn-taking, waiting, and sharing. These behaviors increase when boys are in groups, as they are in school.40 This active, restless profile affects the school progress of more average, and even gifted men. One example might be the high-tech genius Steve Jobs, the founder of Apple Computer. He dropped out of college, but sees his disenchantment with school as having taken root long before. He described the constraints of school as “pretty hard for me” because he wanted to be outdoors chasing butterflies or actively building electronic gadgets. Forced into a desk, he got kicked out of class a lot, he recalls. He said that his commencement address to Stanford’s 2005 graduating class was the closest he had ever come to a university degree because “after six months I couldn’t see the value in it.”41


A things versus people point of view:The high-functioning form of autism called Asperger syndrome is ten times more common among males than females. This highly heritable disorder is characterized by opposing traits: difficulties “reading” other people, alongside an intense interest in predictable spatial, mathematical, or highly organized systems. It is hard to imagine that a person who can grasp string theory or the workings of their hard drive cannot easily decode the signs of embarrassment on someone’s face. Yet reading and responding to lightning-fast signals about other people requires accessing a suite of skills that have neurodevelopmental roots. These skills include the ability to “get” the nuances of facial expressions, and the notion that other people have thoughts and feelings distinct from one’s own. As a result, the deficits of autism and Asperger syndrome have been dubbed “mindblindness” because those born with the disorder seem blind to the hidden feelings and intentions of the people around them.42 In chapter 5 we’ll meet several men who have this blind spot, yet are highly gifted in areas involving math, spatial memory, or computers. Extreme men, to be sure, their profiles still illustrate a pattern that’s been documented in average males; there is evidence that on average, males are more likely to master detailed spatial systems than they are to absorb social signals. Even from the first days of life, males are more likely to look at machines that move, while females prefer to look at the animation in people’s faces.43 Males are more likely to find obscure details hidden in a complex background; females are more likely to consider the surrounding context.44 Males are better able to predict the level of water in a jar as it tilts (it remains horizontal), whereas females are more likely to focus on the context (and so expect the water level to match the angle of its container).45 Males are better able to imagine how three-dimensional objects might look as they rotate in space, and they are also more likely to use this strategy to solve new problems.46 Men are better at forming mental maps of a route (go north for three miles, then turn east for half a mile). Females are more likely to navigate using landmarks (drive until the red-roofed church, turn right, and continue until the river).47 These differences tell us nothing about individuals, of course. Instead they tell us about qualities more commonly found among males, on average, that influence their interests in predictable systems, such as stars, cars, or computers.


Aggression and competition:Even though they outnumber such troubled girls three to one, there are no boys with conduct disorder in this book—the bullies, aggressors, and chronic rule-breakers who care little about how their acts affect other people. And there are no interviews with murderers, even though there are nine male killers for every female. These are male extremes, but even excluding criminals, few would really want their personal story to anchor a chapter on aggression. Even avowed competitors in legitimate forums (sports, politics, business) don’t openly state that they’re ruthless. Still, the numbers illustrate the competitive bent of males across the spectrum. Males are more likely than females to use aggressive means to offside their rivals, and to assert and maintain their status in a hierarchy.48 While anger, jealousy, and verbal aggression are unisex, establishing dominance through theft, violence, and warfare have been the domain of men throughout history. For the past seven hundred years and in different societies, homicide records show that men kill other men thirty to forty times more often than women kill women. More recently, an analysis of 450 cases of shooting rampages at school or at work has found that males pulled the trigger 93 percent of the time.49 And despite the universality of coveting other people’s stuff, 94 percent of burglaries are committed by men, so there’s a sex-based monopoly there, too.50 How do we know that aggressive one-upmanship is not simply males being brought up to be brutes? Male toddlers are more aggressive than females, even before they can distinguish between the sexes and what is “right” for each one. They tell aggressive stories 87 percent of the time, while girls do 17 percent of the time. Ninety percent of children agree that parents and teachers punish more boys than girls for aggressive behavior, even if punishing aggressive boys has less impact than punishing girls. Even so, the majority of boys become less aggressive over time, not more. If aggression were a matter of being socialized to hurt others to get your way, you’d think that boys would become more aggressive as they get older, not less. But huge population studies by the Québec researcher Richard Tremblay show that the opposite is true: the peak of male aggression is during the preschool years, after which 96 percent of males gradually become more peaceable and cooperative as their social skills kick in and they learn greater self-control and the rules of society.51 Early on, though, through no fault of their own, young boys are naturally less able than most girls to rein in their impulses, aggressive or otherwise. As a result, boys are more likely than girls to move around in class, be inattentive, call out impulsively, and prod others for a reaction—especially other boys—with whom they are constantly jockeying for status.


Language:There are more than four boys with language and reading problems for every girl.52 I’m suggesting that these problems are exaggerations of brain-based sex differences in language fluency and literacy that exist in most of us. In the next chapter we’ll see how language is stored and accessed somewhat differently in male and female brains. Such subtle, gender-based shifts of the neural layout influence the character and speed of children’s language as they grow.53 Girls, on average, are more fluid talkers and writers than boys. They speak earlier than boys, talk faster, use more words, generate longer sentences, and make fewer mistakes. At age two, girls have about a hundred more words in their vocabularies than boys, and as girls move through their preschool years they use more complex, varied, and spontaneous language, so it’s not just a matter of volume. This edge appears as soon as spoken language does and continues throughout elementary and high school. It is reflected in girls’ better reading comprehension, spelling, punctuation, and writing skills—all of which are demonstrated in stronger language and essay writing scores on achievement tests later on.54 Girls and women are handier with reference materials, and are much quicker to generate synonyms than boys—perhaps one reason why there are so many women in publishing. The female advantage in writing is so strong that a writing subtest was added to the Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test (PSAT) to offset the traditional male advantage in math.55 The female edge in verbal fluency appears so early in life and is so consistent over time and across cultures that the science of sex differences must be involved.


But how? And more to the point, how would an extreme male with dodgy language and reading skills ever manage to succeed? Some of the men with early language and reading problems have achieved success—many modestly, others brilliantly. When trying to figure out what was going on in dyslexics’ brains before there were MRIs or PET scans to assist us, the British neurologist and polymath Macdonald Critchley commented that “when testing dyslexics as to their power of silent or oral reading, it is not infrequently found that the child performs no worse—sometimes even a little better—if the book is held upside down.”56 The erudite clinician was on to something decades before MRIs came on the scene. Sometimes the answer to a question is the opposite of what we expect.
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