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PREFACE

Worried Dad to Worried Wonk

| have been worrying about boys and men for 25 years. That
comes with the territory when you raise three boys, all now
grown men. George, Bryce, Cameron: | love you beyond
measure. That’s why, even now, | sometimes worry about
you. But my anxiety has spilled over into my day job. | work
as a scholar at the Brookings Institution, focusing mostly on
equality of opportunity, or the lack thereof. Until now, | have
paid most attention to the divisions of social class and race.
But | am increasingly worried about gender gaps, and
perhaps not in the way you might expect. It has become
clear to me that there are growing numbers of boys and
men who are struggling in school, at work, and in the family.
| used to fret about three boys and young men. Now | am
worried about millions.

Even so, | have been reluctant to write this book. | have lost
count of the number of people who advised against it. In the
current political climate, highlighting the problems of boys
and men is seen as a perilous undertaking. One friend, a
newspaper columnist, said, “lI never go near these issues if |
can avoid it. There’s nothing but pain there.” Some argue
that it is a distraction from the challenges still faced by girls
and women. | think this is a false choice. As an advocate for
gender equality, | think a lot about how to close the pay gap
between women and men. (For every $100 earned by men,



women earn $82.)! As you will see, | think the solutions here
include a more equal allocation of childcare, helped by
generous paid leave for both mothers and fathers. But | am
just as worried about the college degree attainment gap in
the other direction, which is just one symptom of a large
and growing gender gap in education. (For every 100
bachelor’'s degrees awarded to women, 74 are awarded to
men.)? Here | propose a simple but radical reform: start boys
in school a year later than girls.

In other words, redesign jobs to be fairer to women, and
reform schools to be fairer to boys.

We can hold two thoughts in our head at once. We can be
passionate about women’s rights and compassionate toward
vulnerable boys and men.

| am of course hardly the first to write about boys and men.
| follow in the footsteps of Hanna Rosin (The End of Men),
Andrew Yarrow (Man Out), Kay Hymowitz (Manning Up),
Philip Zimbardo and Nikita Coulombe (Man, Interrupted),
and Warren Farrell and John Gray (The Boy Crisis), among
many others. So why this book, and why now? | wish | could
say that there was a single, simple motivation. But there are
SiX main reasons.

First, things are worse than | thought. | knew some of the
headlines about boys struggling at school and on campus,
men losing ground in the labor market, and fathers losing
touch with their children. | thought that perhaps some of
these were exaggerated. But the closer | looked, the bleaker
the picture became. The gender gap in college degrees
awarded is wider today than it was in the early 1970s, but in
the opposite direction.® The wages of most men are lower
today than they were in 1979, while women’s wages have
risen across the board.4 One in five fathers are not living



with their children.> Men account for almost three out of four
“deaths of despair,” either from a suicide or an overdose.®

Second, the boys and men struggling most are those at the
sharp end of other inequalities, especially of class and race.
The boys and men | am most worried about are the ones
lower down the economic and social ladder. Most men are
not part of the elite, and even fewer boys are destined to
take their place. In 1979, the weekly earnings of the typical
American man who completed his education with a high
school diploma, was, in today’s dollars, $1,017. Today it is
14% lower, at $881.7 As The Economist magazine puts it:
“The fact that the highest rungs have male feet all over
them is scant comfort for the men at the bottom.”® Men at
the top are still flourishing, but men in general are not.
Especially if they are Black: “To be male, poor, and African-
American ... is to confront, on a daily basis, a deeply held
racism that exists in every social institution,” writes my
colleague Camille Busette.® “No other demographic group
has fared as badly, so persistently and for so long.” Black
men face not only institutional racism but gendered racism,
including discrimination in the labor market and criminal
justice system.10

Third, it became clear to me that the problems of boys and
men are structural in nature, rather than individual; but are
rarely treated as such. The problem with men is typically
framed as a problem of men. It is men who must be fixed,
one man or boy at a time. This individualist approach is
wrong. Boys are falling behind at school and college
because the educational system is structured in ways that
put them at a disadvantage. Men are struggling in the labor
market because of an economic shift away from traditionally
male jobs. And fathers are dislocated because the cultural
role of family provider has been hollowed out. The male



malaise is not the result of a mass psychological breakdown,
but of deep structural challenges.

“The more | consider what men have lost—a useful role in
public life, a way of earning a decent and reliable living,
appreciation in the home, respectful treatment in the
culture,” writes feminist author Susan Faludi in her 1999
book Stiffed, “the more it seems that men of the late
twentieth century are falling into a status oddly similar to
that of women at mid century.”!!

Fourth, | was shocked to discover that many social policy
interventions, including some of the most touted, don’t help
boys and men. The one that first caught my eye was a free
college program in Kalamazoo, Michigan. According to the
evaluation team, “women experience very large gains,” in
terms of college completion (increasing by almost 50%),
“while men seem to experience zero benefit.”*2 This is an
astonishing finding. Making college completely free had no
impact on men. But it turns out that there are dozens of
programs that benefit girls and women, but not boys and
men: a student mentoring scheme in Fort Worth, Texas; a
school choice program in Charlotte, North Carolina; an
income boost to low-wage earners in New York City, and
many more. The striking failure of these interventions to
help boys or men is often obscured by a positive average
result, driven by the positive impact on girls or women. In
isolation, this gender gap might be seen as a quirk of a
specific initiative. But it is a repeated pattern. So not only
are many boys and men struggling, they are less likely to be
helped by policy interventions.

Fifth, there is a political stalemate on issues of sex and
gender. Both sides have dug into an ideological position that
inhibits real change. Progressives refuse to accept that
important gender inequalities can run in both directions,



and quickly label male problems as symptoms of “toxic
masculinity.” Conservatives appear more sensitive to the
struggles of boys and men, but only as a justification for
turning back the clock and restoring traditional gender roles.
The Left tells men, “Be more like your sister.” The Right
says, “Be more like your father.” Neither invocation is
helpful. What is needed is a positive vision of masculinity
that is compatible with gender equality. As a conscientious
objector in the culture wars, | hope to have provided an
assessment of the condition of boys and men that can
attract broad support.

Sixth, as a policy wonk | feel equipped to offer some positive
ideas to tackle these problems, rather than simply
lamenting them. There has been enough handwringing. In
each of the three areas of education, work, and family, |
provide some practical, evidence-based solutions to help
the boys and men who are struggling most. (It is probably
worth saying upfront that my focus is on the challenges
faced by cis heterosexual men, who account for around 95%
of men.)!3

In part 1, | present evidence on the male malaise, showing
how many boys and men are struggling in school and
college (chapter 1), in the labor market (chapter 2), and in
family life (chapter 3). In part 2, | highlight the double
disadvantages faced by Black boys and men, suffering from
gendered racism (chapter 4), as well as for boys and men at
the bottom of the economic ladder (chapter 5). | also
present the growing evidence that many policy
interventions don’t work well for boys and men (chapter 6).
In part 3, | address the question of sex differences, arguing
that both nature and nurture matter (chapter 7).

In part 4, | describe our political stalemate, showing how
instead of rising to this challenge, politicians are making



matters worse. The progressive Left dismisses legitimate
concerns about boys and men and pathologizes masculinity
(chapter 8). The populist Right weaponizes male dislocation
and offers false promises (chapter 9). For the partisans,
there is either a war on women or a war on men. Finally, in
part 5, | offer some solutions. Specifically, | make proposals
for a male-friendly education system (chapter 10); for
helping men to move into jobs in the growing fields of
health, education, administration, and literacy, or HEAL
(chapter 11); and for bolstering fatherhood as an
independent social institution (chapter 12).

“A man would never get the notion,” wrote Simone de
Beauvoir, “of writing a book on the peculiar situation of the
human male.”*# But that was in 1949. Now the peculiar
situation of the human male requires urgent attention. We
must help men adapt to the dramatic changes of recent
decades without asking them to stop being men. We need a
prosocial masculinity for a postfeminist world.*> And we
need it soon.
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CHAPTER 1

GIRLS RULE

Boys Are Behind in Education

Carol Frances, the former chief economist at the American
Council on Education, describes it as a “spectacular upsurge”
and “phenomenal success.”! Stephan Vincent-Lancrin, senior
analyst at the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development’s (OECD’s) Centre for Educational Research
and Innovation, says it is “astonishing ... people can’t believe
it.”2 For Hanna Rosin, author of The End of Men, it is “the
strangest and most profound change of the century, even
more so because it is unfolding in a similar way pretty much
all over the world.”3

Frances, Vincent-Lancrin, and Rosin are all talking about the
gender gap in education. In the space of just a few decades,
girls and women have not just caught up with boys and men
in the classroom—they have blown right past them. In 1972,
the U.S. government passed the landmark Title IX law to
promote gender equality in higher education. At the time,
there was a gap of 13 percentage points in the proportion of
bachelor’'s degrees going to men compared to women.4 By
1982 the gap had closed. By 2019, the gender gap in



bachelor awards was 15 points, wider than in 1972—but the
other way around.®

The underperformance of boys in the classroom, especially
Black boys and those from poorer families, badly damages
their prospects for employment and upward economic
mobility. Reducing this inequality will not be easy given
current trends, many of which worsened during the
pandemic. In the U.S., for example, the 2020 decline in
college enrollment was seven times greater for male than for
female students.® Male students also struggle more with
online learning, and as the extent of the learning loss
becomes clearer in the months and years ahead, it seems
almost certain that it will prove to be greater for boys and
men.’

The first challenge is to persuade policymakers that in
education, it is now boys who are at a disadvantage. Some
argue that it is premature to worry about the gender gap in
education, when the pay gap still runs the other way. | will
have more to say about the pay gap in chapter 2; for now,
suffice it to say that the labor market is still structured in
favor of workers without major childcare and those workers
are mostly men. But at the same time, the education system
is structured in favor of girls and women, for the reasons |
will set out in this chapter. So we have an education system
favoring girls and a labor market favoring men. Two wrongs
don’t make a right. We need to fix both. Inequalities matter,
regardless of their direction. It is also worth noting that while
women are catching up with men in the labor market, boys
and men are falling further behind in the classroom. One gap
is narrowing, the other is widening.

| first describe the gender gaps in K-12 schooling and then
point to what | see as their main cause: the very different
speeds at which boys and girls mature, especially in



adolescence. | then trace some of the resulting inequalities
in higher education. My main message here is that there are
stark gender gaps at every stage, and all around the world,
many of which continue to widen. But policymakers, like deer
in headlights, have yet to respond.

GIRLS GETTING THE GRADES

What do you know about Finland? That it is the happiest
nation on Earth? Correct.® That the school system is superb?
Well, half right. Finland does indeed always rank at or near
the top of the international league table for educational
outcomes—but that’s because of the girls. Every 3 years, the
OECD conducts a survey of reading, mathematics, and
science skills among 15-year-olds. It is called the PISA
(Programme for International Student Assessment) test, and
it gets a lot of attention from policymakers. Finland is a good
place to look at gender gaps in education because it is such
a high-performing nation (indeed, one could say that other
countries suffer from a bout of Finn envy every time the PISA
results are published). But although Finnish students rank
very high for overall performance on PISA, there is a massive
gender gap: 20% of Finnish girls score at the highest reading
levels in the test, compared to just 9% of boys.® Among
those with the lowest reading scores, the gender gap is
reversed: 20% of boys versus 7% of girls. On most measures,
Finnish girls also outperform the boys in science and in
mathematics. The bottom line is that Finland’s internationally
acclaimed educational performance is entirely explained by
the stunning performance of Finnish girls. (In fact, American
boys do just as well as Finnish boys do on the PISA reading
test.)



This may have some implications for the education reformers
who flock to Finland to find ways to bottle the nation’s
success, but it is just an especially vivid example of an
international trend. In elementary and secondary schools
across the world, girls are leaving boys behind. Girls are
about a year ahead of boys in terms of reading ability in
OECD nations, in contrast to a wafer-thin and shrinking
advantage for boys in math.® Boys are 50% more likely than
girls to fail at all three key school subjects: math, reading,
and science.'! Sweden is starting to wrestle with what has
been dubbed a pojkkrisen (boy crisis) in its schools. Australia
has devised a reading program called Boys, Blokes, Books
and Bytes.

In the U.S., girls have been the stronger sex in school for
decades. But they are now pulling even further ahead,
especially in terms of literacy and verbal skills. The
differences open up early. Girls are 14 percentage points
more likely than boys to be “school ready” at age 5, for
example, controlling for parental characteristics. This is a
much bigger gap than the one between rich and poor
children, or Black and white children, or between those who
attend preschool and those who do not.*? A 6-percentage-
point gender gap in reading proficiency in fourth grade
widens to a 11-percentage-point gap by the end of eighth
grade.'3® In math, a 6-point gap favoring boys in fourth grade
has shrunk to a 1-point gap by eighth grade.** In a study
drawing on scores from the whole country, Stanford scholar
Sean Reardon finds no overall gap in math from grades three
through eight, but a big one in English. “In virtually every
school district in the United States, female students
outperformed male students on ELA [English Language Arts]
tests,” he writes. “In the average district, the gap is ...
roughly two thirds of a grade level and is larger than the
effects of most large-scale educational interventions.”?>



FIGURE 1-1 Girls getting the grades

Gender composition of high school GPA (grade point
average) rank (deciles)
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Note: Figure shows total high school GPA for students who
were freshmen in 2009.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics, High School Longitudinal Study 2009.

By high school, the female lead has solidified. Girls have
always had an edge over boys in terms of high school grade
point average (GPA), even half a century ago, when they
surely had less incentive than boys given the differences in
rates of college attendance and career expectations. But the
gap has widened in recent decades. The most common high
school grade for girls is now an A; for boys, it is a B.'*® As
figure 1-1 shows, girls now account for two-thirds of high
schoolers in the top 10%, ranked by GPA, while the
proportions are reversed on the bottom rung.

Girls are also much more likely to be taking Advanced
Placement or International Baccalaureate classes.!” Of
course national trends disguise huge variations by
geography, so it is useful to zoom in and look at specific
places. Take Chicago, where students from the most affluent
neighborhoods are much more likely to have an A or B
average in ninth grade (47%), compared to those from the
poorest (32%).18 That is a big class gap, which, given that
Chicago is the most segregated big city in the country,
means a big race gap too. But strikingly, the difference in the
proportion of girls versus boys getting high grades is the
same: 47% to 32%. If you're wondering whether grades in
the first year of high school matter much, they do, strongly
predicting later educational outcomes. As the Chicago



researchers who analyzed these data insist, “Grades reflect
multiple factors valued by teachers, and it is this
multidimensional quality that makes grades good predictors
of important outcomes.”

It is true that boys still perform a little better than girls do on
most standardized tests. But this gap has narrowed sharply,
down to a thirteen-point difference in the SAT, and it has
disappeared for the ACT.*? It is also probably worth noting
here that SAT and ACT scores matter a lot less in any case,
as colleges move away from their use in admissions, which,
whatever other merits this has, seems likely to further widen
the gender gap in postsecondary education. Here is a more
anecdotal example of the gender gap: Every year the New
York Times runs an editorial contest among middle and high
school students, and it publishes the opinions of the winners.
The organizers tell me that among the applicants, there is a
“2-1, probably closer to 3-1" ratio of girls to boys.2°

By now it should not be a surprise to learn that boys are less
likely than girls to graduate high school. In 2018, 88% of girls
graduated from high school on time (i.e., 4 years after
enrolling), compared to 82% of boys.?! The male graduation
rate is only a little higher than the 80% among poor
students. You might think these were easy numbers to come
by, a quick Google search away. | thought they would be
when | started writing this paragraph. But in fact it took a
small Brookings research project to figure it out, and for
reasons that are instructive. States are required by federal
law to report high school graduation rates by race and
ethnicity, proficiency in English, economic disadvantage,
homelessness, and foster status. These kinds of data are
invaluable for assessing trends for the groups at greatest risk
of dropping out. But oddly, states do not have to report their
results by sex. Getting the numbers cited above required
scouring the data for each state.



An energetic nonprofit alliance, Grad Nation, is seeking to
raise the overall high school graduation rate in the U.S. to
90% (up from 85% in 2017).22 This is a great goal. The
alliance points out that this will require improvements among
“students of color, students with disabilities, and low-income
students.” It definitely will. But they missed a big one—boys.
After all, girls are only 2 percentage points from the target,
while boys are 8 percentage points below it.

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE TIMING (OF BRAIN
DEVELOPMENT)

What is going on here? There are many potential
explanations. Some scholars link the relative
underperformance of boys in school to their lower
expectations of postsecondary education, surely the very
definition of a vicious circle.?® Others worry that the strong
skew toward female teachers—three out of four and rising—
could be putting boys at a disadvantage.?* This matters, for
sure. But | think there is a bigger, simpler explanation staring
us in the face. Boys’ brains develop more slowly, especially
during the most critical years of secondary education. When
almost one in four boys (23%) is categorized as having a
“developmental disability,” it is fair to wonder if it is
educational institutions, rather than the boys, that are not
functioning properly.2>

In Age of Opportunity: Lessons from the New Science of
Adolescence, Laurence Steinberg writes that “high-school
aged adolescents make better decisions when they’re calm,
well rested, and aware that they’ll be rewarded for making
good choices.”?% To which most parents, or anybody



recounting their own teen years, might respond: tell me
something | don’t know, Larry. But adolescents are wired in a
way that makes it hard to “make good choices.” When we
are young, we sneak out of bed to go to parties; when we
get old, we sneak out of parties to go to bed. Steinberg
shows how adolescence is essentially a battle between the
sensation-seeking part of our brain (Go to the party! Forget
school!) and the impulse-controlling part (I really need to
study tonight).

It helps to think of these as the psychological equivalent of
the accelerator and brake pedals in a car. In the teenage
years, our brains go for the accelerator. We seek novel,
exciting experiences. Our impulse control—the braking
mechanism—develops later. As Robert Sapolsky, a Stanford
biologist and neurologist, writes in his book Behave: The
Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst, “The immature
frontal cortex hasn’t a prayer to counteract a dopamine
system like this.”?” There are obvious implications here for
parenting, and the importance of helping adolescents
develop self-regulation strategies.

Adolescence, then, is a period when we find it harder to
restrain ourselves. But the gap is much wider for boys than
for girls, because they have both more acceleration and less
braking power. The parts of the brain associated with
impulse control, planning, future orientation, sometimes
labeled the “CEO of the brain,” are mostly in the prefrontal
cortex, which matures about 2 years later in boys than in
girls.2®2 The cerebellum, for example, reaches full size at the
age of 11 for girls, but not until age 15 for boys. Among
other things, the cerebellum “has a modulating effect on
emotional, cognitive, and regulatory capacities,” according
to neuroscientist Gokcen Akyurek.?® | know; | have three
sons. These findings are consistent with survey evidence on
attention and self-regulation, where the biggest sex



differences occur during middle adolescence, in part because
of the effect of puberty on the hippocampus, a part of the
brain linked to attention and social cognition.3° The correct
answer to the question so many teenage boys hear, “Why
can’t you be more like your sister?” is something like,
“Because, Mom, there are sexually dimorphic trajectories for
cortical and subcortical gray matter!” (Returns to video
game.)

While parts of the brain need to grow, some brain fibers have
to be pruned back to improve our neural functions. It is odd
to think that parts of our brain need to get smaller to be
more efficient, but it's true. The brain basically tidies itself
up; think of it like trimming a hedge to keep it looking good.
This pruning process is especially important in adolescent
development, and a study drawing on detailed brain imaging
of 121 people aged between 4 and 40 shows that it occurs
earlier in girls than in boys. The gap is largest at around the
age of 16.3! Science journalist Krystnell Storr writes that
these findings “add to the growing body of research that
looks into gender differences when it comes to the brain ...
the science points to a difference in the way our brains
develop. Who can argue with that?”32 (It turns out, quite a
few people. But I'll get to that later.)

It is important to note, as always, that we are talking
averages here. But | don’t think this evidence will shock
many parents. “In adolescence, on average girls are more
developed by about 2 to 3 years in terms of the peak of their
synapses and in their connectivity processes,” says Frances
Jensen, chair of the department of neurology at the
University of Pennsylvania’s Perelman School of Medicine.
“This fact is no surprise to most people if we think of 15-
year-old boys and girls.”33 | don’t have any daughters, but |
can report that when my sons brought female friends home



during the middle and high school years, the difference in
maturity was often startling.

The gender gap in the development of skills and traits most
important for academic success is widest at precisely the
time when students need to be worrying about their GPA,
getting ready for tests, and staying out of trouble.?* A 2019
report on the importance of the new science of adolescence
from the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine suggests that “sex differences in associations
between brain development and puberty are relevant for
understanding ... prominent gender disparities during
adolescence.”3> But this emerging science on sex differences
in brain development, especially during adolescence, has so
far had no impact on policy. The chapter on education in the
National Academies report, for example, contains no specific
proposals relating to the sex differences it identified.

The debate over the importance of neurological sex
differences, which can be quite fierce, is wrongly framed as
far as education is concerned. There are certainly some
biologically based differences in male and female psychology
that last beyond adolescence. But by far the biggest
difference is not in how female and male brains develop, but
when. The key point is that the relationship between
chronological age and developmental age is very different
for girls and boys. From a neuroscientific perspective, the
education system is tilted in favor of girls. It hardly needs
saying that this was not the intention. After all, it was mostly
men who created the education system; there is no century-
old feminist conspiracy to disadvantage the boys. The
gender bias in the education system was harder to see when
girls were discouraged from pursuing higher education or
careers and steered toward domestic roles instead.?® Now
that the women’s movement has opened up these



opportunities to girls and women, their natural advantages
have become more apparent with every passing year.

PINK CAMPUSES

The gender gap widens further in higher education. In the
U.S., 57% of bachelor’s degrees are now awarded to women,
and not just in stereotypically “female” subjects: women now
account for almost half (47%) of undergraduate business
degrees, for example, compared to fewer than one in ten in
1970.37” Women also receive the majority of law degrees, up
from about one in twenty in 1970.38

Figure 1-2 shows the gender gap in the share of degrees
awarded at associate’s, bachelor’'s,_ and graduate degree
levels from 1970 to 2019.3°

Women are earning three out of five master’s degrees and
associate’s degrees, and the rise has been even more
dramatic for professional degrees.*° The share of doctoral
degrees in dentistry (DDS or DMD), medicine (MD), or law (JD
or LLB) being awarded to women has jumped from 7% in
1972 to 50% in 2019.4* The dominance of women on campus
shows up in nonacademic areas too. In 2020, the law review
at every one of the top sixteen law schools had a woman as
editor-in-chief.4?

FIGURE 1-2 The great educational overtaking
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institutions, by level of degree and sex of student” (2005 and
2020).

As Rosin noted, this is a global trend. In 1970, the year after |
was born, just 31% of undergraduate degrees went to British
women. When | left college two decades later, it was 44%.
Now it is 58%.43 Today, 40% of young British women head off
to college at the age of 18, compared to 29% of their male
peers.** “The world is waking up to ... this problem,” says
Eyjolfur Gudmundsson, rector of the University of Akureyri in
Iceland, where 77% of the undergraduates are women.4>
Iceland is an interesting case study, since it is the most
gender egalitarian country in the world, according to the
World Economic Forum.#® But Icelandic universities are
struggling to reverse a massive gender inequality in
education. “It’s not being discussed in the media,” says
Steinunn Gestsdottir, vice rector at the University of Iceland.
“But policymakers are worried about this trend.”4” In
Scotland, policymakers are past the worried stage and into
the doing-something-about-it stage, setting a clear goal to
increase male representation in all Scottish universities.4®
Their approach is one that other countries should follow.

FIGURE 1-3 Women more educated, around the world

Share of 25-34-year-olds with tertiary educational
attainment, by gender
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It is true that some subjects, such as engineering, computer
sciences and math, still skew male. Considerable efforts and
investments are being made by colleges, nonprofit

organizations, and policymakers to close these gaps in STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and math). But even here
the news is generally encouraging. Women now account for



36% of the undergraduate degrees awarded in STEM
subjects, including 41% of those in the physical sciences and
42% in mathematics and statistics.#® But there have been no
equivalent gains for men in traditionally female subjects,
such as teaching or nursing, and these are occupational
fields likely to see significant job growth. (I will be saying
more about how to get more men into these HEAL jobs in
chapter 11.)

In every country in the OECD, there are now more young
women than young men with a bachelor’'s degree.>° Figure 1-
3 shows the gap in some selected nations. As far as | can
tell, nobody predicted that women would overtake men so
rapidly, so comprehensively, or so consistently around the
world.

AFFIRMATIVE ACTION BY STEALTH

Almost every college in the U.S. now has mostly female
students. The last bastions of male dominance to fall were
the Ivy League colleges, but every one has now swung
majority female.>* The steady feminization of college
campuses may not trouble too many people, but there is at
least one group whose members really worry about it:
admissions officers. “Once you become decidedly female in
enrollment,” writes Jennifer Delahunty, Kenyon College’s
former dean of admissions, “fewer males and, as it turns out,
fewer females find your campus attractive.” In a provocative
New York Times opinion piece, plaintively headlined “To All
The Girls I've Rejected,” she said publicly what everyone
knows privately: “Standards for admission to today’s most
selective colleges are stiffer for women than men.”>2



The evidence for this stealthy affirmative action program in
favor of men seems quite clear. At private colleges the
acceptance rates for men are considerably higher than for
women.>3 At Vassar, for example, where 67% of
matriculating students are female, the acceptance rate for
male applicants in fall 2020 was 28%, compared to 23% for
women.>* You might be wondering if this is because Vassar
was a women'’s college until 1969. But Kenyon, which was
all-male until the same year, has a similar challenge.>> By
contrast, public colleges and universities, which educate the
vast majority of students, are barred from discrimination on
the basis of sex. This is one reason they skew even more
female than private institutions.

You might think that this discrimination on the basis of sex
by private colleges is illegal. But read the small print of Title
IX, Section 1681 (a) (1), which contains a specific exemption
from sex discrimination provisions for admissions to private
undergraduate colleges. To be clear, this provision was made
to protect the small number of single-sex colleges, rather
than to allow discrimination in favor of men in the other
institutions. The evidence for the gender bias was so strong
that in 2009, an investigation was launched by the U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights, despite the Section 1681
loophole. Gail Heriot, the commissioner who instigated the
probe, says that there was “evidence of purposeful
discrimination.”>® But two years later, the matter was
dropped, ostensibly on the grounds of “inadequate data.”
Nobody knows for sure what happened behind the scenes.
But | think Hanna Rosin’s assessment is right.
“Acknowledging the larger dynamic that would give rise to
such discrimination was a whole other kind of threat,” she
writes. “It meant admitting that in these realms it was in fact
men who needed the help.”5’



As Kenyon’s Delahunty put it candidly in a September 2021
interview with the Wall Street Journal, “Is there a thumb on
the scale for boys? Absolutely. The question is, is that right
or wrong?”>® My answer is that it is wrong. Even though | am
deeply worried about the way boys and men are falling
behind in education, affirmative action cannot be the
solution. (Or perhaps | should say, not yet.) To a large extent,
the gaps at the college level reflect the ones in high school.
Differences in early attainment at college can be explained
by differences in high school GPA, for example. Reading and
verbal skills strongly predict college-going rates, and these
are areas where boys lag furthest behind girls.>® Equalizing
verbal skills at age 16 would close the gender gap in college
enrollment in England, according to a study by Esteban
Aucejo and Jonathan James.®® The most urgent task, then, is
to improve outcomes for boys in the K-12 school system.

STOP OUTS AND DROPOUTS

But getting more men to college is just the first step. They
also need help getting through college. With most students
now going to some kind of college at some point, the big
challenge is completion. Here, too, there is a gender gap.
Male students are more likely to “stop out,” that is, to take a
detour away from their studies, and they are also more likely
to “drop out” and fail to graduate at all. The differences are
not trivial: 46% percent of female students enrolling in a
public 4-year college have graduated 4 years later; for male
students, the proportion is 35%. (The gap shrinks somewhat
for 6-year graduation rates.)®?



In 2019, Matthew Chingos, director of the Center on
Education Data and Policy at the Urban Institute, in
collaboration with the New York Times, created a league
table of colleges based on their dropout rates. To judge the
performance of institutions fairly, Chingos took into account
the kind of students they enrolled, since “on average,
colleges have lower graduation rates when they enroll more
lower-income students, more Black and Latino students,
more men, more older students and more students with low
SAT or ACT scores.”®? In other words, colleges should not be
penalized for having higher dropout rates because they
enroll more disadvantaged students. When | read that
article, the addition of “more men” in that category jumped
out. It shows that the educational underperformance of half
the population is now a routine fact to social scientists, one
to be added to the standard battery of statistical controls.

The numbers from Chingos suggest that all else equal, an all-
female four-year school would have a graduation rate 14
percentage points higher than an all-male school.®3 This is
not a small difference. In fact, taking into account other
factors, such as test scores, family income, and high school
grades, male students are at a higher risk of dropping out of
college than any other group, including poor students, Black
students, or foreign-born students.

But the underperformance of males in college is shrouded in
a good deal of mystery. World-class scholars have pored over
the low rates of male college enrolilment and completion,
piling up data and running regressions. | have read these
studies and spoken to many of the scholars. The short
summary of their conclusions is: “We don’t know.” Economic
incentives do not provide an answer. The value of a college
education is at least as high for men as for women.%* Even a
scholar like MIT's David Autor, who has dug deeply into the
data, ends up describing male education trends as



“puzzling.”® Mary Curnock Cook, the former head of the UK’s
university and college admissions service, says she is
“baffled.”®® When | asked one of my sons for his thoughts, he
looked up from his phone, shrugged, and said, “I dunno.”
Which may in fact have been the perfect answer.

One factor that gets too little attention in these debates is
the developmental gap, with the male prefrontal cortex
struggling to catch up with the female one well into the early
twenties. To me, it seems clear that girls and women were
always better equipped to succeed at college, just as in high
school, and that this has become apparent as gendered
assumptions about college education have fallen away.®”

But | think there is an aspiration gap here too. Most young
women today have it drummed into them how much
education matters, and most want to be financially
independent. Compared to their male classmates, they see
their future in sharper focus. In 1980, male high school
seniors were much more likely than their female classmates
to say they definitely expected to get a 4-year degree, but
within just two decades, the gap had swung the other way.®®
This may also be why many educational interventions,
including free college, benefit women more than men; their
appetite for success is just higher. Girls and women have had
to fight misogyny without. Boys and men are now struggling
for motivation within.

Hanna Rosin’s 2012 book had a gloomy title: The End of
Men. But she remained hopeful, back then, that men would
rise to the challenge, especially in education. “There’s
nothing like being trounced year after year to make you
reconsider your options,” she wrote.%® So far, however, there
is little sign of any reconsideration. The trends she identified
have worsened. There has also been no rethinking of
educational policy or practice. Curnock Cook correctly



describes this as a “massive policy blind spot.”’° With
honorable exceptions—go Scotland!—policymakers have
been painfully slow to adjust. Perhaps this is not surprising.
The gender reversal in education has been astonishingly
swift. It is like the needles on a magnetic compass reversing
their polarity. Suddenly, north is south. Suddenly, working for
gender equality means focusing on boys rather than girls.
Disorienting, to say the least. Small wonder our laws,
institutions, even our attitudes, have not yet caught up. But
catch up they must.
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CHAPTER 2

WORKING MAN BLUES

Men Are Losing Ground in the Labor
Market

In May 2019 | was moderating a panel discussion on
inequality at a conference organized by the Federal Reserve.
| asked Melissa Kearney, a top-notch economist, whether she
was more worried about women or men. She took a moment.
I’d sprung the question on her in front of a highly influential
audience. “l am really worried about the extent to which men
in the U.S. are being pushed to the side of economic, social
and family life,” she responded. “For 20, 30 or 40 years ...
scholars focused on women and children. Now we really
need to think about men.”?

Kearney was brave to say it, and she is right. If we want a
more dynamic economy and a better future for our children,
we need to help the men who are struggling. In chapter 1, |
described the challenge they face in schools. Here | turn to
jobs. Growing numbers of men are detaching from paid work.
For most of those who are in a job, wages have stagnated. In
fact, one reason that the gender pay gap has narrowed is
that median male pay has fallen, surely a suboptimal way to
achieve equality. But while women have been catching up



with men, workers on the top rungs of the economic ladder—
men as well as women—have been pulling away from
everyone else. The deepest fissures in the labor market are
not those between men and women. They are between white
and Black workers and between the upper middle class and
the middle class and working class, the subjects of chapters
4 and 5.

“Many in the women’s movement and in the mass media
complain that men just ‘don’t want to give up the reins of
power,” ” writes Susan Faludi. “But that would seem to have
little applicability to the situations of most men, who
individually feel not the reins of power in their hands but its
bit in their mouths.”?

| describe and explain here the declining economic fortunes
of these men. It’s very important to see how these result
from the fracturing of the labor market, rather than the
frailties of the men themselves. It's a structural problem, not
a personal one.

MISSING MEN

“Over the last three decades,” write economists David Autor
and Melanie Wasserman, “the labor market trajectory of
males in the U.S. has turned downward along four
dimensions: skills acquisition; employment rates;
occupational stature; and real wage levels.”3 If that sounds
bad, it is. Labor force participation among men in the U.S.
has dropped by 7 percentage points over the last half
century, from 96 to 89%.4 Even before COVID cratered the
economy in 2020, there were 9 million men of prime working
age who were not in employment. (Economists define the



“prime” years as beginning at the age of 25 and ending,
unnervingly, at 54.) A technical but important point is that
most of the men who are not in work don’t count in official
statistics as “unemployed,” because they aren’t looking for
work. One in three men with only a high school education are
now out of the labor force.> That is 5 million men, a reserve
army of labor twice the size of the People’s Liberation Army
of China.®

If you think of a man hit by economic trends, chances are
that you have a middle-aged man in mind. But the problem
is not just one for older men. The biggest fall in male
employment has in fact been among young men, aged
between 25 and 34, as figure 2-1 shows.” (Now that is prime
age.) Scholars are not sure why. Standard economic models
struggle to explain it. One popular explanation is the
attraction of video games, and it is easy to see how
Assassin’s Creed could seem like a better way to spend your
day than in a poorly paid, unappealing job. But there isn’t
really any good evidence for this. A careful analysis of time-
use data by University of North Carolina economist Gray
Kimbrough finds that hours spent gaming have increased the
most among men in their 20s, but from just three hours a
week in 2005, to six hours a week in 2015.8 Based on my
own experience as a father of three sons, | honestly had to
double-check that these numbers were really for hours per
week rather than hours per day. The figure does not strike
me as justification for a moral panic. Kimbrough also shows
that men who leave employment do not increase the hours
spent gaming, or at least not immediately.

Figure 2-1 Fewer men, more women at work
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The economic downturn of 2020 obviously caused
employment levels for both men and women to plummet, as
lockdowns put the economy into a state of suspended
animation. In the space of just a few weeks, female
employment fell by 16%, and male employment dropped by
13%.° The difference was partly the result of more women
taking time away from employment to care for children,
especially as schools and childcare providers closed, and the
downturn was quickly dubbed a “she-cession.”° Certainly
the 2020 recession was a departure from recent economic
downturns in which “women’s employment declines were
barely perceptible,” as Michigan economist Betsey
Stevenson observes.'! Most previous recessions have in fact
been he-cessions, hitting male employment hardest.

But since the 2020 downturn was generated artificially by a
pandemic, rather than by the usual economic cycle, the
recovery was extremely rapid too. The COVID-19 recession
was very sharp but very short, lasting just two months, less
than any previous downturn in U.S. history. The gender gap
closed very quickly too. By October 2021, the 1.2 percentage
point decline in labor force participation rates since the start
of the pandemic was evenly divided between men and
women.'? There was some good news too: the proportion of
female senior executives rose to 24% in 2020, up from 21%
in 2019.13

ROBOTS AND TRADE

Male employment has not fallen because men have suddenly
become feckless or work-shy, but because of shifts in the
structure of the economy. Simply put, male jobs have been



hit by a one-two punch, of automation and free trade.
Machines pose a greater threat to working men than to
women for two reasons. First, the occupations most
susceptible to automation are just more likely to employ
men, as my colleague Mark Muro shows. “Men ... make up
over 70 percent of production occupations, over 80 percent
of transportation occupations, and over 90 percent of
construction and installation occupations,” he writes.** And
these are “all occupational groups with current task loads
that have above-average projected automation exposure.”
By contrast, women make up most of the workforce in
relatively automation-safe occupations, such as health care,
personal services, and education.

Second, men often lack the skills required in an automating
world. According to Andy Haldane, chief economist at the
Bank of England, “the high-skill, high-pay jobs of the future
may involve skills better measured by EQ (a measure of
emotional intelligence) than 1Q.”*> There is already evidence
that the female advantage in “soft skills” is giving them an
additional boost in the U.S. labor market, and that they are
switching more quickly than men to “robot-proof”
occupations.t® It is important to note, however, that there is
a lot of uncertainty about the likely impact of automation.
Empirical estimates vary widely.” Fears about automation
have been around for a long time, and they are often a proxy
for broader pessimism about economic trends.

One thing is certain. The long-run shift away from jobs
requiring physical strength is going to continue. Fewer than
one in ten jobs now require what the Bureau of Labor
Statistics describes as “heavy work,” which requires
“occasionally lifting or carrying 51-100 pounds or frequently
lifting or carrying 26-50 pounds.”® As the muscular
demands of work decline, men are becoming physically
weaker; one study of grip strength, a good marker of overall



strength, shows a sharp decline among men.*® Meanwhile,
and perhaps more surprisingly, women are getting physically
stronger. In 1985, the average man in his early 30s could
squeeze your hand with about 30 pounds more force than a
similarly aged woman. Today, their grip strength is about the
same.

The goal here is not to bring back brawny jobs for men, it is
to help men adapt. Most of the occupations set to grow the
most in coming years are female dominated.?° There has
been a commendable and largely successful push to get
more girls and women into jobs that require STEM (science,
technology, engineering, and math) skills. But it is now even
more important to encourage men into what | call HEAL
(health, education, administration, and literacy) jobs, which
are dominated by women.

Male workers are challenged on one side by robots, and on
the other by workers in other countries. Free trade has
become a hot political topic in recent years, especially in the
U.S. and the UK. It is hard to untangle the empirical knots
here. There is no doubt that Chinese imports caused declines
in U.S. manufacturing employment, of around 2 to 3 million
jobs.?t Arguments continue, however, over whether there
were offsetting increases in other kinds of jobs; how much
the impact was restricted to certain places, especially the
Midwest; whether the shock was short term, for just a few
years after 2001 when China joined the World Trade
Organization, or has had longer-lasting effects; and whether
the reduced geographical mobility of workers has made
matters worse. In other words, it is complicated. It is also
very difficult to get a good economic measure of the benefits
of cheaper Chinese goods for tens of millions of consumers
(as well as for workers in China, of course—but that is a
different argument).



| will say that the political elite spent decades complacently
arguing that on net, and in the long run, free trade is good.
And so it is. By definition, however, this means that some
people, in some places, are being hurt right now. Not much
was done to help these people, even by center-left politicians
who claimed to be on the side of the working class. The
assumption in policy circles that some of the winnings from
free trade would be redistributed to the losers proved mostly
false. The victims were basically left behind, told to buck up
their ideas, engage in some “lifelong learning,” and get with
the program. Up until 2017, for every dollar the U.S.
government was spending on Trade Adjustment Assistance
for workers, $25 were being spent on tax subsidies toward
the endowments of elite colleges.?? (The Tax Cuts and Jobs
Act of 2017 imposed a tax on the biggest of these funds.) In
the populist backlash, the technocratic elite largely reaped
what they sowed.

For men who are in work, pay levels are typically lower than
in the past. The median real hourly wage for men peaked
sometime in the 1970s and has been falling since. While
women’s wages have risen across the board over the last
four decades, wages for men on most rungs of the earnings
ladder have stagnated. Only men at the top have seen
strong earnings growth. Men who entered the workforce in
1983 will earn about 10% less, in real terms, across their
working life than those who started out in 1967. For women,
by contrast, life-time earnings have risen by 33% over the
same period (these numbers are at the median).?3 In the dry
words of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “The long-term
trend in men’s earnings has been quite different than that for
women."”24

BUT WHAT ABOUT THAT GENDER PAY GAP?



When | hire a new research assistant, | ask them to read two
books. The first is How to Write Short: Word Craft for Fast
Times by Roy Peter Clark, an excellent guide to sharp
communication in a world of blogs and tweets (and yes, | am
aware that the book you’re holding is rather long). The other
is Factfulness: Ten Reasons We’'re Wrong about the World—
and Why Things Are Better Than You Think by Hans Rosling,
who is something of a hero to me. Rosling, who died in 2017,
was a Swedish physician who became obsessed with
statistical illiteracy. In Factfulness, he describes various
biases, including the “straight line instinct,” an assumption
that a historical trend line will continue unaltered into the
future; the “negativity instinct,” which is a tendency to think
things are likely getting worse; and the “gap instinct,” which
is a “basic urge to divide things into two distinct groups, with
nothing but an empty gap in between.”?> As Rosling puts it,
“We love to dichotomize.”

The gap instinct leads to two errors of perception. First, we
fail to see how much overlap there is between two groups.
Second, we fail to see the bigger gaps that typically exist
within groups, rather than between them.

The gender pay gap is a case in point. A woman at the
middle of the female wage distribution (for full-time, year-
round workers) earns 82% as much as a man at the middle
of the male one: in 2020, $891 and $1,082 a week,
respectively.?® When we hear about this gap, the thought
that naturally gets generated is “women earn less than
men.” But in fact, the distribution of women’s wages looks
strikingly similar to the distribution of men’s wages, and a lot
more similar today than just a few decades ago; figure 2-2
shows the wage distribution for men and women in 1979 and
in 2019.



As you can see, the distributions now overlap rather tightly.
In fact, 40% of women now earn more than the typical man,
up from just 13% in 1979. That two in five women are
earning more than what 50% of men earn seems
counterintuitive to many people. In June 2021, | polled my
Twitter followers, asking them what proportion of female
workers they thought earned more than the median man:
10%, 20%, 30%, or 40%. The poll got just 264 votes, so I'm
not going to make any scientific claims here. But my
followers, being an academic kind of crowd, are likely better
informed on this kind of thing than most. But still the votes
were, in order, for 20%, 10%, 30% and, finally, the correct
answer of 40%. The gap instinct is strong.

The wage charts in figure 2-2 illustrate the other danger of
gap-instinct thinking, which is to miss the extent of
differences within groups. The wage distributions of men and
women overlap more than in 1979, but they are also much
more spread out. The gap between high-wage women and
low-wage women, and to a lesser extent between high-wage
and low-wage men, has widened dramatically. The closeness
of the male and female wage distributions is of course
stupendously good news on the gender equality front. The
last half century has seen what Claudia Goldin calls a “grand
gender convergence,” with a dramatic narrowing in the gap
between men and women, not only in earnings but in
employment levels, hours worked, and occupation type.?’ It
is also true that in recent years, however, progress on
closing the pay gap has slowed, despite women'’s successes
in the classroom.

FIGURE 2-2 The shrinking pay gap
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So, what is causing the remaining gap? The answer to this
question matters a lot, especially when it comes to potential
solutions.

The basic facts are not in dispute. As | have already said, the
typical (i.e., median) full-time female worker earns about
82% as much as the typical man. The question is why. Here
things quickly get heated. For the feminist Left, the pay gap
proves patriarchy. “The wage gap is a blatantly unfair vestige
of a patriarchal labor system that haunts women’s economic
potential throughout their lives,” says Toni Van Pelt,
president of the National Organization for Women.2?®
Conservatives, meanwhile, dismiss the idea of a pay gap as
a feminist myth, used to create the impression of inequalities
that simply do not exist. The wage gap is a “massively
discredited factoid,” says Christina Hoff Sommers of the
American Enterprise Institute.?® Sommers is not alone. In a
2019 survey, 46% of men and 30% of women said the
problem of unequal pay was “made up to serve a political
purpose.”3°

The pay gap accurately describes the difference in the
economic resources available to individual men and women
in the middle of their respective wage distributions. It is not
a myth. It is math. The real disagreement is not over
whether the typical woman earns less than the typical man



but why. Conservatives point to studies showing that once a
range of factors influencing pay are taken into account—
hours, industry, experience, seniority, location, and so on—
the pay gap almost evaporates.3! Various studies of this kind
put the adjusted gender pay gap at around 5%. In a foreword
to a 2009 study commissioned by the federal government,
Deputy Assistant Labor Secretary Charles James concluded
that “the raw wage gap should not be used as the basis to
justify corrective action. Indeed, there may be nothing to
correct.”32

There is certainly very little evidence that women are paid
less than men for doing the same work in the same way.
Women are paid less because they do different work, or work
differently, or both. But, of course, that is not the end of the
story. Women may earn less because they occupy fewer
senior positions, but that fact itself may be the result of
institutional sexism. Similarly, it is true that women tend to
be more clustered than men in lower-paying occupations and
industries, which explains perhaps a third of the pay gap. But
that may reflect socialized gender roles, not least in terms of
family responsibilities, or a devaluation of work that is done
by women, or both. In any case, while there is a pay gap
between occupations, there is as big a gender pay gap
within occupations.

THE PAY GAP IS A PARENTING GAP

The one-word explanation for the pay gap is: children.
Among young adults, especially if they are childless, the pay
gap has essentially disappeared.33® “There’s remarkable
evidence that earnings for men and women move in sync up



until the birth of a couple’s first child,” says economist
Marianne Bertrand. “This is when women lose and they
never recover.”3* To make matters worse, the crucial years
for wage gains are from the mid-30s onward, which, as
Michelle Budig, another top economist in the field, points
out, is “the same period when intensive family
responsibilities, particularly for mothers, are in full force.”3>
The earnings trajectory for women who do not have children
looks similar to that for men. The one for mothers does not.
The more children women have, the further behind they fall
in terms of both employment and earnings.36

Some of the best proof that the gender pay gap is mostly a
parenting pay gap comes from innovative studies in Sweden
and Norway comparing new mothers in same-sex
relationships with those in heterosexual relationships. Ylva
Moberg, from the Swedish Institute for Evaluation of Labour
Market and Education Policy, shows that the impact on
earnings for the birth mother is almost identical in both
family types.3” Meanwhile, the nonbirth mothers in the
lesbian couples show a similar earnings pattern to fathers in
the heterosexual ones. Over time, the inequality seems to
balance out in the lesbian couple if they have more than one
child, as each takes their turn at being the birth mother. For
heterosexual couples, by contrast, the gap gets wider with
each child.

A study of bus and train drivers working for the
Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA), by
Valentin Bolotnyy and Natalia Emanuel, a duo of Harvard
economists, provides some strong evidence here t00.38
Women account for 30% of the drivers, and on average earn
$0.89 for every dollar earned by their male peers. By
focusing on men and women doing the same job for the
same employer, Bolotnyy and Emanuel can tease out the
various factors contributing to wage differences. They



conclude that the pay gap “can be explained entirely by the
fact that, while having the same choice sets in the
workplace, women and men make different choices.”3° The
men were twice as likely to work overtime (which pays
extra), even at short notice. They also took fewer hours of
unpaid leave, and so on. Among train drivers with children,
the gaps were even wider. Fathers wanted even more
overtime pay; mothers wanted more time off.

In some ways, it makes most sense to look at women at the
top of the ladder, since they have the widest choices and the
greatest economic power. Take women who leave Harvard
with a professional or postgraduate degree, arguably
members of the most elite educational group in the world.
Fifteen years after graduating, only half of these women are
working full time. What happened? “After facing down so
many obstacles, after gaining countless freedoms, the
obstruction that had always been there became crystal
clear,” writes Claudia Goldin, who has studied this group in
detail.4° “The barrier is the time bind. Children require time;
careers require time.” Or take University of Chicago MBAs.
Straight out of the business school, women earned about
12% less than their male classmates, a gap largely explained
by the kind of jobs chosen. Thirteen years later, the
difference had widened dramatically, to about 38%.4* But
one subgroup of the female MBAs had not fallen further
behind. By now you don’t need me to tell you which: the
ones without children.

For most women, having a child is the economic equivalent
of being hit by a meteorite. For most men, it barely makes a
dent. The question arises as to whether these different roles
are freely chosen or not. | will dig into this question more
later. For now, | will say that the mothers of young children
seem to want more time at home. In the Chicago MBA study
just cited, the women most likely to reduce their working



hours were those with the highest-earning husbands. But
even if there is a real preference being expressed here, two
points need to be added. First, the labor market price paid
for this choice doesn’t need to be as high as it is. Second,
once children are older, there is a good case for fathers
doing more on the home front.

THE $2 TRILLION WOMAN

We have women to thank, and especially mothers to thank,
for fueling economic growth for at least a generation. In
2019, women accounted for 47% of all workers.#? The U.S.
economy is $2 trillion larger than it would have been had
women’s economic participation remained at 1970s levels,
according to a 2015 report from the Council of Economic
Advisers. For families on modest or low incomes, the rise of
women’s work and wages has also blunted some of the pain
of men’s economic decline. As the Council concluded,
“Essentially all of the income gains that middle-class
American families have experienced since 1970 are due to
the rise in women'’s earnings.”43

The biggest change in employment has been among married
women with children. In 1970, most mothers were not in paid
work—today, almost three out of four are.#** Even among the
mothers of preschoolers, paid work is now the norm rather
than the exception. Women account for around half the
managerial positions in the U.S. economy.*> Many previously
male-dominated professions, including medicine and
financial management, are rapidly tilting female, especially
among younger professionals. The proportion of women
lawyers has increased tenfold, from 4% in 1980 to 43% in



2020.4% The shift has taken place not just in economic
activities but in economic aspirations and expectations. In
1968, only 33% of young women in their teens and early 20s
said they expected to be in paid work at the age of 35. By
1980, the share was 80%.4” (The question has now been
dropped from the survey.) The idea that women will pursue
professional and economic goals has gone from novelty to
commonplace. When was the last time you heard the term
career woman?

“The 200,000 year period in which men have been top dog is
truly coming to an end,” wrote Hanna Rosin in The End of
Men. “The global economy is becoming a place where
women are more successful than men.”4® Wait, what?
Women becoming more successful than men? No wonder
Rosin got so much heat when her book was published.
“Feminists don’t like the argument,” Rosin observed later,
“because they say it makes it seem as though women have
totally won and there isn’t anything more to worry about.”4°
This is not Rosin’s view, however—and it is not mine either.
There is plenty to worry about in terms of women’s
opportunities, including in the higher reaches of the
economy. Just one in five C-suite company directors is a
woman, and just forty-one of the Fortune 500 firms have a
female CEO.5° That is certainly better than the number in
1995, which was zero. But it is still shockingly low. The share
of venture capital money going to female founders is 3%.5*
So yes, there is more work to do for women, especially at the
apex of the economy. But lower down the economic ladder, it
is often the men who are struggling.

Over the last few decades, girls and women have shot past
men in school and on college campuses. On the economic
front, many men—though not the elite ones—have also lost
ground, as women have surged ahead. This has had
important consequences for broader culture, especially in



terms of family life. The economic rise of women has
dramatically altered the terms of trade between the sexes.
Many men are struggling to adjust.
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CHAPTER 3

DISLOCATED DADS

Fathers Have Lost Their Traditional
Role in the Family

In June 1955, Adlai Stevenson, former lllinois governor and
two-time presidential candidate, addressed the all-female
graduating class at Smith College. On a warm
Massachusetts afternoon, he told them that as future wives,
they had an important role to play in ensuring that their
husband was “truly purposeful, to keep him whole.”* At the
time, this seemed an innocuous enough statement, even
from the leading progressive of the day. (Stevenson was a
favorite of Eleanor Roosevelt, among others.) Sixteen years
later, the commencement speech was given by a woman
who had been a Smith junior when Stevenson spoke. It was
markedly different, labeling God as a “she,” highlighting the
political significance of the female orgasm, and most
importantly, describing marriage as an institution designed
for “the subjugation of women.”? Her name was Gloria
Steinem.

For Steinem, as for most feminists of her generation,
marriage was a relationship of crippling dependency. Her



message to the young women on the lawn at Smith was to
make their own way in the world and to be able to pay their
own bills. “Dependence represents a lack of alternatives,”
wrote Margaret Mead, a few years after Steinem’s speech.
“A woman equipped to earn her own living need never feel
trapped.... Independence begins with economic
independence.”3

The women’s movement is about liberation. (That is why it
was called women’s lib.) Above all, this meant economic
independence from men. This goal has been largely
accomplished in advanced economies, turning marriage into
a social choice rather than an economic necessity. Until the
1970s, the typical female college graduate had become a
wife within a year of graduation.* Among today’s Smith
graduates, only about half are married by their mid-30s.> A
husband may be nice, but he is no longer necessary.
Steinem was right about the importance of breaking the
economic chains. But—and this is obviously much harder to
say—Stevenson was right too. A man who knows he must
provide for a wife and children has a clear sense of how to
be “purposeful” and “whole.”

In this chapter, | argue that the role of mothers has been
expanded to include breadwinning as well as caring, but the
role of fathers has not been expanded to include caring as
well as breadwinning. Specifically | argue the following: (1)
the male role has long been culturally defined as that of a
provider, and based on the economic dependence of
mothers on men; (2) this traditional role has been
dismantled by the securing of economic independence by
women; (3) culture and policy are stuck on an obsolete
model of fatherhood, lagging way behind economic reality;
and (4) this is resulting in a “dad deficit,” with men
increasingly unable to fulfill the traditional breadwinner role
but yet to step into a new one.



The economic reliance of women on men held women down,
but it also propped men up. Now the props have gone, and
many men are falling.

DADS AS PROVIDERS

Concluding a sweeping survey of a number of cultures from
the Mediterranean basin to Tahiti to South Asia, published in
Manhood in the Making: Cultural Concepts of Masculinity,
David Gilmore writes, “To be a man in most of the societies
we have looked at, one must impregnate women, protect
dependents from danger, and provision kith and kin.... We
might call this quasi-global personage something like ‘Man-
the-Impregnator-Protector-Provider.” "¢ Gilmore argues that
this Ubiquitous Male should be seen as nurturing, justin a
different way than the typical female. Men are expected to
put others before themselves in a variety of ways, including
by giving up resources to the group, as well as risking injury
or even death in its defense. One of the central ideas here is
that of a surplus. Mature men generate more resources than
they need for their own survival, and these are shared with
the clan, tribe, or family. “The idea of the provider is a major
element in the construction of a masculine identity,” writes
sociologist David Morgan. “It is a moral as well as an
economic category.””

For at least the last few thousand years, men could
essentially describe their role in four words: “providing for
my family.” For much of this period, the family was an
extended one. But in recent centuries, especially in the
West, it has evolved into a more narrowly defined social
institution, often labeled the nuclear family: father, mother,



and children. As a result, the roles of father and husband
became so tightly bound together as to be virtually
indistinguishable. A good husband and father was one who
provided for his family, which consisted of himself, his wife
or partner, and their children. This provider role successfully
connected men to familial and social life, as the British
sociologist Geoff Dench describes in Transforming Men:
Changing Patterns of Dependency and Dominance in Gender
Relations: “What it does is formally to incorporate men into
the interpersonal support structures, the chains of
dependency, which lie at the core of any human society.”8

Dench is right as a matter of history. But the question going
forward is how to maintain “chains of dependency” between
fathers and children, in a world where the ones between
men and women have been successfully broken. The
traditional family model provided a “ ‘package deal’ in
which a father’s relationship with his child is contingent on
his relationship with the mother,” write Laura Tach and
coauthors.® The traditional family was an effective social
institution because it made both men and women
necessary. But it also rested on a sharp division of labor.
While mothers had a direct, primary caring relationship with
their children, fathers had an indirect, secondary, providing
one. | am not suggesting that this was all there was to it, of
course. My own father fulfilled the traditional provider role,
but he was much more besides—swimming coach, driving
instructor, moving man, chauffeur, academic adviser, you
name it. But his bedrock duty was that of all the fathers of
his generation: breadwinner.

The traditional contract between caring mothers and
providing fathers was expressed through marriage. A
breadwinner-carer marriage is part of what Gilmore
described as a “special moral system ... required to ensure
a voluntary acceptance of appropriate behavior in men.”1°



This is one reason conservatives tend to worry most about
declining marriage rates. For them, the dependency
relationship between husbands and wives is precisely what
makes marriage work, including as a mechanism for
harnessing male energy to positive social ends. Feminists by
contrast see marriage as an oppressive institution, “the
citadel of the enemy,” according to John Stuart Mill and a
mechanism for “locking women up” in Gloria Steinem’s
assessment.!! This critique is sustained by many
contemporary feminist writers.?

The point on which both sides agree is that marriage bound
women to men, but also men to women, and thereby to
children. Where they differ is on whether this was a good
thing. Conservatives are right that as a social institution,
marriage “worked” in the past. Feminists are right that it did
so by curtailing women’s autonomy. The question is what we
do now and, especially, what we do with the men. Certainly,
the answer is not to try to roll back the gains of the
women’s movement, as Dench and other conservatives
suggest. A reinvention of fatherhood based on a more direct
relationship to children is the answer, and | set out some
ideas on this in chapter 12.

It is important to note, however, that life has not always
been rosy for men in traditional families. There is a certain
desolation to a life that is designed for you. The postwar
angst of the “Organization Man” in his gray flannel suit,
shuttling between a suburb and an office five days a week,
hints at this potential hollowness. Witness the quiet
desperation of Willy Loman in Arthur Miller’'s Death of a
Salesman, who has to “suffer fifty weeks of the year for the
sake of a two-week vacation” and who can only fulfill his
role as breadwinner, in the end, by taking his own life.*3
Men'’s freedom has often been stifled by patriarchy too, with
tightly prescribed roles and oppressive expectations.



BICYCLES IN A WORLD OF FISH

Irina Dunn’s statement that “a woman needs a man like a
fish needs a bicycle,” later popularized by Gloria Steinem,
was a memorable rallying cry of the women’s movement, an
evocative description of a world where women do not need
men.'* “Being able to support oneself allows one to choose
a marriage out of love and not just economic dependence,”
Steinem said in 2004.3

Women are now the main breadwinner in 41% of U.S.
households.'® Some of those are single mothers, but by no
means all; three in ten wives now out-earn their husbands,
twice as many as in 1981.*” Most mothers now work full
time, and in almost half of families where both parents work
full time, mothers earn as much or more than fathers.!8
Mothers have also received growing support from the
welfare system, allowing even those with low or no earnings
to be freer of the need for a breadwinning husband. As the
British politician and scholar David Willetts writes in his book
The Pinch, “A welfare system that was originally designed to
compensate men for loss of earnings is slowly and messily
redesigned to compensate women for the loss of men.”?*°

A more positive way to make the same point is that
governments increasingly see their role as supporting
women raising children, in part so that they are not trapped
in @ dependent relationship with a man. At the same time,
there has been a liberalization of divorce law, with the rise
of “no fault” or “unilateral” divorces that allow either party
to end a marriage on any grounds. These laws remain the
subject of heated debate, but they are clearly here to stay.2°



Marriage and motherhood are no longer virtually
synonymous. About 40% of births in the U.S. now take place
outside marriage, up from just 11% in 1970.2* A particularly
striking trend is the decline in “shotgun” marriages. Half a
century ago, pregnancies outside marriage were common,
but the couple went to the reqistry office or church before
the maternity ward. No longer. In fact, the decline in
shotgun marriages is the biggest single cause of the rise in
nonmarital births to first-time mothers since 1960,
according to research from the Joint Economic Committee.
The greatest change has occurred at the bottom of the
socioeconomic ladder. In 1977, 26 percent of pregnhancies
among women with low levels of education resulted in a
marriage before the birth. By 2007 the figure was just 2%.22

Social norms about maternal employment have shifted so
fast that the term working mother already sounds
antiquated. According to the General Social Survey, three
quarters (74%) of U.S. adults now agree that working
mothers can establish as “warm and secure” a relationship
with their children as a stay-at-home mother, compared to
48% in 1977.%3

From a feminist perspective, these are marvelous
developments. But what do they mean for men? The old
script, mostly centered on breadwinning, has been torn up.
In an influential 1980 essay, “Why Men Resist,” William
Goode observed that “the underlying shift is toward the
decreasing marginal utility of males.”?* True. But, ouch.

Many men are left feeling dislocated. Their fathers and
grandfathers had a pretty clear path to follow: work, wife,
kids. But what now? What is a bicycle for, in a world of fish?
Half a century may seem like a long time to an individual,
especially if they are young. But in terms of cultural history,
it is the blink of an eye. The transformation of the economic



relationship between men and women has been so rapid
that our culture has not yet caught up.

CULTURE LAGS ECONOMICS

While the role of mothers has been modernized almost
beyond recognition, fatherhood remains stuck in the past.
“We have a cultural lag,” says Johns Hopkins sociologist
Andrew Cherlin, “where our views of masculinity have not
caught up to the changes in the job market.”?> The
economic numbers have changed. The social nhorms have
not. Four out of five American adults (81%) with a high
school education or less still believe that “for a man to be a
good husband or partner, being able to support a family
financially is very important” (compared to 62% of those
with a bachelor’'s degree).?®

So the very men who are least able to be traditional
breadwinners are the most likely to be judged by their
breadwinning potential. What this means is that men who
fare poorly in the labor market are also likely to suffer in the
marriage market, especially in the working class.??

Husbands without jobs are at much higher risk of seeing
their marriages end today than in the past, according to
work from Alexandra Killewald. “Expectations of wives’
homemaking may have eroded,” she concludes, “but the
husband breadwinner norm persists.”?® Marianne Bertrand
and her coauthors show that marriage markets have been
hit hard by the social expectation that a man will not just
earn, but will earn more than his wife. “Our estimates imply
that aversion to having the wife earn more than the



husband explains 29 percent of the decline in marriage
rates over the last thirty years,” they write.?° (It is worth
noting that the aversion was found among both men and
women.) In other words, as women have earned more,
relative to men, they have become less likely to marry.
Sociologist Steve Ruggles estimates that 40% of the drop in
marriage among Americans aged 25 to 29 from 1960 to
2013 can be explained by the fall in male earnings relative
to men of the previous generation.3° Notably, this
dampening effect on marriage was strongest among those
with less education.

The old models of marriage and family, based on the
economic dependency of women on men, have been largely
deconstructed. This is good news, for all the reasons
Steinem gave. But even great blessings can be mixed. The
traditional way worked well for children by encouraging the
creation of fairly stable families. And it was mostly
functional for men. As the sole or at least main provider, a
man would be joined to a female carer, usually through
marriage, in order to raise children. “The family may be a
myth,” writes Dench, “but it is a myth that works to make
many men tolerably useful.”

Dench worried that without the traditional provider role,
men would “struggle to get full acceptance and risk anomie
and short-termism.”3! Given the difficulties of many men
today, this fear cannot be dismissed as scaremongering.
The success of the women’s movement has not caused the
precariousness of male social identity, but it has exposed it.
The question is where we go from here.

Conservatives urge a restoration of traditional marriage.
David Blankenhorn, author of the influential 1996 book
Fatherless America, argues that fatherhood has rested
securely on two foundations, “co-residency with children



and a parental alliance with their mother.”32 That is true as a
matter of history. But the “co-residency” was something
women used to have little choice about. Now they do.
Blankenhorn argued that in order to tie fathers back to
children, they needed to be bound back into marriage. But
given the seismic cultural changes of recent decades, this is
an unrealistic prescription. Rather than looking in the rear-
view mirror, we need to establish a new basis for
fatherhood, one that embraces the huge progress we have
made toward gender equality.

For many couples, marriage now serves primarily as a
“capstone” to a series of educational, social, and economic
achievements, as Andrew Cherlin puts it.3® Fewer than one
in five American adults think that marriage is essential to
living a fulfilling life, and of those who are married, just one
in seven say that financial reasons were a major factor in
the decision to tie the knot.34

But having lost their status as breadwinners and resident
fathers, many men find themselves a little lost. The
economists Ariel Binder and John Bound, after a painstaking
study of falling labor market attachment among less-
educated men, conclude that “the prospect of forming and
providing for a new family constitutes an important male
labor supply incentive.”3> Men who are not providers, or at
least do not see themselves as such, work less. After an in-
depth study of working class men in New Jersey, published
as The Dignity of Working Men in 2000, Michele Lamont
concluded that “being hardworking is a mode of expressing
manliness.” Work signaled the fulfillment of the central male
role of “providing for and protecting the family” and was
part of the “disciplined self” that constitutes mature
masculinity.3®



In 1858 and 1859, a light-hearted poem appeared in
newspapers across the U.S., from Virginia and North
Carolina to California.?” It was titled “What Is A Bachelor
Like?”

Why a pump without a handle,
A mouldy tallow candle,

A goose that’s lost its fellows,
A noseless pair of bellows,

A horse without a saddle,

A boat without a paddle;

A mule—a fool,

A two-legged stool!

A pest—a jest!
Dreary—weary—
Contrary—unchary—

A fish without a tall,

A ship without a salil ...

Economically independent women can now flourish whether
they are wives or not. Wifeless men, by contrast, are often a
mess. Compared to married men, their health is worse, their
employment rates are lower, and their social networks are



weaker.3® Drug-related deaths among never-married men
more than doubled in a decade from 2010.3° Divorce, now
twice as likely to be initiated by wives as husbands, is
psychologically harder on men than women.4® One of the
great revelations of feminism may turn out to be that men
need women more than women need men. Wives were
economically dependent on their husbands, but men were
emotionally dependent on their wives. For all their jokes
about the ball and chain, many men seem to know this. In a
2016 poll, more men than women ranked being married,
either now or in the future, as “very important to me” (58 v.
47%).4* Men do not want to be ships without sails.

In 2017, the Pew Research Center asked Americans a
difficult question: What is the meaning of life? Specifically,
they asked respondents an open-ended question, “What
about your life do you currently find meaningful, fulfilling, or
satisfying? What keeps you going, and why?” One of their
most striking discoveries was that women find more
meaning in their lives, and from more sources, than men.
Women and men are equally likely to say that their job or
career provides “a great deal of meaning and fulfillment”
(33% and 34%).4? But in almost every other domain, there
was a marked gender gap: 43% of women across all age
groups mentioned children or grandchildren as a source of
current meaning, for example, compared to just 24% of
men.

Someone with multiple sources of meaning and identity
would be seen by a psychologist as having high “self-
complexity.” Being a complex self has costs. You may have
to spend time and energy transitioning between different
aspects of your identity, for instance. The term code-
switching is often used for this in the context of race.
Women may have to shift between being a mother and a
worker, for example, with each identity being “activated” or



“deactivated” as circumstances require. They may feel torn
between the two. But the benefits are generally bigger. If
there is a setback in one domain, according to psychologist
Janet Hyde, “women activate the other identity, thereby
restoring a positive sense of self, which supports the
benefits of self-complexity.”43 If you have a bad day as a
mom, you can make up for it by nailing it at work, or vice
versa. Or at least, that is the theory.

Right now, men have a narrower range of sources of
meaning and identity, which makes them particularly
vulnerable if any one of the sources is damaged. Men seem
to take a bigger dent in their happiness, for example, if they
lose their job.%* As well as being good for children, a
stronger role for fathers would provide many men with a
powerful extra source of meaning and purpose in their lives.

A DAD DEFICIT

“Too many fathers ... are ... missing—missing from too many
lives and too many homes,” said Barack Obama, on Father’s
Day in 2008. “And the foundations of our families are
weaker because of it.”4> This was a blunt, brave message
coming from a presidential candidate, especially to a Black
audience. Obama was criticized for not paying enough
attention to the structural barriers facing men, especially
Black men. But it is important not to lose sight of his central
message, which was a much more positive one. Fathers
matter. They are not dispensable. They are, he said,
“teachers and coaches. They are mentors and role models.”



Obama was also right to point out that many children grow
up without a strong relationship with their father. Within 6
years of their parents separating, one in three children
never see their father, and a similar proportion see him
once a month or less.4% As these statistics show, the main
reason for the dad deficit is the growing likelihood that
fathers are not living with the mothers of their children.
Missing from their children’s home, they end up missing
from their lives. This is particularly true for the most
disadvantaged. Among fathers who did not complete high
school, 40% live apart from their children, compared to just
7% of fathers who graduated from college.4” In 2020, one in
five children (21%) were living with a mother only, almost
twice as many as in 1968 (11%).48

Attitudes toward unmarried parenthood have become much
more relaxed. Eighty-two percent of women aged 25-34 say
that “it is okay for an unmarried female to have and raise a
child,” and 74% of their male peers agree.*® Most children in
the U.S. will not spend their whole childhood with both
biological parents.>° The liberalization of social norms and
practices with regard to marriage and childbearing are in
many ways a positive development. But it is vitally
important that fathers are not benched as a result. Women
have expanded their role, and the range of choices that
they can make. Too many men are stuck with the narrow
provider role, which is now badly obsolete, not only in
theory but also in practice.

The result is that the separation of men from women too
often means the separation of fathers from children. This is
bad for men, bad for women, and bad for children. Just as
women have largely broken free of the old, narrow model of
motherhood, so men need to escape the confines of the
breadwinner model of fatherhood. Fathers matter to children
even if—perhaps especially if—they are not married to their



mother. The social institution of fatherhood urgently needs
an update, to become more focused on direct relationships
with children. Along with the obvious challenges there is a
big opportunity here too, for an expansion in men'’s roles.

The stakes here are high. Fatherhood is a fundamental
social institution, one that shapes mature masculinity more
than any other. “A man who is integrated into a community
through a role in a family, spanning generations into the
past and future, will be more consistently and durably tied
to the social order than a man responding chiefly to a
charismatic leader, a demagogue, or a grandiose ideology
of patriotism.” That's George Gilder writing in 1973.5* Gilder
was an arch conservative, for sure. But given recent political
history, it is hard to say that he was wrong.
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PART Il

DOUBLE DISADVANTAGE
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CHAPTER 4

DWIGHT’S GLASSES

Black Boys and Men Face Acute
Challenges

A few years back, | was delighted to see my godson wearing
glasses. It makes me feel better to know others are aging
too. Judge me if you like. “Don’t feel too bad, Dwight,” | said
with faux sympathy. “It happens to all of us in the end.”
Dwight laughed. “Oh no,” he said, “these are clear lenses. |
just do more business when I'm wearing them.” Dwight sells
cars for a living. | was confused. How does wearing
unnecessary glasses help him sell more cars? “White people
especially are just more relaxed around me when | wear
them,” he explained.

Dwight is six foot five. He is also Black. It turns out that this
is @ common tactic for defusing white fear of Black
masculinity. When | mentioned Dwight’s story in a focus
group of Black men, two of them took off their glasses,
explaining, “Yeah, me too.” In fact, | have yet to find a Black
American who is unaware of it, but very few white people
who are. Defense attorneys certainly know about it, often
asking their Black clients to put on glasses. They call it the
“nerd defense.”! One study found that glasses generated a



more favorable perception of Black male defendants but
made no difference for white defendants.?

Dwight’s statement was one of those moments when your
whole view of the world shifts on its axis. It was like that
evening over dinner when | asked him if he often gets
stopped by the police. “No, not really,” he said. Then,
“maybe every few months?” And after a pause: “l was
handcuffed by them a little while back though. Mistaken
identity, they said.” At times like this, | realize that | do not
have the faintest idea what it is like to be Black in America,
and specifically to be a Black man. And so, an advisory
warning: as a British-born white guy, my perspective on
American racism will need to be discounted appropriately.
For what it is worth, however, | am convinced that one of the
principal impediments to equity in the U.S. today is the
combination of racism and sexism faced by Black men.

In Part 1, | discussed some of the broad challenges facing
boys and men in education, work, and family life. In Part 2, |
will focus on those facing the starkest challenges, especially
Black boys and men in this chapter, and working-class boys
and men in chapter 5. In chapter 6, | describe the troubling
evidence of social programs not working for males.

Like many Black men in America, Dwight has had a tough
journey. He grew up in one of the toughest neighborhoods of
West Baltimore. He cannot remember his father, who died
when Dwight was young. Given the profound, specific
challenges faced by Black men in almost every aspect of
American life, from criminal justice to education and
employment, putting on a pair of clear tortoiseshell frames
may seem trivial. Certainly, Dwight is nonchalant about it. “It
is what it is,” he says. But | think it says almost everything.
Knowing they are perceived as a threat, Black men resort to



unneeded eyewear, not to see us, but so that we might see
them.

REVERSE SEXISM

In the late 1980s and 1990s, a breakthrough occurred in the
study of inequality and discrimination with the development
of “intersectionality.” Pioneered by Kimberlé Crenshaw, this
framework was initially grounded in Black feminism, but it
provides a way to examine how different forms of oppression
operate in combination. Rather than seeing inequality in
binary terms, such as male/female, Black/white, rich/poor, or
gay/straight, Crenshaw insists on the “complexities of
compoundedness.”3

The power of intersectional thinking derives from its
inescapable pluralism. Each of us are “multiply” identified.
You may be a Black heterosexual Jewish socialist lawyer; |
may be a white gay atheist libertarian coal miner. This
insistence on plural identities echoes centuries of
progressive liberal thought, from John Stuart Mill and Harriet
Taylor Mill in the nineteenth century to Amartya Sen and
Martha Nussbaum in the twenty-first.

Crenshaw centers her work on Black women, but the
framework can be used more broadly, and the position of
any particular group is not fixed in relation to that of another
group. As my colleague Tiffany N. Ford, a public health
scholar, writes of intersectional approaches, “Social
categories are contextual. Fundamental traits are not fixed,
but rather constantly changing over time.”4 What it means to
be queer, or Black, or male is not fixed in relation to what it
means to be straight, or white, or female. Patterns of



advantage and disadvantage are not set in stone. So anti-
Black gendered racism hurts Black men and Black women,
but not in the same way. Gender is racialized, and race is
gendered, in different ways, in different places, and at
different times.> Consider the conservative archetype of the
“welfare queen,” a gendered lens through which to
pathologize Black women receiving public assistance.®

Black men face different intersections of disadvantage, many
of which may be more acute than those faced by Black
women. As Tommy Curry, chair of Africana Philosophy and
Black Male Studies at the University of Edinburgh, writes, “In
liberal arts fields it is assumed that because Black and brown
men’s gender is masculine, there is an innate advantage
they have over all women and are patriarchal.”” But Curry
argues that the opposite is true. In The Man-Not: Race, Class,
Genre and the Dilemmas of Black Manhood, he argues that
Black males in the U.S. are “oppressed racialized men.”8
Curry urges the creation of a new scholarly field of Black
male studies, on the grounds that the accounts offered by
existing feminist and intersectional scholars are missing the
mark when it comes to the specific forms of gendered racism
faced by Black men.

But the challenge is not just in academia. Efforts to focus on
the specific challenges of Black boys and men are often
viewed with suspicion, as distractions from the challenges of
Black women or people of other races and ethnicities. | want
to be clear about my own position. | believe that the deepest
American prejudices are rooted in anti-Black racism,
specifically toward the people that legal scholar Sheryll
Cashin calls “descendants,” African Americans who “descend
from the long legacy of slavery.”? For this reason, among
others, | don’t much like the term people of color, or the idea
that the main dividing line is between white Americans and
everybody else. | understand the need to build coalitions. |



also understand the desire not to appear to be downplaying
racism for other groups. But the idea that all people who are
not white are in a similar position to that of Black Americans
is both morally offensive and empirically wrong. Anti-Black
racism is the main challenge, and it is at least as great for
Black men as for Black women.

HARD FACTS ON BLACK MEN

Dwight spent the first 11 years of his life living in Rosemont,
West Baltimore. Or as the U.S. Census Bureau would put it,
Tract 24510160700. It was a Black neighborhood then. It is a
Black neighborhood now. By Baltimore standards, the
outcomes for children from Rosemont are not too bad. But
this is not the same as saying that they are good; in terms of
adult outcomes, Baltimore is one of the worst places in
America to grow up as a boy.** Among the boys born around
1980 into low-income families (Dwight’s cohort) in
Rosemont, one in seven (16%) were in prison on April 1,
2010. To be clear, not that they had been to prison by April
1, but that they were in prison on that date.!! In fact, more of
these boys became prisoners than became husbands: the
marriage rate for this cohort by their mid-30s was just 11%.
One in three were still living in the neighborhood, which
means their children will likely go to the local Belmont
Elementary School. All of Belmont’s students are Black. To
say that outcomes from the school are poor would be an
understatement. At the elementary school my children
attended in Bethesda, 82% of the students cleared
Maryland’s proficiency standards in math in 2019. Statewide,
the proportion was 58%. At Belmont, it was 1%.%2 The scale
of our failure here is almost incomprehensible.



When Dwight was 11, stray gunshots were fired through his
bedroom window. Working two full-time jobs, his mother
managed to move the family out of the neighborhood, and
he won an athletic scholarship to a private Catholic school
and then to two colleges. As an upwardly mobile, well-
educated, economically successful Black man, Dwight is an
exception that proves the rule. Raj Chetty and his team at
Opportunity Insights have crunched the numbers on 20
million Americans born around 1980, to look closely at
intergenerational patterns of poverty and mobility. They find
that Black men are much less likely than white men to rise
up the income ladder, while Black and white women raised
by poor parents have similar rates of upward
intergenerational mobility. Chetty and his team conclude that
the overall Black-white intergenerational mobility gap “is
entirely driven by differences in men’s, not women'’s,
outcomes.”13

But of course Black women also suffer from the poor
economic outcomes of Black men, not least in terms of
household income. “Black women continue to have
substantially lower levels of household income than white
women, both because they are less likely to be married and
because Black men earn less than white men,” write Chetty
and his team.'* In similar research, Scott Winship, a scholar
at the American Enterprise Institute, and | find that marriage
rates are a small part of the story.'> The main problem is the
low incomes of Black men, especially of those raised in
poverty. This means that despite some impressive progress
made by Black women, their children are still much more
likely to grow up poor, reinforcing intergenerational
inequality. Breaking the cycle of poverty for Black Americans
will require a transformation in the economic outcomes for
Black men.



Chetty has provided some sharp new statistics, but the
insight is hardly new. “Many of those who escape do so for
one generation only,” wrote Daniel Patrick Moynihan in his
1965 report on the Black family. “As things now are, their
children may have to run the gauntlet all over again.”® One
way to avoid running the gauntlet again is by getting a good
education. But as the figures for Belmont Elementary
dramatize, quality schools and colleges remain less
accessible to Black Americans.'” And the boys and men are
at a particular disadvantage here. As Jerlando F. L. Jackson
and James L. Moore write in a special issue of the Teachers
College Record, “Throughout the educational pipeline—
elementary, secondary, and postsecondary—... African
American males lag behind both their African American
female and White male counterparts.”1®

Black women are seizing educational opportunities long
denied to them, and on some fronts they have overtaken
white men. Black girls are more likely than white boys to
have graduated from high school; young Black women aged
18 to 24 are more likely than young white men to be enrolled
in college; and a higher proportion of Black women aged 25
to 29 hold postgraduate degrees than white men of the
same age.!® The gaps here are modest, but they illustrate
the important educational gains made by Black women in
recent years. The gender gap in education between Black
women and Black men is much wider than the one between
white women and white men, as figure 4-1 shows. For every
Black man getting a college degree, at all levels, there are
two Black women.2°

Black men face particularly acute challenges in the U.S. But
there are similar patterns in other countries. In the UK, for
example, the gender gap in education is most pronounced
among Black students, with Black boys lagging Black girls in
all subjects at all ages.?* (It is worth noting here, however,



that the group doing worst at British schools are white boys
from lower-income backgrounds.)

Black men therefore enter the world of work with fewer
educational credentials than almost any other demographic
group. Then they face a greater risk of discrimination in
many parts of the labor market, as well as higher rates of
incarceration.?? As a result, there are more Black women
than Black men in the labor force, in contrast to every other
racial or ethnic group.2® This is not just an issue of poverty.
As Chetty reports, Black men raised in relatively affluent
families have lower employment rates than white men raised
in poverty.?4

Those Black men who are in work receive some of the lowest
wages; the weekly wage of the typical Black male worker in
1979 was $757 (in today’s dollars). Today it is $830. That is a
gain of just 10%. Again, it is important to look at race and
gender together here. White women have seen the most
dramatic economic gains in recent decades, as figure 4-2
shows. In 1979, white and Black women earned the same.
Now Black women earn 21% less. White women caught up
with Black men by the 1990s and have had faster-rising
earnings ever since. Black men now earn 14% less than
white women (and 33% less than white men).

FIGURE 4-1 Black men lag Black women in education

Gender composition of degrees awarded to Black students
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Gender gaps in the labor market are narrowing while race
gaps widen. The overall gender pay disparity is closing
because the wages of women, especially white women, are
rising rapidly. Meanwhile the Black-white pay gap is



widening, as Black workers, especially Black men, see
painfully slow growth in wages. Given these trends, it should
not be a surprise to learn that Black women are more likely
than Black men to be the main family breadwinner, again in
contrast to every other racial group.?®

In terms of upward mobility, employment, wages, and
breadwinning status, the status of Black men is starkly
different from that of white men, and on most measures also
lagging behind Black women. None of this is to suggest that
Black women have somehow sprung free of racism or
sexism, or achieved anything close to equality. Black women
face a different combination of disadvantages than Black
men; there is some evidence, for example, that Black women
experience greater discrimination when they become
mothers.?®¢ They face gendered racism too, albeit of a
different kind.

FIGURE 4-2 White women now earn more than Black
men

Median weekly earnings in 1979 and 2020, by race and
gender
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population
Survey, Table 3.

But there is a particular pain point for Black boys and men,
not in spite of their gender, but because of it. A summary of
Chetty’s research in the New York Times concludes that
“there is something unique about the obstacles black males
face.”?”

This is one reason why President Obama launched his 2014
initiative, My Brother’s Keeper, which lives on as the MBK
Alliance in the Obama Foundation.?® This focus on boys and
men has been criticized, for example, by the Institute for
Women's Policy Research, for drawing attention away from



the challenges faced by Black women.?° But it seems right to
me, given both the stark disparities as well as the general
lack of institutional investment in issues facing boys and
men. There are, after all, many organizations, both public
and private, focused on women, many of which also address
some of the challenges faced by Black women. In recent
years, some foundations and think tanks have also paid
more attention to Black men. But the response still looks
tepid given what Camille Busette describes as an “appalling
crisis.” We need, she says, nothing less than a “New Deal for
Black Men.”3°

THE THREAT STEREOTYPE

Many Black men, including Dwight’s former neighbors in
Baltimore, end up in what Ta-Nehisi Coates calls the “Gray
Wastes” of the American prison system. One in four Black
men born since the late 1970s have been in prison by their
mid-30s.3t Among those who dropped out of high school, it is
seven out of ten. These men hit young adulthood just as the
imprisonment boom began in the 1980s and 1990s as part of
the bipartisan war on drugs.

The problem starts with the perception that Black men are
dangerous. Black men are “uniquely stigmatized,” according
to studies of implicit bias conducted by political scientists
Ismail White and Corrine McConnaughy. One in three white
Americans rank “many or almost all” Black men as “violent,”
compared to just one in ten who say the same of white
men.3? According to McConnaughy and White, “The gender
modifier does uniqgue work in accessing negative notions of
black men.”33 In other words, Black men are discriminated



against because they are men. It hardly needs saying that
this is an old problem. “Keeping the Negro ‘in his place’ can
be translated as keeping the Negro male in his place,”
Moynihan noted in 1965. “The female was not a threat to
anyone.”34

These perceptions constrain the lives of Black men in very
specific ways. My colleague Rashawn Ray, a sociologist,
shows for example that middle-class Black men are less
likely to be physically active in neighborhoods that are
mostly white. Why? Because Black men are trying to avoid
being seen as a threat. “Black men have a different social
reality from their black female counterparts,” he writes. “The
perceptions of others influence black men’s social
interactions with co-workers and neighbors [and] structure a
unique form of relative deprivation.... In this regard, the
intersectionality framework becomes useful for illuminating
black men’s multiplicities and vulnerabilities.”3>

This is intersectionality as a matter of life and death. On
February 23, 2020, Ahmaud Arbery was shot dead while out
for a run in his neighborhood. His killers were Gregory
McMichael, a former police officer, and McMichael’s son,
Travis. Despite irrefutable evidence, they were not arrested
for 2 months. Ibram X. Kendi, a scholar from American
University, wrote of his own experience of running. “They
don’t need to figure out who | am. All they see is what | am.
A black male. And what | am pronounces who | am. A
criminal. The embodiment of danger. The producer of fear.”36

Seen as more threatening, Black men are more likely to be
stopped by the police, more likely to be frisked, more likely
to be arrested, and more likely to be convicted. The wars on
drugs and crime became in effect a war on Black men, who
are more than three times as likely to be arrested for a drug
crime than white men (though no more likely to use drugs)



and nine times more likely to end up in a state prison as a
result of a drug offense.?” For Black men, even more than for
men in general, masculinity is a double-edged sword. Black
masculinity was seen as “toxic” long before the term was
applied more broadly, as shown by the use of terms like
superpredator and wolf pack to describe Black male
offenders.3®

One of the most striking aspects of anti-Black gendered
racism, as directed against boys and men, is its physicality.
As Ta-Nehisi Coates has written, this is a history of bodily
theft and destruction, of “carriage whips, tongs, iron pokers,
handsaws, stones, paperweights or whatever might be
handy to break the black body, the black family, the black
community, the black nation.”3° And now, of guns too. In July
2016, three Black men were shot by police officers on three
successive days in three different cities: Delrawn Small in
Brooklyn, New York; Alton Sterling in Baton Rouge, Louisiana;
and Philando Castile in Saint Paul, Minnesota.

On the third day, a close colleague came to my office,
ostensibly to talk about a work project. She is a Black mother
and was in tears within a few minutes, worried sick about her
boys, and perplexed by the way all the people around her
were managing to go about their daily tasks as if there was
nothing wrong. Until she walked through my door, | had been
one of those people too.

One of the reasons Black men are less likely to be in the
workplace is simply that they are so much more likely to be
in jail. And even when they are released, their chances of
finding work are massively reduced. This is not just because
they have a criminal record—it is because employers are
more likely to view Black men as criminals anyway.*®° One
striking study showed that a Black man without a criminal
record is less likely to be hired than a similarly qualified



white man with a criminal record. This is why reforms to “Ban
the Box” (i.e., remove the requirement to declare a criminal
record when applying for a job) do not seem to improve the
chances of Black men being hired.4* As Devah Pager writes,
“Effectively, the job market in America regards Black men
who have never been criminals as though they were.”42

The criminalization of Black men in America has resulted in
millions of workless men and millions of fatherless families.
But men struggling in the labor market often struggle in the
marriage market too, leading to higher rates of single
parenthood. President Barack Obama describes the “hole” in
his heart left by the absence of his father.4®> Many Black men
suffer from “post-traumatic missing daddy disorder,”
according to Jawanza Kunjufu, author of Raising Black Boys.#4
Before their 14th birthday, one in four Black children see a
parent go to jail or prison, usually their father.4> Daniel
Beaty, a writer, actor, and poet, recalls a childhood game he
played until he was 3. When Beaty’s father knocked at his
bedroom door in the morning, Beaty would pretend to be
asleep, before jumping gleefully up into his father’s arms.
Until the morning his father did not knock, because he was in
prison. Three decades later, Beaty performed his poem
“Knock, Knock,” which includes the following lines:

Twenty-five years later | write these words for the little boy
in me who still awaits his papa’s knock....
Papa, come home cause | miss you

I miss you waking me up in the morning and telling me you
love me.

Papa, come home, because there are things that |



don’t know and | thought maybe you could teach me:

how to shave, how to dribble a ball, how to talk to a lady,
how to walk like a man....4°

| will have more to say about the importance of fathers in
chapter 12. But for now, | will note that Black boys seem to
benefit even more than others from engaged fatherhood,
and that on many measures, Black fathers are more engaged
than fathers of other races, especially when they are not
married to or living with the mother.4?

THE BLACK FAMILY UNDER STRESS

Black women have always played a more important
economic role in the family, especially compared to white
women. Even today, inequality shapes racial differences in
family life. Half of Black women raising children are doing so
without a husband or cohabiting partner, in stark contrast to
women of other racial groups, especially whites. Black
mothers are three times as likely as white mothers to be
single parents (52% v. 16%), and half as likely to be living
with a spouse (41% v. 78%).4® Most births to Black women
take place outside marriage (around 70%), compared to
about half the births to Hispanic women, and 28% of those to
white women.4?

A comprehensive study of marital trends by Kelly Raley,
Megan Sweeney, and Danielle Wondra concludes that
“compared to both white and Hispanic women, Black women
marry later in life, are less likely to marry at all, and have



higher rates of marital instability.”>° Black women in their
early 40s are five times as likely as white women of the
same age to have never married (34% v. 7%). Black
marriage has been undermined by anti-Black racism,
including by the specific challenges faced by Black men. In
his sociological classic The Truly Disadvantaged, published in
1990, William Julius Wilson argued that dire economic
conditions create a smaller pool of “marriageable men,” so
fewer couples tie the knot.5?

| have always been uncomfortable with this argument,
because male “marriageability” is based on stereotypical
assumptions. To be marriageable, a man has to be a
breadwinner. How outdated and sexist! The trouble is that
most people, including most Black people, agree with Wilson.
Breadwinning potential is highly prized in a potential mate:
84% of Black Americans say that in order to be a good
husband or partner, it is “very important” for a man to be
“able to provide for their family financially,” compared to
67% of white respondents.>? But the gap is even wider when
it comes to female providers: 52% of Black Americans say it
is very important for women to be able to financially support
their family, compared to just 27% of white Americans. Given
the economic challenges facing Black women and men, this
is not surprising. But while Black women are seeing some
improvement in their educational and economic positions,
and therefore their ability to fill the breadwinning role, Black
men are falling way behind.

| hope it is clear that | am not arguing for somehow elevating
Black men above Black women, even if that were possible,
but just to help them to keep up. More needs to be done to
clear the obstacles in the path of Black women. But even
more now needs to be done for Black men. This is not a zero-
sum game, and it is vitally important that it is not framed as
such, as Moynihan did in a letter to President Johnson in



1965. “Men must have jobs. We must not rest until every
able-bodied Negro male is working,” he wrote, before
adding, fatally, “even if we have to displace some
females.”>3 Of course, Moynihan was writing more than half a
century ago. He was also a white man and an establishment
figure. But we should not just dismiss the comment. Even
today, there is a fear that helping men means hindering
women, whether by design or by happenstance. But it is not
true. It is important to strive for equity in terms of gender,
class, and race—as Heather McGhee argues in her book The
Sum of Us.>* Raising men up does not mean holding women
down, or “displacing” them. It means rising together.

FREE MEN

On August 9, 2014, Michael Brown, an unarmed Black
teenager, was shot and killed by a white police officer in
Ferguson, Missouri, part of the St. Louis metro area. The next
day, August 10, Dr. Sean Joe arrived in the city. He had come
to fill the post of professor of social development at
Washington University. Joe was already planning to work on
the issues confronting Black boys and men. Now, as the city
reeled from Brown’s death and its aftermath, his work took
on a new urgency. He created a new Race and Opportunity
Lab and an initiative, Homegrown STL, focused on improving
the prospects of the 60,000 Black boys and men aged
between 12 and 29 who lived in the area. Following Brown’s
death, a commission of local leaders was charged by the
governor of Missouri with the task of conducting “a wide-
ranging, in-depth study of the underlying issues brought to
light by the events in Ferguson.” In October 2015, the
commission issued a hard-hitting report on the history and



impact of racism in the city, and provided almost 200
recommendations for reform.>>

But Sean Joe was disappointed. “The report talks about racial
equity in general—but says nothing about Black boys and
men specifically,” he told me. “We need to be able to talk
confidently about the issues facing Black boys and men. This
is what Michael Brown represented. It was not just the fact
that he was Black that mattered—it was the fact that he was
a Black male. People just don’t want to talk about that.” The
report is indeed silent on gender. This is not an uncommon
problem. Race equity is now on the agenda of many
institutions and communities. But there is a real reluctance
to focus on the particular challenges faced by Black boys and
men. The fact that Black males are disadvantaged because
of their gender doesn’t fit into the binary models of racism
and sexism that many are comfortable with. Given the
weight of evidence now available on the specific plight of
Black men, this just won’t do.

There are some signs of hope. In 2020, a rare piece of
bipartisan legislation established the Commission on the
Social Status of Black Men and Boys. This is a nineteen-
member permanent commission within the United States
Commission on Civil Rights, charged with investigating
“potential civil rights violations affecting black males” and
“studying the disparities they experience in education,
criminal justice, health, employment, fatherhood, mentorship
and violence.”>® Modeled on a similar initiative in Florida, the
Commission is required by law to report annually to Congress
with policy recommendations and advice.>” There was some
resistance to the Commission’s creation from congressional
Democrats, again fearing, wrongly | think, that it would
distract from women’s issues. As then-Senator Kamala Harris
said, “It is time that we come to terms with the fact that
America has never fully addressed the systemic racism that



has existed in our country—particularly toward black men
and boys.”>® The gendered racism faced by Black boys and
men is unique in its level of harm, and it is time to face it
squarely. Many of the proposals | make later in this book
have this goal in mind.

After a long conversation about his own challenges, | asked

Dwight what he most wanted for his three sons. “l just want
them to be free, you know?” he said. “Free of the fear, free

of just the crushing awareness of it all. Just free.”
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CHAPTER 5

CLASS CEILING

Poor Boys and Men Are Suffering

In 2017, a new phrase entered the lexicon of social science:
“deaths of despair.” Popularized by the scholars Anne Case
and Angus Deaton, the term refers to mortality from drug
overdoses, suicides, and alcohol-related illnesses. In an
academic paper and subsequent 2020 book, Case and
Deaton highlight the rise in deaths of despair among middle-
aged, less-educated whites.! They argue that declining
economic fortunes in the working class have combined with
various forms of social breakdown—especially in family life—
to create patterns of “cumulative disadvantage,” or more
bluntly, “the collapse of the white working class.”? But this is
a story about gender too. Overall, deaths of despair are
almost three times higher among men than women.3

| have argued that Black boys and men face particular
disadvantages because of gendered racism. This is why it is
vitally important to examine gender through the lens of race,
and vice versa. But the same is true of social class. At the
top of the economic ladder, especially in the top 20% of the
income distribution, both women and men are flourishing on
almost all measures, from their growing wealth to the



lengthening spans of their lives. (This was the focus of my
previous book, Dream Hoarders.) Below this top bracket,
men are working less than in the past, and at lower wages.

The wage gap between men and women has narrowed, but
the gap between highly paid workers and everyone else has
widened. In 1979, the earnings of the typical woman were
63% those of the typical man. By 2019, this had risen to
82%. By contrast the wages of the typical worker (i.e., at the
median) fell from 54% of the wages of a high earner (i.e., at
the 90th percentile) to 42% by 2019.4 By these measures,
then, the gender pay gap narrowed by 19 percentage points,
while the class pay gap widened by 12 percentage points.

Class warriors downplay gender concerns, focused only on
the oligarchy. Gender warriors downplay class concerns,
focused only on the patriarchy. But inequalities of class and
gender have to be considered together, especially when they
pull in different directions. “Policymaking is not a zero-sum
game in which you have to choose between caring about
female disadvantage or the socio-economic gap or male
underachievement,” write Nick Hillman and Nicholas
Robinson. “All three matter.”> Focusing too narrowly on the
remaining barriers facing women can distract attention from
the much deeper class divides that have opened up in our
society. We might lean in, but fail to look down.

In this chapter | set out the evidence on male deaths of
despair; show how the economic difficulties of working class
men ends up hurting families and putting more pressure on
women; and describe how many of these men have lost
connection to social institutions that once anchored male
identity, including marriage. | also describe how childhood
disadvantage hurts boys more than girls, resulting in a
corrosive, intergenerational cycle. As working-class men
struggle, their families become poorer; and in these families,



boys suffer most, which damages their prospects in adult
life. The male malaise becomes an inherited condition.

It might seem odd to put so much stress on economic
inequality in a book about boys and men. But | have come to
see the two problems as inseparable. There is simply no way
to reduce economic inequality without improving the
fortunes of less advantaged boys and men.

DEATHS OF DESPAIR

When Donald Trump talked about “American carnage” in his
inaugural address, | admit to having rolled my eyes.® |
thought it was ridiculous hyperbole. Now | think it was only
hyperbole. Trump knew who he was talking to. The counties
with the most deaths of despair were the ones who swung
most decisively to him in 2016, compared to Mitt Romney’s
performance in 2012.7 These are also the communities
where employment has declined most sharply, especially for
men.

“Men in particular felt the loss not only of income but also of
dignity that accompanied a good job,” write Nicholas Kristof
and Sheryl WuDunn, authors of Tightrope: Americans
Reaching for Hope, a study of communities hit hardest by
recent economic trends. “Lonely and troubled, they self-
medicated with alcohol or drugs, and they accumulated
criminal records that left them less employable and less
marriageable. Family structure collapsed.”®

The work from Case and Deaton and others on deaths of
despair shows that drug-related deaths have risen sharply.
Opioids are obviously a big part of the story here, and men



account for almost 70% of the opioid overdose deaths in the
U.S.° Almost half the prime-age men out of the labor force in
2016 said they had taken pain medication the previous day,
mostly at prescription strength, according to a survey
analyzed by Princeton economist Alan Krueger. He suggested
that the increase in opioid prescriptions from 1999 to 2015
could account for almost half (43%) of the drop in male
employment over the same time period.*® Of course, poor
job prospects might be fueling opioid use, as much as the
other way around. A review of employment trends by the
Maryland economists Katharine Abraham and Melissa
Kearney concludes that “although it seems clear that the
problems of depressed labor force participation and opioid
use are interrelated, the arrows of causality run in both
directions.”!?

| think opioids are just as much a barometer of social
problems as they are a cause. Opioids are not like other
drugs, which might be taken to artificially boost confidence,
energy, or illumination. There is a reason people take MDMA
in @ dance club or psychedelics on a spiritual quest. Opioids
are taken simply to numb pain—perhaps physical pain at
first, then existential pain. They are not drugs of inspiration
or rebellion, but of isolation and retreat. One reason that so
many people die from opioid overdoses is that users are
typically indoors, and very often alone.??

FIGURE 5-1 Male suicide: high and rising

Suicide rates by gender and age group, 1999 and 2019
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Men are also much more likely to commit suicide than
women. This is a worldwide, long-standing pattern. But the
gender gap is widest in more advanced economies, where
men are about three times more likely than women to take
their own life.13 Suicide is now the biggest killer of British
men under the age of 45.14 In the U.S., suicide rates have
risen fastest among middle-aged men, but there has also
been a big increase in recent decades among adolescent and
younger men, as figure 5-1 shows. Suicide rates for women
have increased too, from a much lower starting point, but
remain well below those for men.®>



In @ 2019 essay on masculinity published in Harper’s
Magazine, Barrett Swanson noted how many of his male
friends and neighbors seemed dislocated in one way or
another. “Several of these men struggled with addiction and
depression, or other conditions that could be named,” he
writes, “but the more common complaint was something
vaguer—a quiet desperation that, if | were forced to
generalize, seemed to stem from a gnawing sense of
purposelessness.”16

In a study of suicides, Australian researcher Fiona Shand and
her colleagues looked at the words or phrases that men who
have attempted suicide most often used to describe
themselves.'” At the top of the list were useless and
worthless. The true cause of the male malaise, | believe, is
not lack of labor force participation but cultural redundancy.

FAMILY MISFORTUNES

When men struggle, families become poorer. One of the
most striking facts about recent economic history is that it is
only women who have kept American families financially
afloat in the last few decades. And even then, just barely.
Except for the richest families (i.e., the top fifth), all the
growth in household income since 1979 resulted from the
increased working hours and earnings of women. As Heather
Boushey, appointed in 2021 to the Council of Economic
Advisers, and Kavya Vaghul write, “Women’s contributions
saved low-income and middle-class families from steep drops
in their income.”18

We should not make the mistake of assuming that women
were somehow forced into work against their will, just to



keep food on the table. No doubt this was true in some
cases. But most women, including mothers, want to earn a
living, and certainly want to have that option, rather than
being dependent on a man. The point here is simply that if
men were doing better, most families would benefit.

Since women continue to take most responsibility for
childcare, they often also end up working what the
sociologist Arlie Hochschild labeled a “second shift,” of
domestic labor on top of their job.*® The double shift is most
acute, of course, for those who are raising children alone. In
the U.S., one in four children under 18 are being raised by a
single adult, 82% of whom are mothers.2° These women, by
definition, shoulder a heavier burden. But they are also often
reluctant to commit to a relationship. Sociologists Kathryn
Edin and Maria Kefalas show in their book, Promises | Can
Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood before Marriage,
that many women in poor neighborhoods have come to see
men, including the fathers of their children, as just another
mouth to feed, an inversion of the men’s expected role.??
With the rise in female earning power, men need to clear a
higher bar to be seen as husband material. Women are more
likely to go it alone than partner with a man who is in a weak
economic position. As Edin’s and Kefalas’s ethnographic
work illustrates, many women decide that “l can do bad by
myself.”22 |In the bottom fifth of the income distribution,
seven out of ten mothers are now the main breadwinner—
usually because they are the only one.?2 This growing class
gap in family life shows how economic factors, especially the
position of men, both in absolute terms and relative to
women, influences family formation.?* The falling earnings
power of noncollege males is one reason for their falling
marriage rates, according to David Autor and Melanie
Wasserman.?®



Even as marriage has weakened as an economic institution,
it has retained much of its symbolic power.26 In 2015, after a
long fight, lesbian and gay couples won the right to wed in
the U.S. Within 2 years, three out of five cohabiting same-sex
couples were married.?’” But as one gap closed, another
opened up, by social class. Marriage rates among well-
educated, affluent Americans have held steady, at quite high
levels, in recent decades—but have fallen for everyone
else.?®8 In 1979, there was almost no difference in marriage
rates by social class. Today there is a wide gap.?° The
marriage rate of men aged 40-44 with a high school
education or less has dropped by more than 20 percentage
points over the past 40 years, compared to 6 percentage
points for those with college education.?® As my colleague
Isabel Sawhill has written, “Family formation is a new fault
line in the American class structure.”3!

Most births to women with only a high school diploma now
occur outside marriage (59%), but the same is true for just
one in ten births to women with a 4-year college degree.3?
Andrew Cherlin’s work shows that even if college-educated
women are not married when they have their first child, they
are quite likely to be married by the time they have their
second, usually to the man who is the father of both children.
“Marriage remains more central to the family lives of college
educated Americans than to those without college
educations,” Cherlin concludes.3?

There is something of a paradox here. The women who have
achieved the greatest degree of economic independence,
with high levels of education and earning potential, are the
ones who are now most likely to get married and stay
married. | don’t think Gloria Steinem or anyone else thought
that this was how things would unfold. Even she eventually
got married, at the age of 66, explaining, “We are at an age
when marriage can be chosen and not expected.”3*



| think educated Americans have transformed marriage from
an institution of economic dependency into a joint venture
for the purpose of parenting. Marriage here serves primarily
as a commitment device for shared investments of time and
money in children. | call these high-investment parenting, or
HIP, marriages.3> Affluent, highly educated parents have
more flexibility at work, more money to outsource domestic
labor, and more wealth or credit to buy time at home if they
choose. If one of them takes time out of the labor market,
the family finances will survive. That study of MBA graduates
| cited in chapter 2, showing how time taken to care for
children caused the gender pay gap, also found that women
with the highest-earning husbands were the most likely to
take time out of the labor market.3¢ This underscores the
differences in the position of men of different classes.
College-educated men have been largely insulated from the
labor market shocks that have derailed so many others. With
high and rising earnings, they have remained attractive
marital prospects, even for women who are themselves
flourishing in the labor market. These men have not, by and
large, become stay-at-home dads, however.

Even at the top of the ladder, there is a lot to be said for
sharing the breadwinning between two winners. Educated
Americans have also heard and absorbed the messages
about the importance of family stability for children’s
prospects. Professional men have modernized enough to be
good partners, without having to give up the traditional
trappings of male status, especially as providers. Life is very
different for men with waning wages and truncated job
prospects. Equality is easier for the affluent.

The class gap in family life reflects and reinforces social and
economic inequality. High earners are pooling resources in
households shared with other high earners; low earners, not
so much. “When considering all households,” write



economist Shoshana Grossbard and coauthors, “the factor
accounting most for the increased inequality during this
period [1973-2013] is an increased tendency for individual
men and women to remain single.”3” Affluent couples are
also able to invest much more heavily in their children. The
result is diverging destinies among children, greater
economic responsibility and independence for women, and a
growing number of men who are “unburdened and
unmoored,” according to Shelly Lundberg and her
coauthors.38

THE HAPHAZARD SELF

Without a script, there is no choice for many men except to
improvise. But improvising a successful life is a very difficult
task. “A model of stable masculinity,” writes David Morgan,
“would include a relatively high degree of congruence
between public discourses about masculinity and the public
and private practices of masculinity. For individual men,
there would be a sense of ontological security.”?° This is not
a great slogan. “What do we want? Ontological security!
When do we want it? Now!” But this is in fact exactly what
many men are seeking; a more solid social anchor, more
certainty about how to be in the world.

Over the course of 13 years, a team of qualitative
researchers led by Kathryn Edin conducted in-depth
interviews with men in four American cities. In the resulting
2019 paper, “The Tenuous Attachments of Working-Class
Men,” they chart the erosion of key institutional frameworks
for mature masculinity, especially work, family, and religion.
These core institutions, Edin and her coauthors write,



“created the attachments, investments, involvements, and
beliefs that guided and gave meaning to human activity in
specific social domains.” They also “organized social activity
into common patterns of behavior, [and] supplied norms,
beliefs, and rituals that legitimated such patterns.”4°

As the title of their paper implies, many working class men
are now only tenuously attached to these institutions of
work, faith, and family. In these circumstances, “a few may
craft lives that are more rewarding than those of prior
generations, but the majority will struggle.”4! The result is an
increased number of men with what the team labels “a
haphazard self,” oscillating between different plans and
priorities, struggling to stay on any particular track, and
often slipping backward.

In Coal Brook, anthropologist Jennifer Silva’s label for a town
in the anthracite region of Pennsylvania, “massive
transformations in gender, work and family ... have ripped
open men'’s lives and left them scrambling to put them back
together.” Here, in the run up to the 2016 election, Silva
reports that Donald Trump was viewed positively as a “man’s
man.” Silva shows how some of the men in Coal Brook are
attempting, against the odds, to “sustain the masculine
legacy of provision, protection, and courage that they
inherited.”4? Others seek alternative routes to masculine
identity, including commitments to religion or individually
focused self-improvement. Some have succumbed to white
nationalism, others to the temporary escapism of opioids. In
one way or another, all are trying, in Silva’s words, “to piece
the self back together.”

ALL THE LONELY MEN



Very often, they are doing so alone. Men have fewer friends
than women and are at greater risk of isolation. The gap has
widened in recent years. A 2021 report from the Survey
Center on American Life identified a male “friendship
recession,” with 15% of men saying they have no close
friends, up from 3% in 1990.43 Unsurprisingly, these are also
the men who are most likely to report feeling lonely.

Daniel Cox a scholar at the American Enterprise Institute
who conducted the survey, writes, “In 1990, nearly half
(45%) of young men reported that when facing a personal
problem, they would reach out first to their friends. Today,
only 22% of young men lean on their friends in tough times.
Thirty-six percent say their first call is to their parents.”44
This may in part be because the men are more likely to be
living under the same roof as Mom and Dad. In 2014, one in
three young adult men (35%) were living with their parents,
more than were living with a wife or partner.4> For women, it
is the other way around.

| once heard a stand-up comedian in New York open his
routine by describing himself as a “stay-at-home son,” and
then riffing off that theme. Like most jokes, it was funny
because it had the sharp edge of truth. Many of these men
are the inhabitants of the place sociologist Michael Kimmel
labels “guyland.”46 The failure to launch is not just a trope.
It’s a fact. A tragicomic sketch from Saturday Night Live aired
in November 2021, showing women taking their male
partners to a “man park” in order to socialize with other
men. “Which one’s yours?” asks one woman of another.

Why the friendship deficit among men? For one thing, men
tend to invest less in their friendships than women, and they
often rely on girlfriends or wives not only to organize social
lives but as their principal confidant.#” When a marriage



breaks up, women seem to do better in maintaining and
building networks of friends.*® There is a reason why Ernest
Hemingway, and then Haruki Murakami, almost a century
later, chose the title Men without Women for their collections
of short stories.*® Men on their own tend to be men alone. “A
guy needs somebody—to be near him,” says Crooks in John
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men. “A guy goes nuts if he ain’t got
nobody.... | tell ya a guy gets too lonely an’ he gets sick.”>°

At the extreme are the young men who retreat from society
altogether. The trend is most pronounced in Japan, where the
rising number of hikikomori (shut-ins) has prompted
widespread national concern, and even some government
action in the form of online support.>* Some hikikomori have
been living in one room for years. This is not a formal
medical condition, and many are not obviously mentally ill,
but the term “severe social withdrawal” is often used. There
are now more than half a million of these modern-day
hermits, according to a survey from the Japanese Cabinet
Office.>?

Some desperate parents are paying “rental sisters,” to write
notes to and talk on the phone with their hikikomori sons, in
the hope that this will lead them back into mainstream
society. Nor are these just young men—or at least, not
anymore: a third are over 40. On one level, the hikikomori
are conducting a silent rebellion. Many cite the workaholic
culture of the nation as one of the reasons for their
withdrawal. But the dangers are obvious. “The longer the
hikikomori remain apart from society, the more aware they
become of their social failure,” says Maika Elan, who
photographed many of them for a National Geographic story.
“They lose whatever self-esteem and confidence they had,
and the prospect of leaving home becomes ever more
terrifying. Locking themselves in their room makes them feel
‘safe.’ "33



The concern among some scholars is that where Japan leads,
other nations may follow. An organization to work with Italian
hikikomori has been established.>* A U.S. researcher, Alan
Teo, associate professor at Oregon Health and Science
University, believes that hikikomori may be more widespread
than many believe. He has worked to define and measure
the syndrome with a new twenty-five-item questionnaire
(HQ-25).%> Even if relatively few men will totally withdraw,
there are many more who are some way along the hikikomori
spectrum, Teo believes. “We have a large number of people
[in the United States] in their early 20s living in the
basement bedroom,” he says. “Oftentimes it is younger men.
Struggling with work. Struggling with launching. There is
some element of still being stuck in an earlier developmental
stage.”>°

MALE ORCHIDS

Is your child a dandelion or an orchid? An odd question, |
know, but psychologists use these terms to distinguish
between children who are pretty resilient, mostly able to
cope with adversity and stress (dandelions), and those who
are more sensitive to their conditions (orchids).>” If things are
just right, orchids will really bloom. If not, they will suffer.
Psychologists are still arguing over how far the
orchid/dandelion dichotomy can be applied at the individual
level. But in the meantime, social scientists are piling up the
evidence that boys suffer worse consequences from
childhood adversity.

Boys raised in families in the bottom fifth of the income
distribution, for example, are less likely to escape poverty as



an adult than girls from similarly poor homes.>® If Horatio
Alger were writing his rags-to-riches stories today, his
principal characters would need to be girls. This is not just a
U.S. phenomenon. In Canada, for example, boys born into
the poorest households are about twice as likely as girls to
remain poor as adults, according to Miles Corak an
economist at The Graduate Center, CUNY.>® Perhaps even
more striking, in the U.S., boys raised poor are less likely
than girls to be in paid work at the age of 30.

“Gender gaps in adulthood have roots in childhood,” write
Raj Chetty and his coauthors, who conducted the U.S. study,
“perhaps because poverty and exposure to disadvantaged
neighborhoods during childhood are particularly harmful for
boys."®°

Boys do especially badly if they are raised not only in poor
families but in poor places. There is growing evidence that
neighborhoods matter for long-term outcomes. But they
seem to matter more for boys than girls. Boys do badly, for
example, if they are raised in neighborhoods with high levels
of crime, and a large share of single-parent households seem
to be particularly detrimental to boys. This is why boys seem
to fare particularly poorly in certain cities, including
Baltimore, as well as places like Detroit and Fresno, while
outcomes for girls are less influenced by their zip code. On
the plus side, Black boys raised in neighborhoods with a high
proportion of fathers have better prospects as adults. The
bottom line, according to Chetty, is that “neighborhoods
matter more for boys than girls.”%?

There is a similar dandelion/orchid story in education. The
developmental gap between boys and girls starting
kindergarten is much wider for children from homes with less
educated mothers and less involved fathers. In high school,
boys’ academic performance is much more affected by



family background—measured in terms of income, parental
education, and marriage—than girls’.®2 The bigger impact of
class position on boys and men is also clear in postsecondary
education: girls raised in the poorest families (i.e., the
bottom fifth of the distribution) are 57% more likely to get a
4-year college degree than boys from similar backgrounds,
compared to a difference of just 8% among those from
affluent (top fifth) families.®® In the UK, the gender gap in
college attendance is widest for those who are eligible for
free school meals.%*

Last but not least, boys suffer more from family instability,
especially from the exit of biological fathers.®> Boys raised by
single parents, especially single mothers, have worse
outcomes than girls (including their own sisters) at school
and lower rates of college enroliment, in part because of
bigger differences in behavioral problems in the classroom.®¢
“Boys do especially poorly in broken families,” write
Marianne Bertrand and Jessica Pan.®” Boys also benefit much
more than girls from successful placement into a foster
family, rather than remaining in a group home, according to
an analysis by Stanford’s Cameron Taylor.%8

Looked at from every angle, then, the pattern is clear.
Economic and social disadvantage hurts boys more than
girls. This is an extremely important fact, and one that has
yet to receive nearly enough attention. The problems of men
are not only fueling social and economic inequality but also
being caused by it. “A vicious cycle may ensue,” write David
Autor and Melanie Wasserman, “with the poor economic
prospects of less-educated males creating differentially large
disadvantages for their sons, thus potentially reinforcing the
development of the gender gap in the next generation.”°



NEW GENDER ECONOMICS

The dominant narrative of gender equality is framed almost
exclusively in terms of the disadvantages of girls and
women. But if we consider gender equality in the context of
both race and class, a different picture emerges. Especially
at the bottom of the economic ladder, it is boys and men
who are falling behind girls and women. “Public policy needs
to be informed by a new gender economics, at least when it
comes to social mobility,” writes Miles Corak. “There are
important differences between the life prospects of boys and
girls from less advantaged families.”7°

Any serious effort to improve rates of upward mobility or
reduce economic inequality must take into account the
specific challenges being faced by boys and men. Otherwise,
patterns of male disadvantage will repeat across
generations. That will be bad for everyone, including women,
and children, especially boys. This will require more than a
policy tweak here or a quick initiative there. These problems
run deep and require a commensurate response.

The good news is that the clear connection between
economic inequality and the male malaise provides the
possibility of bipartisan action. Conservatives worried about
boys and men need to be concerned about economic
inequality. But liberals worried about inequality must pay
more attention to boys and men.
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CHAPTER 6

NON-RESPONDERS

Policies Aren’t Helping Boys and Men

“Women are just naturally smarter than men, and now they
are on the rise.” That's Jonathan, a college junior. We are
discussing why women are doing so much better in college
than men. “You know, the motivation for men is just not
there anymore,” he adds. “It's a mental thing.”

Jonathan and | are talking over coffee in his hometown of
Kalamazoo, Michigan. Kalamazoo is a special place,
especially to policymakers. Not because of the Glenn Miller
song “(I've Got a Gal In) Kalamazoo,” but because of its
unique free college program. Thanks to an anonymous
benefactor, students educated in the city’s K-12 school
system get all their tuition paid at almost any college in the
state.! There are similar initiatives in other cities, but the
Kalamazoo Promise is unusually generous. It is also one of
the very few to have been robustly evaluated, by a trio of
scholars at the Upjohn Institute, Timothy Bartik, Brad
Hershbein, and Marta Lachowska.? They find that the
Promise made a big difference—bigger than other Promise-
type programs.



But the average effect disquises a stark gender divide. The
program put rocket boosters on female college completion
rates, increasing the number of women getting a bachelor’s
degree by 45%. But men’s rates didn’'t budge. A cost-
benefit analysis shows an overall gain of $69,000 per
female participant—a return on investment of at least 12%
—compared to an overall loss of $21,000 for each man (in
other words, it was expensive and didn’t work). The
philosopher Bertrand Russell said the mark of a civilized
man was the ability to weep over a column of numbers. For
a policy wonk, the numbers in these regression tables might
just do it.

But it is not just the Kalamazoo Promise. | have discovered a
startling number of social programs that seem to work well
for girls and women, but not for boys and men. | describe
some of them here, first in education and training, and then
in job programs. This seems to me to be a big deal. But it is
getting barely any attention, not least because almost
nobody knows about it.

| asked Brad Hershbein what was behind the massive
gender gap in Kalamazoo. Because he is a true scholar,
Brad’s answer was, “We don’t know.” What he means is that
the gap cannot be explained statistically, at least with easily
observable factors like test scores or family background. As |
noted in chapter 1, there is still a good deal of mystery
surrounding the worse educational outcomes for men. But |
think Jonathan is on the right track with his observation
about the “mental thing.” If we want answers, we won't find
them in the metrics, but in the minds of the young men
themselves.

That is one reason why | went to Kalamazoo to meet some
of the men the Promise is designed to help. Maybe they
would know why it did not.



IMMUNE TO INITIATIVES: EDUCATION

“l just felt like | was wasting my time in college,” says
Quamari, another of my interviewees. “l was depressed a
lot. | just didn’t have much of a drive.” After dropping out of
Kalamazoo Valley Community College, he got a job working
in a bank, and then he was fired. So he returned to his
studies, this time at Michigan State University in Lansing, 70
miles to the northeast. Quamari hopes that a smaller,
quieter city will make it easier for him to crack the books.
After all, as he says, “There is not a lot else to do here.”
Quamari has had a staccato journey through higher
education, stopping, switching, restarting. He has changed
his major many times, from accounting to orthodontics (he
says, “l know it sounds weird, but I like teeth and | had
braces”), to interior design and then to sociology. Now he is
hoping to go into psychology, having discovered music and
art therapy as a potential career path. His story fits with the
research suggesting that men are more likely to zig-zag
through the college years, while women follow a straighter
path.? “Females are just working harder, doing better,
asking more questions,” he says. Jalen, one of Kalamazoo’'s
male success stories, agrees. He graduated with a BA from
Western Michigan University and says he always sought out
female-dominated study groups because “you just knew
they would get it done.”

One of the other studies that jumped off my desk was an
evaluation of a mentoring and support program called Stay
the Course, at Tarrant County College, a 2-year community
college, in Fort Worth, Texas.* Community colleges are a
cornerstone of the U.S. education system, serving around



7.7 million students, largely from middle-class and lower-
income families.> But there is a completion crisis in the
sector. Only about half the students who enroll end up with
a qualification (or transfer to a 4-year college) within 3
years of enrolling.® Many produce many more dropouts than
diplomas. The good news is that there are programs, like
Stay the Course, that can boost the chances of a student
succeeding. The bad news is that, as the Fort Worth pilot
shows, they might not work for men—who are most at risk
of dropping out in the first place. Among women, the Fort
Worth initiative “tripled associate degree completion.”” This
is @ huge finding. But as with free college in Kalamazoo, it
had no impact on college completion for male students.

Why? Again, the evaluators can only speculate. James
Sullivan, one of the scholars who is examining the program,
says, “We don’t know.”® That phrase again. His research
team does note that the case managers assigned to work
with students, called “navigators” (great name by the way),
were all women. When a program relies heavily on a close
one-to-one relationship, matching the gender of the
provider and recipient may be important. This is consistent
with research showing that when the racial or gender
identities of teachers and learners or mentors and mentees
match, results are often better.®

The Stay the Course program and the Kalamazoo Promise
are just two among dozens of initiatives in education that
seem not to benefit boys or men, including the following:

* An evaluation of three preschool programs—Abecedarian,
Perry, and the Early Training Project—showed “substantial”
long-term benefits for girls, but “no significant long-term
benefits for boys."”1°



* Project READS, a North Carolina summer reading program,
boosted literacy scores “significantly” for 3rd grade girls—
giving them the equivalent of a 6-week acceleration in
learning. But there was a “negative and insignificant reading
score effect” for boys.1?

» Students who attended their first-choice high school in
Charlotte, North Carolina, after taking part in a choice
lottery, had higher GPAs, took more AP classes, and were
more likely to go on to enroll in college. But “these overall
gains are driven entirely by girls.”12

* A new mentoring program for high school seniors in New
Hampshire almost doubled the number of girls enrolling in
4-year college, but it had “no average effect” for boys.13

* Urban boarding schools in Baltimore and Washington, DC.
boosted academic performance among low-income Black
students, but only the girls. “Taken literally, the point
estimates imply that our findings are driven entirely by the
female ... applicants,” note the evaluators.4

* College scholarship programs in Arkansas and Georgia
increased the number of women getting a degree, but had
“muted” effects on white men, and “mixed and noisy”
results for Black and Hispanic men.?s

* Project STAR, which provides extra learning support and
financial assistance for college freshmen, gave a big boost
to women’s academic performance—higher GPA, more
credits and lower rates of academic probation—but had “no
effect on men.”6

MIT’s Josh Angrist, a Nobel Prize winner in economics,
studied this last program and has spent a lot of time in this



field. He tells me he “has no theory” about the gender gap.
(This is a more formal way of saying “l don’'t know.”) | think
the main issue is the lower levels of engagement and
motivation that the young men in Kalamazoo talked about a
lot. These are not things that can easily be fixed externally.

Back in 2009, Angrist and his coauthors wrote, “These
gender differences in the response to incentives and
services constitute an important area for further study.”*”
They do indeed. But as far as | can see, nobody has heeded
this call. At the very least, these results suggest that
policymakers and scholars need to be much more sensitive
to differential effects by gender, and the potential
implications for program design.

Of course, there are programs that do show positive results
for both genders, such as another well-evaluated
community college mentoring scheme, Accelerated Study in
Associate Programs (ASAP), some other early education
programs, and so on.*® But where there is a difference by
gender, it is almost always in favor of girls and women. The
only real exception to this rule is vocationally oriented
programs or institutions, which do seem to benefit men
more than women, which is one reason why we need more
of them.

IF YOU CAN MAKE IT HERE: WORK

New York City is the urban expression of America’s “can-do”
spirit. “Make your mark in New York,” wrote Mark Twain,
“and you are a made man.”1® The perfect place, then, to
test a new program to help more men to make their mark.



The Paycheck Plus pilot provided around 3,000 childless
participants with a wage bonus of up to $2,000, with the
main policy goal being to lift employment rates. A rigorous
evaluation of the pilot by the MDRC research group found “a
relatively large positive effect on employment rates among
women,” but “no detectable effect among men.”?° Female
participants got healthier too; the men did not.2?

The MDRC team describe the result for men as “somewhat
disappointing.”?2 This is something of an understatement,
given the hopes for the project and the falling wages and
employment levels of less-skilled men.?3 There are broader
policy implications here too. Paycheck Plus is seen as a trial
run for a possible shift in national policy, to make the
Earned Income Tax Credit available to childless adults. This
would not be cheap. A similar EITC expansion in the 2021
Build Back Better bill had a price tag of $13.5 billion a
year.?* An explicit goal of EITC expansion is to help less-
skilled men. Gene Sperling, former national economic
adviser to Presidents Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, argues
that the policy change is “important to incentivizing
younger men ... to participate in the formal economy.”?> But
the Paycheck Plus pilot suggests that higher wage subsidies
may attract more single women than single men into work.
To be clear, | am not saying this is a bad thing, just that it is
not a stated principal goal of the reform.

If wage subsidies don’t work so well for men, what about
worker training? Sadly, the evaluation studies here make for
grim reading. It is hard to find examples of government-
funded training programs that work well for anyone, male or
female.?® But the few programs that have managed to move
the needle often skew toward women, including the
following:



* A training program in Milwaukee, funded as a public-
private venture, had a positive, statistically significant,
impact on the employment rates and earnings for
participating women at the two-year mark—but not for the
men.2’

* Programs for dislocated workers funded by the Workforce
Investment Act had “greater benefits for participation for
women ... with the quarterly earnings increment exceeding
that of males.” The value of training also had greater long-
run positive impacts on earnings and employment for
women.?8

* Workplace-based training programs and job search
assistance programs funded under the Job Training
Partnership Act of 1982 produced “significant positive
impacts” for the earnings and educational attainment of
female participants—but not for the male ones.?°

As I've said, the overall pickings are pretty slim when it
comes to effective training programs. But even among the
few that do show some positive impact, there is often a
gender gap. If a training program works, it generally works
for women, but not always for men.

There is a clear, recurring pattern in evaluation studies of
policy interventions, with stronger effects for girls and
women than for boys and men. This has profound
implications for research and policy. Most obviously,
evaluators must include results disaggregated by gender.
And when differences are found, they should be highlighted.
Right now, they are often given scant attention. In the
research brief based on the evaluation of the trio of public-
private training programs undertaken by Public Private
Ventures and published through the Aspen Institute, the



gender gap in outcomes was not mentioned.3° Even in the
main report, the difference was only visible to readers who
made it to appendix D, table 5, on page 72.3!

Given the evidence that many programs simply do not work
for half the population, it is irresponsible for policymakers
not to question whether this money is being well spent.
There is certainly enough evidence here to challenge any
presumption in favor of gender-blind programs and services.
It is no good to note these “disappointing” findings, shrug
our shoulders, and keep on spending.

ASPIRATION GAPS

The hard question, of course, is why these initiatives have
not worked for boys or men, and what might work instead.
The empirical evidence on this is weak. But Tyreese, a
young Black man making his way through community
college in Kalamazoo, has thought hard about this question.
Tyreese is exactly the kind of person the Kalamazoo Promise
is intended to help. His father died when he was 5. Two of
his brothers are in prison. He observes four big differences
between the women and men around him. First, motivation:
“The women are so driven. They know they have to provide
for their family.” Second, independence: “They [the women]
don’t really need a relationship, they can do it on their
own.” Third, persistence: “When stuff gets hard, the guys
tend to run away, the girls don’t.” Fourth, planning: “Women
tend to live in the future, men tend to live in the present.”
Put these together—motivation, independence, persistence,
and planning—and it is no wonder, to Tyreese at least, that
women are doing better in school.



It seems clear to me that motivation and aspiration, almost
impossible to capture quantitatively, are a big part of the
story here. Young women are seizing opportunities with
much greater zeal than young men. Take studying abroad as
another example. In recent decades, this has become much
more popular (at least until the pandemic) with increasing
numbers of undergraduates now grabbing their passports
and phrase books and heading overseas, most often to
Europe.3?2 And why not? Going to another country for a few
months is a great opportunity. In a joint report, the American
Institute for Foreign Study and the Institute of International
Education extol the value of studying abroad.33 They would,
of course. But it looks like they are right. Employers do
seem to like hiring graduates with broader horizons, and
many of the skills honed in a foreign country seem to be
useful later in life. But strikingly, female students are more
than twice as likely to study abroad as their male peers.34
There is a similar gap in European countries.?> Perhaps you
are thinking, “Ah, but maybe that is just because women are
more likely to be in subjects offering more study-abroad
options, like languages and arts.” But no—the gender gap
can be found in all subjects.

Once again, this gap has left researchers stumped. What we
do know is that women seem to be motivated to study
abroad by all kinds of factors, including having educated
parents, or classes focused on human diversity and
difference. None of the factors have any impact on men.
One thing that did seem to influence men’s decision
whether to study abroad was “peer interactions,” but in a
negative direction.3® Men appear to motivate each other to
stay put, rather than hit the road. The report stresses the
need for a diverse and representative pool of students
heading to other countries, and serious efforts have gone
into lowering barriers for nonwhite students, who now make



up three in ten study-abroad students. There is no mention,
however, of the 2:1 ratio of female to male students.

It is not just studying overseas. There generally seems to be
a greater spirit of adventure among young women. The
same 2:1 gender imbalance can be seen in the numbers
signing up for the Peace Corps, as well as the domestic
equivalent, Americorps.3’” The gap is even greater in the
UK’s Voluntary Service Overseas program.3® Young women
today have wider horizons than the men. Forget all the old
stereotypes about men with wanderlust, out on the road.
Women are the explorers now. And as so often, nobody has
a good explanation why. It is not that men have fewer
opportunities. It is that they are not taking them. The
problem seems to be a decline in agency, aspiration, and
motivation. But this hasn’t happened in a vacuum. | think it
is the result of a whole range of structural challenges. | have
already shown that the education system is less suited to
boys, and that the labor market has become a tougher place
for men. But there are deeper, cultural causes too. In
particular, the dramatic rebalancing of power relations
between men and women over the last few decades has
rendered old modes of masculinity, especially as family
breadwinner, obsolete. But nothing has yet replaced them.

“Women are becoming more independent,” reflects
Quamari, back in Kalamazoo. “More headstrong, willing to
work for it. They know they need other options.” By his own
admission, Quamari struggles with this new world. He
supports equality but is part of a Christian denomination
teaching that men should be the head of the household. He
is torn between being the kind of man he has been told to
be, and the kind of man the world needs now. He is not the
only one. A common thread running through many of the
challenges facing men is the culture shock represented by
women’s economic independence. To truly understand



what’s going on with boys and men, we need
anthropologists at least as much as economists. And we
need policymakers willing to face the facts, including the
facts about which programs work best. Otherwise the
danger is that some of our boys and men won'’t just fall
behind but will end up beyond our reach.
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BIOLOGY AND CULTURE
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CHAPTER 7

MAKING MEN

Nature and Nurture Both Matter

Every religion has a story to tell about how or why we are
created male and female. In Judaism and Christianity, it all
starts with Adam and Eve. Islamic theology teaches that men
and women are “made in pairs,” from a single soul. In the
Hindu tradition, Brahma asks Rudra to divide into male and
female, so that creation can continue. These creation stories
reflect the most fundamental dichotomy in human biology,
the one between male and female.

Sex differences in biology shape not only our bodies,
including our brains, but also our psychology. We are not
blank slates. Some of these differences are more about the
timing of development than about the end results. | have
already described how girls’ brains mature much earlier, for
example, one reason for the gender gap in education. But
many differences are enduring. Men are typically more
aggressive, take more risks, and have a higher sex drive
than girls and women.! Of course this is not a comprehensive
list. There are other traits that tend to be found more often in
men than in women. Males are a bit more interested in
things, for example, while women are a bit more interested



in people; the guy tinkers in the garage, his wife chats with a
friend.? But these three—aggression, risk, sex—are where
the differences are most pronounced, and the ones | will say
more about here.

In this chapter | describe the evidence for natural sex
differences, especially in terms of aggression, risk, and sex
drive. I'll then argue that both our immediate environment
and broader culture matter greatly as well, shaping the ways
in which biological differences develop and are expressed.
Occupational choice, especially the so-called STEM paradox,
provides an example of the need to take both our immediate
environment and the broader culture into account. Nature
and nurture both matter, and they also interact in important
ways. | think we can safely leave this tired debate to one
side. Finally, I point to the dangers of ignoring biology
altogether, especially in applied fields like psychology.

The idea that there is a natural basis for sex differences is,
however, politically charged. So I'd better get the caveats in
right away. First, while certain traits are more associated with
one sex than the other, the distributions overlap, especially
among adults. After using MRI scans to examine sex
differences in a sample of over 5,000 people in the UK—the
largest study of its kind to date—psychologist Stuart Ritchie
and his coauthors conclude that “for every brain measure
that showed even large sex differences, there was always
overlap between males and females: even in the case of the
large difference in total brain volume there was 48.1%
sample overlap.”3 In other words, the differences are
dimorphic—different but overlapping—rather than binary.
(Watch for that gap instinct | mentioned in chapter 2.) The
typical male has a greater willingness to take risks, for
example, than the typical female (especially in adolescence).
But some women are more risk-taking than some men. Most
studies find the biggest differences are at the tails of these



distributions, rather than for the majority of people. A large
majority of the most aggressive people are male, but the
differences in aggressiveness in the general population are
much smaller.

Second, these sex differences can be magnified or muted by
culture. Some cultures valorize violence, while others do not.
I’'m pretty sure that | would be more physically aggressive if |
had been born in Sparta a couple of thousand years ago.
There’s just not that much use for it at the Brookings
Institution. These cultural variations matter a lot for how,
and how far, natural tendencies are expressed in behavior.
Culture and biology do not develop separately from each
other. They coevolve. Neither biology nor culture can provide
the whole story. But understanding the role of biology is
necessary for keeping it in its place. “Biology does represent
the foundation of our personalities and behavioral
tendencies,” writes Louann Brizendine in her book, The
Female Brain. “If in the name of free will—and political
correctness—we try to deny the influence of biology on the
brain, we begin fighting our own nature. If we acknowledge
that our biology is influenced by other factors ... we can
prevent it from creating a fixed reality by which we are
ruled.”4

Third, these sex differences typically have a rather modest
impact on day-to-day lives in the twenty-first century. There
are now much bigger drivers of behavior, including not only
culture but personal agency. In modern societies, there is
much more room, thankfully, for individuality. Breaking free
of narrow definitions of what it takes to be a man or woman
is @ mark of progress, both as societies and as individuals.
But this does not require us to deny any natural differences,
simply to address them responsibly. The neuroscientist Gina
Rippon warns that “a belief in biology brings with it a
particular mindset regarding the fixed and unchangeable



nature of human activity.”> But it is perfectly possible to have
a “belief in biology” without mindlessly assuming that
human nature is “fixed and unchangeable,” or that culture
and environment are irrelevant. It is hard to find a
responsible scientist who is either an outright determinist or
an outright denier on the question of biology. The real debate
is not about whether biology matters, but how much it does,
and when it does.

Fourth, average sex differences do not justify the
institutionalization of gender inequality. There is a fear that
biology can be used to provide an intellectual foundation for
sexism. This is well founded, given our history. In the wrong
hands, evidence for natural differences can indeed be used
to justify oppression. But denying science altogether is not
useful; the truth always comes back to bite you eventually.
The rather boring truth is that masculine traits are more
useful in some contexts and feminine ones in others, and
neither set is intrinsically better than the other.

Fifth, average differences between groups should not
influence how we view individuals. That is what most people
call stereotyping and economists call statistical
discrimination. Even if, on average, women are wired to be a
little more nurturing (which they are), it does not mean that
my son cannot be an excellent, caring, and empathetic
teacher of young children (which he is). You can probably
think of some women who are not very nurturing. If you are
hiring into a job where nurturing is important, focus on the
individual, not their sex.

It is important, then, to keep the role of biology in
perspective, and to be careful to avoid potential misuse.
There is always a danger of succumbing to the “naturalistic
fallacy,” presuming that everything that is natural must
necessarily be good. But nor is it helpful to deny or dismiss



the reality of natural sex differences. “l want [my daughters
and son] to understand that there are differences between
the sexes that are not shaped by culture but are more
fundamental, rooted in evolution and biology,” writes the
anthropologist Melvin Konner, in Women After All. “l don’t
want any of the four of them—or my hundreds of students a
year, or any young people, or anyone at all—to live with the
great disadvantage of missing that fact.”®

TESTOSTERONE: AGGRESSION

It is ironic that in most of the religious creation myths, the
male comes before the female. In biology, the opposite is the
case: in the beginning was the female. The initial genetic
plan for all humans, as for all mammals, is for a female. In an
XY combination, the job of the short but industrious Y
chromosome is to disrupt that carefully laid female plan. Men
are “basically genetically modified women,” in the words of
Oxford geneticist Brian Sykes.”

Task number one for the Y, about 7 weeks from fertilization,
Is to get the testes growing. Next, the embryo is subjected to
a bath of the androgen testosterone, which sets it down the
path toward manhood. Androgens masculinize the brain.
Next, under orders from SOX9 in the Sertoli cells, a two-man
team of genetic workers—AMH on chromosome 19p13.3 and
AMHR2 on chromosome 12—represses the development of
female reproductive body parts. The male hormones then
take a break for a few years, until puberty, when
testosterone is needed again, among other things to grow
the penis and the prostate.



The whole process of sex determination is so extraordinarily
complex that it is amazing it goes according to plan almost
all the time. But it does. Almost all of us are born definitively
male or female. Occasionally, an XX embryo gets exposed to
more male hormones than usual, either as a result of a
genetic anomaly or certain medications taken during
pregnancy, which can lead to being defined as intersex
rather than male or female. This part of the spectrum of
sexual development is, as Konner puts it, “like some exotic
glass sculpture—small but beautiful and strange.”®
Historically, however, intersex people themselves have been
treated more as strange than beautiful, and subjected to
victimization, unwanted surgery, and shame. Even today,
their human rights are often violated.® There is no single
definition of intersex, and there are varying estimates of
prevalence, but applying the broadest definition, a
reasonable upper-end estimate is of around one in a hundred
people.l® Intersex people with more typically female
anatomy are often assigned female at birth, but many are in
fact more at home with a male identity, and they often
transition later.!! This provides important evidence that sex
is strongly determined by what happens in the womb, rather
than after birth.

One result of the testosterone bath of male brains is a
greater tendency toward physical aggression, not just in
humans but in almost all primates and mammals. Human
males are more physically aggressive in all cultures at all
ages.'? Boys are five times more likely than girls to be
frequently aggressive by the age of seventeen—seventeen
months, that is.?®* The gap widens until early adulthood
before narrowing again.** Worldwide, men commit over 95%
of homicides and the overwhelming majority of violent acts
of other kinds, including sexual assault.*> But the relationship
between testosterone, masculinity, and aggression is
complex. For one thing, it looks as if testosterone does not



directly trigger aggression but amplifies it.'® How far this
amplification takes place depends a lot on the
circumstances. As Carole Hooven shows in her book
Testosterone: The Story of the Hormone That Dominates and
Divides Us, the innate tendency toward aggression in boys
and men is real but not necessarily expressed. We are not
slaves to our cells.

It is also important to note that most societies have become
much less violent over time, and that there are big
differences in crime rates among countries today. “That all
these factors matter is not evidence that the relationship
between T and aggression is weak,” Hooven writes, “rather,
it shows us that it's complicated, as is the research that
looks into how the relationship works.”*” Nobody denies that
culture and socialization matter. It would otherwise be
difficult to explain the dramatic differences in levels of male
violence between different places and in different eras. But it
is equally silly to deny that biology matters here too, not
least in the differences between men and women.

DAREDEVILS: RISK

These sex differences are not the result of some cosmic
accident. Humans are, as Desmond Morris put it, “risen apes,
not fallen angels.”*® The traits that get passed on are the
ones that have been reproductively effective. That is what
sexual selection is all about. The optimal reproductive
strategies have been different for men and for women, with
long-run consequences for our psychology. Men, for example,
have a greater appetite for risk. This is not a social construct.
It can be identified in every known society throughout



history, as Joyce Benenson shows in her book Warriors and
Worriers: The Survival of the Sexes.'® “Sex differences exist
in virtually every area in which risk has been studied, with
males engaging in more risk-taking than females” write a
team of scholars studying leadership styles. “Similar findings
have been reported from hunter gatherers to bank CEQOs.”2°

Like aggression, risk-taking is one of the differences between
male and female psychology that has clear roots in our
evolutionary history. Taking risks must then make more
sense for men. But why? Bluntly, because men are much less
likely than women to reproduce at all. In fact, we have twice
as many female ancestors as male ones.?! This can take a
minute to get your head around. After all, genetically
speaking, everyone must have a mother and a father. But of
course one man can father many children with many women,
while others father none at all. This is exactly what has
happened historically. Genghis Khan, a direct ancestor of 1 in
200 people today, is perhaps the most famous example. The
polite way to put this is that “males have higher variance in
reproductive success than females.”?2 Psychologist Roy
Baumeister makes the point more bluntly: “To maximize
reproduction, a culture needs all the wombs it can get, but a
few penises can do the job. There is usually a penile
surplus.”?3

Add the fact that most human societies have been
polygynous, allowing men to have multiple wives, and you
end up with what Harvard evolutionary psychologist Joseph
Henrich calls the “math problem of surplus men.”?# This is
where risk comes in. Men who are in danger of becoming
evolutionary duds will be willing to take serious risks in order
to gain access to a mate, perhaps by committing a crime to
get more resources, or fighting in a potentially lucrative war.
Even a 50/50 chance of success looks pretty good to a man
who is otherwise unlikely to have any children at all. As a



result, Henrich writes, “Men’s psychology shifts in ways that
spark fiercer male-male competition.”

Recent evidence for this claim comes from a study of China’s
one-child policy, which was introduced at different times in
different provinces, providing a chance for researchers to
examine the impact. Because families preferred to have a
boy, once the rule was in place the sex ratio tilted sharply
toward males. The economist Lena Edlund shows that 18
years after the introduction of the policy in each area, as the
surplus boys became men, crime rates started to rise. Not
modestly, either: arrest rates almost doubled.?> Edlund’s
work underlines a crucial point. Even though male
psychology is more wired for risk, this usually tips into
antisocial forms of risk-taking (such as crime) only in
circumstances of intense competition.

It hardly needs to be said that the male attitude toward risk
comes with many downsides. When | look back through the
eyes of a middle-aged father at some of the “games” my
male friends and | would play as teens, | shudder. The one
where we tried to be the last one to dash across a highway in
front of an oncoming truck particularly stands out. (I was
never last.) But the willingness of men to put their lives on
the line also has some upsides. Men seem to demonstrate a
greater willingness to take risks in order to save others,
which again makes perfect evolutionary sense given the
relatively greater importance of female bodies for
reproduction.

Each year, the Carnegie Hero Fund, founded in 1904, issues
medals to civilians for courageous acts, specifically risking
their life to save a stranger. In 2021, 66 of the 71 medals
awarded went to men.2® Medalists for that year included
Lucas Y. Silverio Mendoza, aged 19, killed while attempting
to guide a 3-year-old from a burning building, and 17-year-



old Christian Alexander Burgos, who drowned after saving
the life of a 9-year-old boy and his mother. We can seek to
reduce the downsides of the greater male willingness to take
risks, but also encourage and celebrate the benefits it can
bring. As Margaret Mead wrote, “It is essential that the tasks
of the future should be so organized that as dying for one’s
country becomes unfeasible, taking risks for that which is
loved may still be possible.”?” (As | write, however, the
prospect of dying for one’s country is only too real in war-
torn Ukraine.)

SEX ON THE MALE BRAIN

Given that the differences between male and female
psychology have emerged in large part through sexual
selection, perhaps it should not be a surprise that the
biggest difference between men and women is with regard to
sex itself. As a matter of biological fact, men are just lustier—
or have what Konner labels more “driven sexuality”—than
women.2® A comprehensive review of 150 studies found
overwhelming evidence that men have a higher sex drive,
“reflected in spontaneous thoughts about sex frequency and
variety of sexual fantasies, desired frequency of intercourse,
desired number of partners, masturbation, liking for various
sexual practices, willingness to forego sex, initiating versus
refusing sex, making sacrifices for sex, and other
measures.”?® As Billy Crystal’s character says in the movie
City Slickers, “Women need a reason to have sex. Men just
need a place.”

Again, there is a good evolutionary reason for this difference.
With a much higher chance of failing to father any children,



men have had to be ready to take almost any opportunity for
procreation. “Physically, men in their prime are hardwired to
be in a state of near-perpetual readiness to couple with any
female in their environment who is likely to be able to
conceive and bear children,” writes Marianne Legato,
director of the Foundation for Gender-Specific Medicine.3°
That is why Legato and others see erectile health as a proxy
for overall health in men.

The commercialization of the male sex drive is as old as
recorded history; there are twenty-five words for “prostitute”
in Latin.3? It is almost entirely men who pay for sex, and
there are about 1 million prostitutes working in the U.S.
today, far outnumbering priests and pastors.3? A study in
New York found that opening a strip club or escort agency
reduced sex crime in the surrounding neighborhood by
13%.33 More money flows through the sex trade than drugs
and guns combined, according to a study of eight cities by
the Urban Institute.3* The reality of the male sex drive
means, whether we like it or not, that sex workers will always
be with us. Policymakers should recognize this fact, rather
than engaging in magical thinking about the prospects of a
change in male sexuality. (Decriminalizing prostitution would
be good, not least to improve conditions for sex workers
themselves.3>)

Pornography is also not new. An erotic ivory figurine,
discovered in 2008, dates back about 35,000 years.3® Every
technological revolution, from the printing press to the
camera and movies, means more porn. But the internet has
been a force multiplier. In 2021, PornHub and Xvideos, the
two largest online porn sites, had an average of 694 million
and 640 million visitors each month, respectively, in the U.S.
alone. For context, that is more than Netflix (541 million) or
Zoom (630 million). The title of a comprehensive review
undertaken for the UK’s Office of the Children’s



Commissioner summarized the situation well: “Basically ...
porn is everywhere.”3” Some women watch porn too of
course, but much less than men.38

When the New Yorker writer and CNN commentator Jeffrey
Toobin became famous for being seen masturbating in a
break during a long Zoom meeting, the reaction of most of
my female friends was along the lines of, “What was he
thinking, in the middle of a meeting, in the middle of the
day?” For most of the men it was, “What was he thinking,
not checking that his camera was turned off?” | think one of
the reasons that porn use can cause such a strong negative
reaction is that it highlights vividly the nature of male
sexuality. Typically, young men report watching porn 2 or 3
days a week, almost always to accompany masturbation,
and usually not for very long (6 minutes seems to be the
average visit length). Men who are in committed sexual
relationships masturbate to porn much less frequently.3® As
with gaming, the problem is among the small numbers of
heavy users who may become addicted.

Again, it hardly needs adding that, for good or ill, culture
hugely influences the expression of the driven sexuality of
men. One of the most important things young men learn
from their surrounding culture is how to express their sexual
desire in an appropriate way. But greater male lust is a fact
of life.

CULTURAL ANIMALS

| hope to have convinced you now that while sex differences
in biology are not determinative of behavior, they do matter,
and that little good will come from denying it. But our



environment and culture weigh heavily too. It is not nature or
nurture. It is nature and nurture. “We don’t have a ‘get out of
evolution free’ card,” writes Kevin Mitchell, a neurogeneticist
at Trinity College, Dublin, “but we are also not meat robots
whose behavior is determined by the positions of a few
knobs and switches, independent of any societal forces.”4°
Some of the most fascinating recent research in this area
shows how our immediate environment, especially during
childhood, shapes the way in which genetic predispositions
are expressed. Growing up in a stressful or unstable family
environment, for example, appears to influence the capacity
of the brain to metabolize serotonin, which helps to reduce
aggressive behavior.#! Differing life trajectories of identical
twins influence how far genes associated with risk-taking are
dampened or amplified.#? Children with fathers in prison see
a shortening of the length of their telomeres (the ends of
chromosomes), which increases the risk of health problems
in adulthood. Boys with genes that make them more
sensitive to their environment do worse when their biological
father leaves the household, but also benefit most if their
biological father joins the household, an example of how
being an orchid can bring benefits as well as costs.*® There
are countless other examples of the complex, two-way
relationship between physical biology and the social
environment.

The fact that biology matters does not make culture less
important. In fact, it makes it more important. Culture
determines how we manage, channel, and express many of
the natural traits | have described here. Biology influences
culture, but culture also influences our biology. As Joseph
Henrich argues, it makes most sense to think of the
coevolution of nature and nurture. “Culture rewires our
brains and alters our biology” he says, “without altering the
underlying genetic code.”** When humans learned how to
use fire, we started to eat more meat, for example, and our



digestive systems adapted. Literacy changed the psychology
of many people who became what Henrich calls WEIRD
(Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic).

One striking example is the role of marriage, which Henrich
describes, rather brutally, as “a testosterone suppression
system.”4> (I've been almost continuously married for thirty
years.) Testosterone levels are highest among young single
men, and those with higher T are actually more likely to
become fathers. But testosterone levels then fall among men
who settle down with a wife and children, and the drops are
sharpest among men who do more childcare. One group of
scholars studying this evidence concludes that “human
males have an evolved neuroendocrine architecture shaped
to facilitate their role as fathers and caregivers as a key
component of reproductive success.”#4® There are broader
social implications here too. As the institution of
monogamous marriage spread, the number of men directly
involved in raising families rose. The collective impact, via
reduced testosterone levels, was to dramatically reduce
overall levels of male violence. This is a good example of the
complex interactions between biology, immediate
environment, and broader culture.*’

FRAGILE MANHOOD

Anthropologists all agree: Manhood is fragile. Womanhood is
more robust because it is more determined by women'’s
specific role in reproduction. As the feminist anthropologist
Sherry Ortner writes, “It is simply a fact that proportionately
more of woman’s body space, for a greater percentage of
her lifetime ... is taken up with the natural processes



surrounding the reproduction of the species.”*® Womanhood
is defined more by biology, manhood more by social
construction. This is why masculinity tends to be more fragile
than femininity. When was the last “crisis of femininity”?
That's right: never.

Masculinity is defined at least as much by behavior as
biology. “l learned very early on that what a man does ... is
even more important than who he is,” wrote the British
psychiatrist Anthony Clare in his book On Men: Masculinity in
Crisis.#® Clare was referring specifically to paid work in a
modern capitalist society, but the general observation holds
for almost every known human society. Manhood is a
continuous achievement, rather than just a single milestone.
In many cultures, rites of initiation—often involving physical
duress or risk—have marked the transition from boy to man.
As the American poet Leonard Kriegel wrote, “In every age,
not just our own, manhood was something that had to be
won."”>s9

But what can be won can also be lost. Hence the fragility.
The making of masculinity is an important cultural task in
any society, especially during periods of rapid social change
like our own. “Manliness is a symbolic script, a cultural
construct,” writes the anthropologist David Gilmore.>! “Real
men do not simply emerge naturally over time like butterflies
from boyish cocoons; they must be assiduously coaxed from
their juvenescent shells, shaped and nurtured, counseled
and prodded into manhood.”>? This is not to suggest that
there is a single blueprint for making men. To say that men
have to be made does not mean there is only one set of
instructions. What makes for a “real man” varies greatly
across cultures.

Human behavior is driven by a combination of nature (our
instincts based in biology), nurture (the instructions we get



from our surrounding culture), and agency (our personal
initiative). Much of the drama of human life stems from the
tension between these three forces. As Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus declares: “I'll never / Be such a gosling to obey
instinct; but stand, / As if a man were author of himself, / And
knew no other kin.”>3

He is trying to ignore both nature, the gosling-like instinct, as
well as his social duties to his kin, and just go his own way.
He fails, of course. Nobody can simply break free of biology
or culture to be a fully autonomous agent. Even enlightened
moderns are animals underneath. All we can do is try to
strike an appropriate balance. The good news is that as
societies progress, first culture, and then individual agency
become increasingly important. The kaleidoscope of our life
choices becomes more colorful. But we should not make
Coriolanus’s error and think we can escape our culture. We
are, as Roy Baumeister argues in The Cultural Animal,
evolved for culture. “Human beings are shaped—first by their
genes and then by their social environment,” he writes, “to
live in culture.”>*

Culture has played a particularly important role in channeling
the energy of men toward positive social ends, especially by
teaching them to care for others. But “this behavior, being
learned, is fragile,” warned Margaret Mead, “and can
disappear rather easily under social conditions that no longer
teach it effectively.”>> This is a warning we should heed.

THE STEM PARADOX

| have already stressed that an average difference between
groups on any given characteristic typically offers limited



information about any particular individual. But aggregated
across whole populations, these differences will lead to
certain patterns, for example, in occupational choice. There
has been a strong movement to get more girls and women
into STEM careers, in science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics. It has been pretty successful too; women now
account for 27% of workers in these occupations, a big jump
from the 8% share in 1970, though still of course a long way
from parity.>® But should we expect to get to 50/50 gender
parity in all these jobs? Probably not. On average,
remember, men are more attracted to things, women to
people.>” Even under conditions of perfect gender equality,
more men than women will likely choose these career paths.
Not because of sexism or socialization but because of real
differences in preferences.

In 2018, two researchers, Gijsbert Stoet and David Geary,
showed that in more gender-equal countries, such as Finland
and Norway, women were less likely to take university
courses in STEM subjects. Stoet and Geary called this the
“gender-equality paradox.”>® They speculated that in
countries with high incomes and strong welfare states, the
economic incentives to pursue STEM careers may be lower,
allowing women to choose courses and jobs that more
closely matched their personal preferences. Some related
research offers support for Stoet and Geary’s conclusions.
Armin Falk and Johannes Hermle studied sex differences in
certain preferences, such as a willingness to take risks,
patience, altruism, positive and negative reciprocity, and
trust, across a range of countries. Sex differences were
largest in richer and more gender-equal countries, with each
having an independent effect. They conclude that “a more
egalitarian distribution of material and social resources
enables women and men to independently express gender-
specific preferences.”>? A similar study using different data
sources came to the same conclusion. “A possible



explanation is that people in more progressive and equal
countries have a greater opportunity to express inherent
biological differences” says one of the authors, Petri
Kajonius. “Another theory is that people in progressive
countries have a greater desire to express differences in
their identity through their gender.”®°

It is important to note that none of these studies has a
design allowing for a clear causal interpretation. But at the
very least, this work should make us cautious about holding
out for perfect gender parity in every single domain of life.
Some of the differences we observe may be the result of
informed personal agency—and if so, we should respect
those choices. While conservatives sometimes suggest that
women who don’t conform to traditional roles are denying
their nature, many on the Left insist that women who do
must be surrendering to sexism. But | think the Atlantic
writer Olga Khazan gets it right: “The upshot of this research
is neither especially feminist nor especially sad. It's not that
gender equality discourages girls from pursuing science. It's
that it allows them not to if they're not interested.”?

Two points bear repeating here. First, average differences
between groups should never influence the treatment of
individuals. Even if somewhat fewer women than men are
interested in a job in engineering, this is no justification for
discrimination against any particular woman. Second, the
distributions of these attributes still substantially overlap. In
one major study of sex differences on the people-versus-
things dimension, for example, almost half (47%) of the male
and female distributions overlapped with the other.®2 This
means that a nugatory representation of either sex in a
particular profession cannot plausibly be attributed to
natural preferences. One fascinating study by psychologists
Rong Su and James Rounds compared the proportion of
women who would be expected to be in various occupations,



based on gender differences in interests, with the actual
numbers. Some of their results are reproduced in figure 7-
1.63

FIGURE 7-1 Sex differences in job interest and job
choice

Predicted and actual share of women, select STEM fields.
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Su and Rounds found a good match in many fields, such as
mathematics (with 40% representation) and the biological
sciences (45%). But there was a significant
underrepresentation of women in engineering: around 30%
of engineers would be female if interests alone were driving
occupational choice, according to their estimates, but the
actual number of women engineers was half that. At the
other end of the scale, there is a heavy overrepresentation of
women in the medical services field, which includes nursing.
In chapter 11, | will argue strongly that many more men
could—and should—be working in the health and educational
sectors.

PSYCHED

The mission of the American Psychological Association is to
“benefit society and improve lives.”% But the association
failed against this benchmark with its 2018 guidelines on
working with boys and men. The summary of the guidelines
states that “traditional masculinity—marked by stoicism,
competitiveness, dominance and aggression—is, on the
whole, harmful.”®> The APA report also describes the related
problem of a “masculinity ideology,” defined as “a particular
constellation of standards that have held sway over large
segments of the population, including: anti-femininity,
achievement, eschewal of the appearance of weakness, and
adventure, risk, and violence.”¢®

The association quickly came under attack from conservative
critics, who said the guidelines amounted to “conversion
therapy” similar to that once offered to lesbian women and
gay men.%” A clarification was tweeted: “The guidelines



support encouraging positive aspects of ‘traditional
masculinity,” such as courage and leadership, and discarding
traits such as violence and sexism, while noting that the vast
majority of men are not violent.”%® This was false. The
guidelines contain not a single reference to these positive
aspects of masculinity.

Some people on the political Right overreacted, perhaps. But
there is no question that the APA put out a bad document.
The guidelines fail to recognize any biological basis at all for
male psychology. Testosterone, for example, is not
mentioned. As far as the APA is concerned, it seems,
masculinity is entirely socially constructed. “By the time he
reaches adulthood,” the report states, “a man will tend to
demonstrate behaviors as prescribed by his ethnicity,
culture, and different constructions of masculinity.”

The complete absence of biology here contrasts with the
association’s equivalent report on girls and women, which
usefully discusses the potential psychological implications of
puberty, childbirth, and menopause.®® So while girls and
women are treated as flesh and blood, boys and men are
treated as blank slates. This is obviously absurd. But it is also
damaging, not least because of the poor guidance it provides
to psychologists, 80% of whom are women, as they seek to
help boys and men.

The APA is not the only institution that seems to have
developed something of a science aversion when it comes to
sex and biology. In 2015, the MacArthur Foundation issued a
forty-seven-page report on the implications of the latest
science on adolescent development for juvenile justice.’® The
report correctly drew attention to racial disparities. But
despite the huge differences between adolescent girls and
boys in terms of brain development, especially with regard to
risk-taking and aggression, the report made not a single



reference to sex or gender. The fear of “sex determinism”
seems in these cases to have led to an unwillingness to
engage with, or even acknowledge, the evidence for natural
influences on behavior. When this blinkered approach is
taken by professional bodies or research institutions, things
have gone badly awry.

DANCES AND SHIPWRECKS

J. F. Roxburgh, the first headmaster of Stowe School, a
private boys’ school in England, described his goal as
cultivating men who would be “acceptable at a dance and
invaluable in a shipwreck.”’* He wanted men who could
make the kind of sacrifices made by the awardees of the
Carnegie Hero medals. Perhaps he had in mind the heroism
of many men on the Titanic, which famously sank in 1912,
with a survival rate of just 19% for the male passengers,
compared to 75% for women.”2 But the first half of
Roxburgh’s formulation is even more important. Men who are
“acceptable at a dance” are those who have learned how to
conduct themselves in company, how to treat women
respectfully and as equals. They are, in short, mature.

One of the primary functions of human culture is to help
young people to become responsible, self-aware adults.
Maturity means, among many other things, an ability to
calibrate your behavior in a way that renders it appropriate
to the circumstances. To be a grown-up means learning how
to temper our own natures. We learn to go to the bathroom.
We learn not to hit each other when we are upset. We learn
not to act on impulse. We learn empathy, restraint,
reflection. It takes time, at least a couple of decades. It takes



boys a little longer than girls. But most of us manage it in the
end. Boys become men, even gentlemen. The boy is still with
us, he is just not in charge anymore.
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CHAPTER 8

PROGRESSIVE BLINDNESS

The Political Left Is in Denial

My sons attended a school with a “culture of toxic
masculinity.” It was perhaps not the first place you would
look for it. Bethesda-Chevy Chase High School serves an
affluent, liberal, highly educated suburban community just
outside Washington, D.C. A third of the adults in the county
have a graduate degree.! Four out of five voted for Joe
Biden.2 In 2019, the school district added a third option for
student gender.3 If there is a liberal bubble, this is the
bubble inside that bubble.

But in 2018 an incident occurred at the school that
generated widespread media coverage, including CBS’s This
Morning, ABC’s Good Morning America, and NBC’s Today
show (“a reckoning on sexual harassment”), as well as in
the Washingtonian magazine and Washington Post.# The
Daily Mail, a British newspaper, picked up the story.> Here’s
what happened. A boy at the school created a list of his
female classmates, ranked in terms of their attractiveness,
and shared it with a number of his friends, some of whom
added their own opinions. Months later, one of the girls saw
the list on another boy’s laptop. A number of girls



complained to the school administration. The boy who
created the list was reprimanded and given detention. A
protest ensued. “It was the last straw, for us girls, of this
‘boys will be boys’ culture,” one of the young women
involved told the Washington Post.®

Part of a statement read out at a protest outside the
principal’s office was the following demand: “We should be
able to learn in an environment without the constant
presence of objectification and misogyny.” Large meetings
were held in the school to discuss culture. The boy who
created the list apologized personally to the girls in
question, and to the Washington Post. The school principal
and two of the female students later participated in a panel
discussion of the issue aired on C-SPAN.”

This was one incident, at one school, at a particular moment
in time. It blipped more loudly on my radar because it
happened to take place at our local school. But what was
instructive about the incident was the way it was
immediately framed, especially in media coverage, as an
example of “toxic masculinity.” If that is really the case, the
term has acquired such a broad definition that it can be
applied to almost any anti-social behavior on the part of
boys or men.

It is one thing to point out that there are aspects of
masculinity that in an immature or extreme expression can
be deeply harmful, quite another to suggest that a naturally
occurring trait in boys and men is intrinsically bad.
Indiscriminately slapping the label of “toxic masculinity”
onto this kind of behavior is a mistake. Rather than drawing
boys into a dialogue about what lessons can be learned, it is
much more likely to send them to the online manosphere
where they will be reassured that they did nothing wrong,
and that liberals are out to get them. Adolescent girls are



after all capable of similar kinds of bullying and disrespect,
often toward other girls, but it is not instantly cast as “toxic
femininity.”

This incident at our high school highlights the first of four
major failings of the political Left on issues related to boys
and men, which is a tendency to pathologize naturally
occurring aspects of masculine identity, usually under the
banner of toxic masculinity. The second progressive flaw is
individualism; male problems are seen as the result of
individual failings of one kind or another, rather than of
structural challenges. Third is an unwillingness to
acknowledge any biological basis for sex differences. Fourth
is a fixed conviction that gender inequality can only run one
way, that is, to the disadvantage of women. | will address
each of these four progressive failings in turn here, before
turning in chapter 9 to the equally harmful response of the
political Right.

INVENTING TOXIC MASCULINITY

Until around 2015, the phrase toxic masculinity warranted
just a handful of mentions in a couple corners of academia.®
According to sociologist Carol Harrington, the number of
articles using the term prior to 2015 never exceeded
twenty, and almost all mentions were in scholarly journals.
But with the rise of Donald Trump and the #MeToo
movement, progressives brought it into everyday use. By
2017, there were thousands of mentions, mostly in the
mainstream media. Harrington points out that the term is
almost never defined, even by academics, and is instead
used to simply “signal disapproval.”® Lacking any coherent



or consistent definition, the phrase now refers to any male
behavior that the user disapproves of, from the tragic to the
trivial. It has been blamed, among other things, for mass
shootings,'® gang violence,'! rape,*? online trolling,3 climate
change,* the financial crisis,*> Brexit,'® the election of
Donald Trump,!” and an unwillingness to wear a mask during
the COVID-19 pandemic.*® Lumping together terrorists and
delinquents, it ultimately poisons the very idea of
masculinity itself. Interviewing dozens of adolescent boys
and young men for her book Boys and Sex, Peggy Orenstein
always asked them what they liked about being a boy. She
says most drew a blank. “That’s interesting,” one college
sophomore told her. “l never really thought about that. You
hear a lot more about what is wrong with guys.”?*°

Toxic masculinity is a counterproductive term. Very few boys
and men are likely to react well to the idea that there is
something toxic inside them that needs to be exorcized.
This is especially true given that most of them identify quite
strongly with their masculinity. Nine in ten men and women
describe themselves as either “completely” or “mostly”
masculine or feminine.?° These gender identities are held
quite strongly too. Almost half of men (43%) said their sex
was “extremely important” to their identity. In another
survey by Pew Research Center, a similar proportion of men
(46%) said that it was either very or somewhat important
for others to see them as “manly or masculine.”?! (In both
surveys, the numbers were even higher for women.) In
other words, most people identify pretty strongly as either
masculine or feminine. It is a bad idea to send a cultural
signal to half the population that there may be something
intrinsically wrong with them.

“The toxic masculinity ... framing alienates the majority of
nonviolent, non-extreme men,” argues the feminist writer
Helen Lewis, “and does little to address the grievances, or



counteract the methods, that lure susceptible individuals
toward the far right.”22 Given the survey results just
described, it may not be great politics either. Half of
American men and almost a third of women (30%) now
think that society “punishes men just for acting like men,”
according to a survey by the Public Religion Research
Institute.?® There is a partisan split, as you might expect.
Three in five Republicans agree, compared to only about
one in four Democrats.?# Religion plays a role too. Half of
both white Protestants and Black Protestants, for example,
agree that men are punished for acting like men (50% and
47%, respectively).

Pathologizing masculinity may even undermine support for
feminism. Fewer than a third of American women now
describe themselves as a feminist.?> In 2018, YouGov polled
those women who did not identify as feminist for their views
on feminism. Almost half (48%) said that “feminists are too
extreme” and that “the current wave of feminism does not
represent true feminism” (47%). One in four (24%) said that
“feminists are anti-men.”2% These findings should give
progressives some pause. In the rush to condemn the dark
side of masculine traits, they are in grave danger of
pathologizing the traits themselves. Many women are
uncomfortable with this trend. And to the boy or man who
feels lusty or restless, the message, implicit or explicit, is all
too often, there is something wrong with you. But there is
not. Masculinity is not a pathology. As | showed in chapter 7,
it is, quite literally, a fact of life.

BLAMING THE VICTIM



The second big flaw in progressive thinking on men and
masculinity is individualism. Usually, progressives are
reluctant to ascribe too much responsibility to individuals for
their problems. If someone is obese, or commits a crime, or
is out of employment, the progressive default is to look first
to structural, external causes. This is a valuable instinct. It is
all too easy to blame individuals for structural challenges.
But there is one group that progressives do seem willing to
blame for their plight: men. YouTuber Natalie Wynn
describes the stance well: “We say ‘look, toxic masculinity is
the reason you don’t have room to express your feelings
and the reason you feel lonely and inadequate.’ ... We kind
of just tell men, ‘you’re lonely and suicidal because you're
toxic. Stop it!’" 27

Carol Harrington believes that the term toxic masculinity
plays an important role here, since it naturally focuses
attention on the character flaws of individual men, rather
than structural problems. If men are depressed, it is
because they won’t express their feelings. If they get sick, it
is because they won’t go to the doctor. If they fail at school,
it is because they lack commitment. If they die early, it is
because they drink and smoke too much and eat the wrong
things. For those on the political Left, then, victim-blaming is
permitted when it comes to men.

The pandemic illustrated this individualistic tendency well.
Men are considerably more vulnerable to COVID-109.
Globally, men were around 50% more likely than women to
die after contracting the virus.2® In the U.S., about 85,000
more men than women had died from COVID by the end of
2021. For every 100 deaths among women aged 45-64,
there were 184 male deaths.?® The result was to cut 2 years
off the average predicted life spans for American men, the
largest drop since World War Il, compared to a decline of 1
year for women.2° [n the UK, the death rate among working-



age men was twice as high as for women of the same age.3!
These differences appear not to have made any impression
on public health officials or policymakers, however, even
when they were aware of them.32

The higher male death rate also received almost no
attention from health institutions or media. When it was
acknowledged, the main explanations provided were that
men were either more vulnerable because of preexisting
conditions related to “lifestyle” factors, such as smoking or
alcohol, or to a lack of responsibility with regard to safety
measures, for example, mask wearing.33 In short, if men
were dying, it was their own fault. But this was not true. The
gap in mortality is not explained by sex differences in rates
of infection, or in preexisting conditions.3* The difference is
biological.

The sex differences in Covid mortality make it clear that we
need more of what feminist health care advocates have
been urging for decades: more gender-specific medicine,
including clinical trials that break down the results and side
effects by gender. “Over the past two decades, we’'ve
radically revised how we conduct medical research and take
care of our female patients,” writes Marianne J. Legato. “I
now believe that ... it’s time to focus on the unique
problems of men just the way we have learned to do with
women."”3> A good first step would be to establish an Office
of Men’s Health in the Department of Health and Human
Services, to mirror the excellent one that already exists for
women, and with equivalent funding of $35 million.3® The
Affordable Care Act should also be expanded to provide men
with the same coverage that allows women to get a free
annual health checkup. Given the disparate impact of
COVID-19, we do have to ask, if not now, when?



When it comes to masculinity, both the Left and the Right
fall into the individualistic trap, but from different
perspectives. For conservatives, masculinity is the solution;
for progressives, masculinity is the problem. But they do
both agree that the problem lies at the level of the
individual, and therefore in the realm of psychology, rather
than economics, anthropology, or sociology. This is a
profound intellectual error. Given the scale of the cultural
shifts of recent decades, simply lecturing boys and men to
get with the program is not a good approach. “There’s a
contradiction in a discourse that on the one hand claims
that male privilege, entitlement and the patriarchy are the
most powerful forces of oppression humanity has ever
created,” writes the Guardian commentator Luke Turner,
“and on the other would (understandably) like men to
process this quickly, and without fuss.”3”

SCIENCE IS REAL

One of the rallying cries of the modern political Left is that
“science is real.” While conservatives succumb to myth and
misinformation, progressives carry the enlightenment torch
of reason. At least, that is how they see things. The truth is
that there are science deniers on both sides. Many
conservatives deny the environmental science of climate
change. But many progressives deny the neuroscience of
sex differences. This is the third major weakness in the
progressive position.

There is strong evidence for a biological basis for some
differences of psychology and preferences between the
sexes, as | showed in chapter 7. The genetic psychologist



Kathryn Paige Harden writes, “Genetic differences in human
life are a scientific fact, like climate change.... That genetic
and environmental factors are braided together is simply a
description of reality.”3® But for many progressives, it is now
axiomatic that sex differences in any outcomes or behaviors
are wholly the result of socialization. When it comes to
masculinity, the main message from the political Left is that
men are acculturated into certain ways of behaving
(generally bad ways, of course, in this version), which can
therefore be socialized out of them. But this is simply false.
Men do not have a higher sex drive just because society
valorizes male sexuality, even if it does. They have more
testosterone. Likewise aggression. Remember, boys under
the age of 2 are five times more likely to be aggressive than
girls.3® This is surely not because 1-year-olds have picked up
gender cues from around them.

To be fair, there are some reasonable concerns about how
this science will be used. The philosopher Kate Manne
worries that “naturalizing” any inequalities between men
and women can have the effect of “making them seem
inevitable, or portraying people trying to resist them as
fighting a losing battle.”4° She is right in principle about this
danger. Natural differences between men and women have
often been used to justify sexism. This is mostly an outdated
fear. In recent years, most of the scientists identifying
natural differences have, if anything, tended to stress the
superiority of women.4! But even careful scientists who
continue to argue for a role for biology are caricatured as
being “reductive” or engaging in “sex essentialism.”

One way around this problem is to adopt the approach taken
by Melvin Konner in Women After All, and conclude that
while biology matters a great deal, it is only in a way that
favors females. In fact, there is some evidence that people
in general are more comfortable with the idea of natural



differences if women come out ahead in the comparison.*?
Alice Eagly and Antonio Mladinic call this the “WoW (women-
are-wonderful) effect.”43 With regard to sex drive, for
example, Konner is able to write that “to think that these
differences result merely from cultural arrangements is
naive in the extreme.” But this blunt, true statement follows
the moralizing claim that “regardless of how natural men'’s
[sexual] needs may be, | can’t see that those divergent
preferences are equally admirable.”44

The appeal of this approach is obvious. It allows for a
discussion of biological differences but in a way that
underlines the pathologies of men, thereby ensuring a
warmer reception among liberal scholars and reviewers. But
in some ways this is the most dangerous message of all:
men are naturally different than women, but only in ways
that are bad. Konner’s apparent disdain for higher male sex
drive, for example, veers dangerously close to puritan ideas
of sexual sin. It is not helpful to claim that either men or
women are somehow naturally better than the other. We are
just, on average, different in some ways that can be either
negative or positive depending on the circumstances and
the way the differences are expressed.

ONE-WAY INEQUALITY

The fourth major failure of the political Left is an inability to
recognize that gender inequalities can—and increasingly do
—run in both directions. In 2021, President Biden created a
White House Gender Policy Council, a successor to the
previous Council on Women and Girls, which had been
abolished by Donald Trump. But while the name changed,



the mission did not. The formal charge of the new Council is
“to guide and coordinate government policy that impacts
women and girls.”#> In October 2021, the Council published
a National Strategy on Gender Equity and Equality, the first
in U.S. history.#¢

The strategy is entirely asymmetric. No gender inequalities
related to boys or men are addressed. The fact that women
now outnumber men in college is noted, but only in order to
highlight the fact that women hold more student debt than
men. This is absurd. It is like complaining that men pay
more income tax because they earn more. There is no
mention at all in the strategy of the sizable gender gaps in
favor of girls in K-12 education. The need for reform of
school discipline policies to help Black girls is emphasized,
but there is no mention of the specific challenges of Black
boys (even though they are twice as likely as Black girls to
be suspended or expelled).4” The goal of increasing access
to health insurance for women is highlighted, but nothing is
said about the fact that men are at a higher risk of being
uninsured than women (15% v. 11%).48

| could go on, but you get the picture. You might wonder
how much this lack of even-handedness matters, especially
if you are skeptical about the impact of White House
strategy papers. But this one will drive policy. The strategy
directs all government departments and agencies to
“establish and prioritize at least three goals that will serve
to advance the objectives identified in this strategy, and
detail the plans and resources needed to achieve them in an
implementation plan.” Flawed thinking makes for bad policy.

Introducing its new strategy, the White House declared that
“the COVID-19 pandemic has fueled a health crisis, an

economic crisis, and a caregiving crisis that have magnified
the challenges that women and girls ... have long faced.”4°



This was in line with an almost universal tendency to
emphasize the negative implications of the pandemic for
women, while ignoring those for men. The main gender
story has been the catastrophic impact on women’s
progress. “One of the most striking effects of the
coronavirus will be to send many couples back to the
1950s,” wrote Helen Lewis, in The Atlantic in March 2020,
adding, “Across the world, women'’s independence will be a
silent victim of the pandemic.”>° The headline on a gloomy
Washington Post article by Alicia Sasser Modestino was
“Coronavirus Child-Care Crisis Will Set Women Back a
Generation.”>! In December 2020, the Aspen Institute Forum
on Women and Girls declared that “COVID-19 has eroded
the little progress we have made on gender equality.”>2

Almost every major think tank and international
organization in the world produced reports on the negative
impact of the pandemic on women, many written in a
hyperbolic tone. By comparison, the much higher risk of
death from COVID-19 for men warranted barely a mention.
Nor the sharp drop in male college enroliment. Of course,
the pandemic was mostly just bad all around. But it was bad
for women in some ways, and bad for men in other ways.
We can hold two thoughts in our head at the same time.

The assumption that gender gaps run only one way even
gets embedded in inequality measures. Every 2 years, the
World Economic Forum (WEF) produces its Global Gender
Gap Report. It is the most influential international study of
progress toward gender equality, but like the White House
strategy, it is distorted by asymmetric thinking. To compile
the report, a gender equality score is calculated for each
nation, between 0 (complete inequality) and 1 (complete
equality). The score is based on fourteen variables across
four domains—economics, education, health, and politics.
(Each variable in the index is also calculated on a 0-1



range.) In 2021, the U.S. scored 0.76 on the scale and
placed thirtieth in the world. Iceland, in first place, scored
0.89.53

But crucially, no account is taken of domains where women
are doing better than men. As WEF’'s number-crunchers
explain, “The index assigns the same score to a country that
has reached parity between women and men and one where
women have surpassed men.” Across the fourteen
measures, U.S. women are now doing as well or better than
men on six. In higher education, for example, the actual
gender parity score is 1.36, reflecting the large lead that
women have over men on this front. But the number
factored into the index to generate the overall U.S. score is
not 1.36. It is 1. The idea that gender inequality only counts
in one direction is baked into WEF’s methodology. But this
assumption is untenable, especially in advanced economies.
My colleague Fariha Haque and | have recalculated the WEF
rankings, taking into account gender inequalities in both
directions.>* We also removed one of the fourteen variables,
a subjective survey of the pay gap of dubious quality, and
weighted all the domains equally (WEF gives more weight to
variables with the widest gaps). Our two-way approach
pushed the U.S. score up to 0.84 and Iceland’s up to 0.97.
As our paper shows, it also changed the country rankings, in
some cases quite significantly.

The point here is not to devalue the work done by the
Gender Policy Council, or WEF, or any of the other
organizations aiming to improve the position of women.
Closing the gaps where girls and women are behind remains
an important policy goal. But given the huge progress made
by women in recent decades and the significant challenges
now faced by many boys and men, it makes no sense to
treat gender inequality as a one-way street. On a practical
level, it leads to a lack of policy attention to the problems of



boys and men. But ignoring glaring gender gaps that run in
the other direction, | believe, also robs these efforts of the
moral force of egalitarianism. “There is now wide consensus
that gender inequalities are unfair, and lead to wasted
human potential,” says Francisco Ferreira, Amartya Sen
Chair in Inequality Studies at the London School of
Economics, commenting on education gaps. “That remains
true when the disadvantaged are boys, as well as girls.”>>

What is required here is a simple change in mindset,
recognizing that gender inequalities can go in both
directions. | said simple, not easy. The fight for gender
equality has historically been synonymous with the fight for
and by girls and women, and for good reason. But we have
reached a point where gender inequalities affecting boys
and men have to be treated seriously. Many people on the
political Left seem to fear that even acknowledging the
problems of boys and men will somehow weaken efforts for
women and girls. This is the progressive version of zero-sum
thinking. Anything extra for boys and men must mean less
for girls and women. This is entirely false as a matter of
practice, and creates a dangerous political dynamic. There
are real problems facing many boys and men, which need to
be addressed, and if progressives ignore them others will be
sure to pick them up.

Our politics are now so poisoned that it has become almost
impossible for people on the Left to even discuss the
problems of boys and men, let alone devise solutions. This is
a missed opportunity. We need the strongest advocates for
gender equality, many of whom are on the liberal side of the
political spectrum, to take a more balanced view. Otherwise,
the danger is that boys and men will look elsewhere.
“Thousands of years of history don’t reverse themselves
without a lot of pain,” says Hanna Rosin. “That is why we
are going through this together.”>% Rosin is right about the



pain. But she is wrong about facing it together. We are in
fact tearing ourselves apart over gender issues, with the
result that the problems of boys and men are left untreated.
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CHAPTER 9

SEEING RED

The Political Right Wants to Turn
Back the Clock

On November 1, 2021, Senator Josh Hawley gave a speech
to the National Conservatism Conference. The audience was
ready for his standard fare: economic nationalism,
patriotism, the power of the free market, and so on. But
Hawley surprised them. He focused solely on the problems
of men, highlighting some of the challenges | have
described here, including in education, employment, and
family life. For Hawley, however, these problems are not by-
products of social and economic change. They are the result
of a targeted political assault from the Left. Hawley
described the “Left’s attempt to give us a world beyond
men,” and declared that “the attack on men has been the
tip of the spear of the Left's broader attack on America.”?
He went on: “The Left want to define traditional masculinity
as toxic. They want to define the traditional masculine
virtues ... as a danger to society.... Can we be surprised that
after years of being told they are the problem, that their
manhood is the problem, more and more men are



withdrawing into the enclave of idleness and pornography
and video games?”

Senator Hawley argued that boys and men are struggling
because the Left hates them. This is a powerful political
message, because the first part is true, and the second part
can be made to sound plausible given the tendency of many
on the Left to pathologize masculinity. He got plenty of
attention for the speech. But when it came to solutions,
Hawley came up largely empty-handed. The best he could
offer was a vague promise to restore manufacturing jobs,
and a marriage bonus in the tax code. He did, however,
score a small political victory a few weeks later, leading an
eleventh-hour move to strike down a provision in the
National Defense Authorization Act that would have made
women eligible for the military draft. “It is wrong to force
our daughters, mothers, wives and sisters to fight our wars,”
he said.? By implication, Sen. Hawley does not see it as
wrong to force our sons, fathers, husbands, and brothers to
do so.

Conservatives have paid more attention than progressives
to the growing problems faced by boys and men. But their
agenda turns out to be equally unhelpful. There are three
big weaknesses in their approach. First, many conservatives
fuel male grievances for political gain, which simply creates
more anger and discontent. Second, they overweight the
importance of biological sex differences for gender roles (a
mirror image of the progressive tendency to dismiss them
altogether). Third, they see the solution to men’s problems
as lying in the past rather than the future, in the form of a
restoration of traditional economic relations between male
providers and female carers. Rather than helping men adapt
to the new world, conservatives beguile them with promises
of the old. This may provide some temporary psychological
relief. But we don’t need painkillers. We need a cure.



GRIEVANCE POLITICS

Donald Trump secured the presidency of the United States
in 2016 with a 24-point lead among men, the widest gender
gap in the half-century history of exit polling.?> Among white
men, who make up a third of the electorate, Trump’s margin
was 30 percentage points (62% to 32%).4 Women tilted
toward the Democrats, but only to about the same degree
as in previous elections. “The gender gap widened this year
for the same reason Trump took the White House,” reported
the Washington Post. “Men, especially white men, surged
right.”> In the same year, male votes Brexited the UK out of
the European Union.®

The anger fueling populism is about all kinds of things—
demographic change, secularization, trade, labor market
shocks, and so on. But it is also about gender. Note that
even as he lost in 2020, Trump still won most of the male
votes, and actually increased his support among Black and
Latino men. When Trump said that it was “a very scary time
for young men in America,” he was scorned by
progressives.” But it likely resonated with many men and at
least some parents. Trump’s appeal was a nostalgic one:
Make America Great Again. And he found a big political
market. The majority of his voters believed that life has
gotten worse since the 1950s and gender plays an
important role here.® Implicit in the invocation of the past
are traditional ideas of femininity and masculinity. One of
the most popular T-shirts on sale at his rallies declared, “I
support Donald Trump. | love freedom. | drink beer. | turn
wrenches. | protect my family. | eat meat & | own guns. If
you don’t like it, MOVE.”° This is about as good a description



of the identity of the Trump Army as you will find, a pure
expression of what Pankaj Mishra described as a form of
“rear-guard machismo.”°

But this is not just found in the U.S. It is an international
phenomenon. Across the world, men have been more likely
than women to support right-wing or protest parties.? In
Sweden, for example, one in four men supported the far-
right Sweden Democrats in a 2015 poll, twice the level of
support among women.? In Germany, especially in the east,
men have swung sharply to the political right. In 2017, a
third of Saxon men voted for the far-right Alternative for
Germany Party. “We have a crisis of masculinity in the East
and it is feeding the far right,” says Petra Kopping, minister
for integration in Saxony.*3 In South Korea, young men are
also swinging hard right, fueled by antifeminist sentiment.
In the Seoul mayoral election of April 2021, 73% of men in
their 20s voted for the conservative candidate, compared to
41% of women in the same age group.** The overwhelming
support of young men also helped to propel conservative
presidential candidate Yoon Suk-yeol to a narrow victory in
March 2022.15 Yoon has promised to abolish the Department
of Gender Equality and Family. India’s prime minister,
Narendra Modi, boasts of his 56-inch chest. There was alpha
male Imran Khan in Pakistan (“feminism has completely
degraded the role of a mother”), antifeminist Recep Tayyip
Erdogan (“women are not equal to men”) in Turkey, and
straight-out misogynist Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines
(“as long as there are many beautiful women, there will be
more rape cases”).'® These politicians do not have a
thoughtful understanding of male dislocation, or any
positive remedies. They are simply exploiting it for political
purposes. As former Trump adviser Stephen Bannon wrote,
“These guys, these rootless, white males, have monster
power.”17



Some conservatives go as far as to claim that there is a
“war on men” or a “war on boys.”*® This language validates
and fuels a sense of victimhood. South Korean men in their
20s are now twice as likely to believe there is more severe
discrimination against men than against women.? In the
U.S., a third of men of all political persuasions believe that
they are discriminated against, and among Republicans, the
number is rising.2° This is false. While the problems of boys
and men are real, they are the result of structural changes
in the economy and broader culture, and the failings of our
education system, rather than of any deliberate
discrimination. But on the political Right as on the Left,
attitudes on gender issues float free of the facts.

The conservative goal here is to whip up the partisan base
in opposition to what Senator Hawley described as the
attempt by the Left to “deconstruct America” through “an
assault on the very idea of gender.” One of the data points
he used to justify this claim was the inclusion of trans
women in competitive female sports. Invoking the threat of
transgender rights has now become a standard part of the
conservative playbook. Even the question of which
bathrooms people use has become a political football. (To
his credit, Donald Trump answered a question on the
bathroom issue in 2016 by saying that trans people should
simply “use the bathroom that they feel is appropriate.”)??
Even though the numbers involved in any of these
controversies are tiny—after all, trans people account for
just 0.6% of the population—it is an issue that can be
weaponized in defense of traditional ideas of sex and
gender.??

Conservative activists see the trans issue as a way to turn
the headlights onto what they see as a radical gender
ideology, which seeks to entirely erase all biologically based
sex differences. Their concern is not really about whether



trans people can serve in the military or use the bathroom
of their choice. It is about the very idea of clear and
separate masculine and feminine categories and
characteristics, grounded in biology. But they protest too
much. The overwhelming majority of people, at least 99%,
are cis, identifying themselves as male or female in line with
their natal sex. That some people do not fit into simple
binary categories is no threat to the categories themselves.
Trans people are rather the exceptions that prove the rule,
and both the rule and the exceptions are okay.

The good news here is that the general trend is still toward
greater inclusion and protection for trans people, especially
the landmark Supreme Court decision in June 2021 to
secure protection for LGBT people from workplace
discrimination under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. Trump
appointee Neil Gorsuch wrote the majority opinion, which
was crystal clear: “An employer who fires an individual
merely for being gay or transgender defies the law.”23 A
third gender option (an “X”) has now been added for U.S.
passports.?* Twenty-one states and DC have done the same
for driver’s licenses.?> But it seems clear that many
conservatives will likely continue to use the issue of trans
rights as a weapon in the broader culture war over sex and
gender.

Disenchanted men, following the Pied Piper of the internet
search algorithm, can be led deeper and deeper into what
has been labeled the “manosphere,” a world of pickup
artists, incels, and even some male separatists—MGTOWs
(Men Going Their Own Way). This is where men who have
taken the red pill go to commiserate, organize, and
generally hate on feminists. The term red pill, adopted from
The Matrix, refers to a choice to see the world as it really is.
Here, it means to see that, far from being an oppressive
patriarchy, our society is actually dominated by feminists,



seeking to entrap and exploit men. In the more sensible
parts of the manosphere, there are debates about real
issues facing boys and men, like school discipline,
overdiagnosis of ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder), suicide rates, occupational injury and death, and
so on. But it is easy for the disgruntled young man to click
to the next video, and the next. In her book Men Who Hate
Women, feminist activist Laura Bates describes “the boys
who are lost, who fall through the cracks of our society’s
stereotypes and straight into the arms of the communities
ready to recruit them, greedy to indoctrinate them with
fears of threats to their manhood, their livelihood.”?6 A
legitimate worry or normal anxiety metastasizes into
misogyny. Women might come to be seen as psychological
prey, to be manipulated into providing sex; this is what it
means to be a pickup artist. For the most extreme, the
incels, even having to go to the lengths of tricking women
into sex seems unfair. Men have a right to sex, they claim,
and women have a responsibility to give it to them. The
misogyny can seep out of the chat rooms onto social media,
and ultimately even to physical violence.

By contrast, MGTOWSs don’t want to pick up women or
harass them online. They want to get away from them
altogether. One of the big fears stoked in this community is
of a false rape accusation; better to stay away. There is a
helpful hierarchy of MGTOWSs, eerily similar to the levels you
might find in a computer game. Once a man has taken the
red pill and chosen the MGTOW route, the steps are to reject
long-term relationships (level 1); disavow any sexual
relationship or “go monk” (level 2); disconnect from the
economy, making only enough to support themselves (level
3); and finally, completely disengage from society, or “go
ghost” (level 4). Many young men dip their toes into some
of these waters at some point. It might even have become
something of a rite of passage. Some find a genuine sense



of community, which may be lacking in their offline life. But
the overwhelming majority grow out of it; very few end up
acting out in one terrible way or another. Underneath it all is
a deep well of confusion and disorientation, which, as
always, somebody is willing to exploit. | am not saying that
Hawley or other populist conservatives are to blame for the
rise of these online manosphere movements. If anything,
progressives have more to answer for here, by either
neglecting male issues altogether or by blaming them on
toxic masculinity. But what Hawley shares with these
communities is a reactionary worldview, a belief that the
only way to help men is by restoring traditional gender roles
and relationships. They want the old world back, one in
which men and women know their place. But our solutions
are not to be found in the past.

LOBSTERS AGAINST EQUALITY

In 2016, just as Donald Trump was defying almost every
political prediction to win the 2016 election, a Canadian
psychologist broke out of academic obscurity to become,
according to George Mason economist and podcaster Tyler
Cowen, “the most influential public intellectual in the
Western world right now.”?” Respected among scholars for
his work on personality traits, Jordan Peterson came to fame
for refusing to use the preferred pronouns of a transgender
student, in protest of new Canadian laws on trans rights. His
2018 book, 12 Rules for Life, based on a Quora post and
accompanied by a global speaking tour, sold more than 5
million copies.?® For anyone serious about understanding
what is happening with young men, Peterson’s appeal is an
important datapoint. By Peterson’s own reckoning, they



account for 80% of his audience. Men flock to him because,
unlike so many, he does not mock or patronize them. He
makes them feel heard. Peterson stumbled across a gigantic
reservoir of unmet human need. His genuine compassion for
the plight of young men marks him out from the people of
the Left who want to excoriate them and the people on the
Right who want to exploit them. He’s a genuine intellectual
wrestling with real and important issues.

But like many conservatives, he also sets too much store by
biology. Like all successful modern public intellectuals,
Peterson has an online merch store, selling not only books
but stickers, socks, and framed art. There is also a special
lobster section, featuring T-shirts and hoodies covered with
small red images of Peterson’s favorite crustacean—
including, now, of course, a lobster-dotted face mask.
Among Peterson fans, the lobster has become a sign of
tribal loyalty. You are probably wondering why. “Lobsters
exist in hierarchies,” he explains. “They have a nervous
system attuned to the hierarchy. And that nervous system
runs on serotonin, just like our nervous systems do. And the
nervous system of the lobster and of the human being is so
similar that antidepressants work on lobsters.”2° One of the
main planks of Peterson’s philosophy is that social
hierarchies are part of the natural order. Mammals are wired
to know their place.

But the science here is not very good. Lobsters don’t
actually have brains, it turns out. For what it's worth, | think
his use of lobsters is better seen as simply part of his
storytelling style. | see Peterson as the latest incarnation of
the “mytho-poetical” strand of the men’s movement, which
uses allegory (in his case, of lobster societies) to evoke an
older, deeper form of masculinity. Robert Bly’s Iron John, a
bestseller in 1990, offered a similar prospectus, arguing that
men had been overdomesticated into “soft men” and



needed to rediscover the “hairy man” within.3° In his 1996
book Transforming Men, British sociologist Geoff Dench
casts men as frogs making their way through forests in
search of a princess.3! Dench, Bly, and Peterson all write a
lot about witches and whales and castles and towers and
kings. This should not be a surprise. Bly was a poet, and
Peterson’s earlier book, Maps of Meaning, is a dense, well-
regarded academic study of mythology.

If it was just the lobsters, Peterson’s overweighting of
biology would not matter too much. Unfortunately, it also
distorts his views on gender. He points out that women are
more agreeable and conscientious than men, more into
people, and more nurturing. Men are more aggressive,
status conscious, driven by sex. This is all true. The real
question is how far these differences can be relied on to
explain gender inequalities in current societies. For
Peterson, it seems, a great deal.

While progressives make the mistake of denying any
biological basis for sex differences, conservatives like
Peterson—and he is quite representative in this regard—
make the opposite error of explaining away current gender
inequalities with an appeal to nature. They end up justifying
disparities that are much too wide to be attributed to
natural causes. The question of occupational choice is a
good example. In an interview, Peterson said that “men and
women won’t sort themselves into the same categories if
you leave them to do it of their own accord.” So far, so
good. But he then went on to say that ratios of “20 to 1” of
men to women in engineering, and the other way around in
nursing, are “a consequence of the free choice of men and
women.... Those are ineradicable differences.”32 When
Petersonian conservatives see that only 15% of engineers
are women and only 9% of nurses are men, they see
nothing more than a reflection of natural sex differences



(these are much higher proportions, after all, than 1 in 20).
But remember that study by Su and Rounds that | cited in
chapter 7, showing that if occupational choices actually
matched underlying preferences, there would be at least
twice as many female engineers and male nurses. There is
also a danger that sex differences in nurturing behavior are
used to justify a traditional division of labor in terms of
family life: Peterson has urged that we “stop teaching 19-
year-old girls that their primary destiny is a career.”33

Things become trickier still when it comes to specific
policies. Conservative scholar Charles Murray describes the
evidence on sex differences between men and women in his
book Human Diversity. It is a thorough, mostly balanced,
summary. The problem comes when he uses these data to
justify sexist policies. Laws governing child custody are a
good case in point. Murray argues that “by any measure of
which sex is better at nurturing young children, there is a
big effect size favoring females and an overwhelming
evolutionary case that the female advantage is grounded in
biology.”34 He argues that courts should therefore default to
maternal custody of young children, instead of the current
legal default to consider the “best interests” of children on a
case-by-case basis.

As Murray writes, “Where judges ... are faced with no clear
evidentiary basis for favoring one parent over another and a
helpless third party’s welfare is at stake, a principled liberal
position can acknowledge an important innate difference
between men and women.” This is wrong. If a judge really
has “no clear evidentiary basis” of a difference in the
parenting abilities of two separating parents, granting
custody to one of them solely based on their sex is arbitrary
and unfair. Murray marshals evidence for a real average
difference in some aspects of parenting abilities to argue for
the incorporation of a sexist principle into family law.



Fathers are struggling to retain their role as it is, and
Murray’s proposal would make matters worse. He makes
similar arguments with regard to women serving in military
combat roles, and was no doubt pleased by Senator
Hawley’s success in preventing women being added to the
draft.

The broader problem here is that conservatives justify
gender inequalities with biological explanations that are not
wrong, just too thin to bear the weight they put on them. Of
course, conservative arguments for the importance of
biology in human behavior seem more reasonable when
their opponents deny their existence altogether. It is hard to
see how much someone is exaggerating the truth when
their principal antagonists deny the truth altogether. This is
one of the most unfortunate dynamics in the culture wars
over sex and biology. The more fervently the Left denies any
innate sex differences, the more strongly many on the Right
feel the need to insist on their importance, and vice versa.
The room for nuance becomes smaller.

FORWARD TO THE PAST

The final and most serious mistake made by conservatives
is their assumption that the only way to help boys and men
is to restore traditional gender roles, which means reversing
some of the gains made by women in terms of economic
independence. In this zero-sum world, if women are doing
better, that must be why men are doing worse. This is not a
fringe opinion. Almost two out of five Republican men (38%)
agree with the statement that “the gains women have made
in society have come at the expense of men.”3>



In a fascinating study conducted before the 2016 election,
Dan Cassino, a professor at Fairleigh Dickinson University,
added an unusual question to a survey of voting intentions:
“Do you earn more, less, or about the same as your
spouse?” Half the respondents got the question early in the
survey, before being asked about voting, and the other half
got it after declaring their voting intention. The question
was intended to prime men “to think about potential threats
to their gender roles,” Cassino writes.?® The results were
striking. Men asked the question about spousal earnings
early in the survey were much more likely to say they would
vote for Donald Trump than Hillary Clinton. This was a small
poll of around seven hundred registered voters. But
Cassino’s experiment hints at the potential for politicians to
activate and exploit male anxiety about the loss of status.

The argument made by many conservative intellectuals is
that if men lose their traditional role, they will become
detached from society, or start to act out. The “monster
power” Bannon observed gets channeled into antisocial
behavior. This is not a new concern. Conservatives have
been worrying about the dangers posed to men by the
women’s movement for decades. In his 1992 book, Men and
Marriage (an update of his 1973 book Sexual Suicide),
conservative intellectual George Gilder argued that
feminism would render men redundant.3” Once women were
able to be “both provider and procreator,” he warned, the
need for marriage to a man would decline, leaving them as
either “outlaws” or “exiles.” Younger readers may be
unfamiliar with Gilder’s work. But among feminists of a
certain age, his name provokes a strong reaction. Gilder
went on to influence Ronald Reagan’s economic policies and
was proud to have been named Male Chauvinist Pig of the
Year by both Time magazine and the National Organization
of Women.3® There is much to dislike about Gilder’s



worldview. But here’s the thing. He wasn’t completely
wrong.

Like most of the anthropologists | cited back in chapter 7
(including Margaret Mead, Melvin Konner, David Gilmore,
and Sherry Ortner), Gilder saw the fragility of the male role.
“Unlike a woman, a man has no civilized role or agenda
inscribed in his body,” he wrote. “The man’s role in the
family is thus reversible; the woman’s is unimpeachable and
continues even if the man departs.... A man without a
woman has a deep inner sense of dispensability.”3° Writing
along similar lines, Geoff Dench identified the “fundamental
weakness of feminist analysis” as a failure “to see that men
may need the status of the main provider role to give them
a sufficient reason to become fully involved, and stay
involved, in the longer-term draggy business of family
life.”40

Conservatives are right to worry about the dangers of
anomie and detachment among men stripped of their
traditional role. But they are wrong to think that the solution
is to somehow turn back the clock, making women
dependent again in order to resupply men with purpose. For
all the hankering after an imagined past, fewer than one in
five Americans (18%) said in 2012 that “women should
return to their traditional roles in society,” down from 30%
in 1987, according to Pew’s social values survey—and on
this question there are, unusually, no major differences here
by sex, age, political inclination, or race.*!

The conservative claim is that feminism has upended the
natural order of things, and we are all—but men, especially
—paying the price. The restoration of traditional families
and roles is the answer. This analysis is wrong. Feminism
has upended patriarchy, a specific social order that had the
fatal flaw of being grossly unequal. The resulting disruption



is real and must be taken seriously. Men do need help. But
we can help men without hindering women or trying to turn
back the clock. Fatherhood in particular can be reinvented
for a more egalitarian world.

“The key to the recovery of masculinity does not lie in any
wistful hope of humiliating the aggressive female and
restoring the old masculine supremacy,” wrote Arthur
Schlesinger Jr. in a 1958 essay titled “The Crisis of American
Masculinity.” “Masculine supremacy, like white supremacy,
was the neurosis of an immature society. It is good for men
as well as for women that women have been set free. In any
case, the process is irreversible; that particular genie can
never be put back into the bottle.”42

If that was true in 1958, it is obviously dramatically more so
today. That is why it is so unhelpful to suggest that we can
turn back the tide. Rather than helping boys and men in the
difficult task of adapting to the new world of equality,
conservatives encourage them to resist women'’s progress.
Resistance may feel good, at least for a while, better
perhaps than the demanding task of adaptation. But it is
also futile and pointless.

CENTRIFUGAL GENDER POLITICS

“Roles are changing for both men and women. Women are
being pressured ... to believe that their past status was
brought about by male oppression,” writes one astute
cultural observer. “At the same time men ... are being
accused of being oppressors—and angry oppressors at that.
The whole process of change is taking place in an



atmosphere of the greatest bad temper, and a tremendous
amount of secondary hostility is being generated that in
itself poses a threat to a good outcome.”

That was Margaret Mead—in 1975.43 The hostility remains,
despite the extraordinary successes of the women'’s
movement. Our politicians must shoulder much of the
blame here. The failure of both Left and Right to respond to
the growing problems of boys and men has created a
dangerous vacuum in our political life. In the centrifugal
dynamic of culture-war politics, the more the Right goes to
one extreme, the more the Left must go to the other, and
vice versa. The Left dismisses biology, the Right leans too
heavily on it. The Left see a war on girls and women; the
Right see a war on boys and men. The Left pathologizes
masculinity; the Right pathologizes feminism.

Meanwhile, far away from the frontlines of the culture war,
the real-world problems of boys and men go largely
unaddressed. And the stakes here are high. As Daniel
Schwammenthal, director of the American Jewish
Committee’s Transatlantic Institute, says, “The iron rule of
politics is that if there are real problems in society and
responsible parties don’t deal with them, the irresponsible
parties will jump on them.”44
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PART V

WHAT TO DO
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CHAPTER 10

REDSHIRT THE BOYS

Boys Need an Extra Year in the
Classroom

My wife and | were torn. Our middle son, Bryce, was about to
start elementary school. But he just didn't seem ready,
socially or intellectually. His pre-K teachers agreed. So we
decided to hold him back a few months, enrolling him in our
local school in January, rather than September. At the time |
thought we had gone too far, and that the 4-month delay
was a mistake. Now | think we did not go far enough. We
should have waited a full year. Bryce struggled throughout
his school years, especially in high school, in no small part
because of undiagnosed sleep apnea (yes, it turns out kids
can have it too). He managed, just barely, to leave high
school with a diploma. At his graduation ceremony, as most
of the parents around me swapped notes on which college
their child was headed to, tears streamed down my face,
tears of joy and of such fierce pride that despite everything,
my boy had made it through high school.

Bryce’s educational experience was not that unusual,
especially for boys. Among many of the parents we know, a
shorthand explanation has developed to explain the



struggles of an adolescent child to stay on track, especially
academically, but also in terms of life in general: “He’s a
boy.” One night, the 15-year-old son of one of our friends
climbed up a ten-story crane and posted a picture of himself
at the top on Snapchat with the message “Hi, Mom!” (The
police were waiting for him when he descended.) It's that
prefrontal cortex, and that risk appetite.

“True equality between groups that are different in any way
can be attained only by providing for the differences.” That’'s
Margaret Mead again, in 1974.* Mead’s idea of true equality
might now be labeled equity. When there are differences in
starting conditions, treating people the same (i.e., equally) is
not the same as treating them equitably. A common visual
illustration is of three children of different heights, who want
to look over a fence. To get them to the same level, you need
to give taller boxes to the shorter children. The switch from a
mindset of equality to one of equity has been powerful in
considerations of racial justice, especially in the U.S. But
there are gender implications here too. An equitable
education system, for example, will be one that recognizes
natural sex differences, especially the fact that boys are at a
developmental disadvantage to girls at critical points in their
schooling.

This chapter sets out proposals for a more male-friendly
education system. Specifically, | argue for three main
reforms: giving boys an extra year of pre-K before starting
them in school; a recruitment drive of male teachers into
classrooms; and significant investments in vocational
education, including more technical high schools. | am aware
that parts of this agenda may seem radical. But if we are
serious about gender equality, some radicalism is required.



THE GIFT OF TIME

Starting school a year later has been dubbed “redshirting.”
This is a term borrowed from a practice in collegiate athletics
in which a player is held out of regular competition for a
season. The idea got a burst of popular attention in 2008,
when Malcolm Gladwell presented evidence in his book
Outliers that children older than their classmates do better
on academic tests, and in life generally. He argued that
being either old or young within a class cohort leads
“children into patterns of achievement and
underachievement, encouragement and discouragement,
that stretch on and on for years.”?

It is worth noting that redshirting is reasonably common. In a
2021 survey by Morning Consult and EdChoice, 12% of
parents of school-age children said they had delayed
kindergarten entry for at least one of their children,
compared to 6% of those whose children are now over 18.3
The top three reasons given for delay were that the child was
too young, not emotionally ready, or not academically ready.
Interestingly, among teachers with school-age children, the
share of redshirters was a little higher, at 15%.4 These
numbers are higher than the official figures for the
2010/2011 school year (the last for which data are publicly
available), when 7% of boys and 5% of girls had a delayed
entry into kindergarten.> (The pandemic could of course be a
factor here.)

But some children are much more likely to be redshirted than
others. Children with affluent parents are twice as likely to
have a delayed school start as those from a low-income
home. There is a similar gap between white and Black
children. Boys are more likely to be redshirted than girls,



especially by parents who are teachers.® Children who are
young for their school year are also more likely to be held
back a year. When these factors are combined, the rate gets
quite high. Among summer-born boys with BA-educated
parents (the kind of folks who read Outliers), the redshirting
rate is 20%, according to an analysis of the 2010/11 data by
the Northwestern University economist Diane Whitmore
Schanzenbach and Stephanie Howard Larson.” Anecdotally, it
also seems that redshirting is more common at private
schools. And far from being those at most educational
disadvantage, children who are redshirted have slightly
above average literacy and math scores when the decision is
made.® In other words, the boys who will benefit least are the
ones most likely to be redshirted.

| propose that all boys be redshirted by default. Introducing a
1l-year chronological age gap would reduce the
developmental age gap between boys and girls. In other
words, it would be more equitable. | have shown in chapter 1
that the gender gaps in learning open up early, but that the
biggest differences, in terms of brain development, occur in
adolescence. The main reason for starting boys later is not
so that they will be a year older in kindergarten. It is so they
will be a year older when they get to middle and high school.

WILL REDSHIRTING WORK?

Would a delayed start for boys narrow the gender gap? |
don’t know for sure. Such a significant change in education
policy is hard to evaluate in advance. But the evidence from
studies of redshirting makes me hopeful that it could help
quite a lot. A raft of studies of redshirted boys have shown



dramatic reductions in hyperactivity and inattention through
the elementary school years, higher levels of life satisfaction,
lower chances of being held back a grade later, and higher
test scores.®

Schanzenbach is the scholar who has conducted the most
recent high-quality study of redshirting, along with Elizabeth
Cascio of Dartmouth College, using data from Tennessee.
The children in their sample were disproportionately lower
income and racially diverse. Half were getting free or
reduced-price lunch in kindergarten. A third were Black.
Overall, Schanzenbach and Cascio find that being a year
older had a positive impact on test scores in eighth grade,
reduced the risks of repeating a grade before high school,
and improved the chances of taking the SAT or ACT at the
end of high school. But the benefits for boys were at least
twice as big as for girls on all the outcome measures through
8th grade, and by high school only boys were seeing any
gains. Cascio and Schanzenbach also find the biggest gains
for lower-income students, which as they note, “stands in
contrast to the observed patterns in which higher-income
children are substantially more likely to be redshirted.”°
Lastly, they find no negative effects on the younger
classmates of redshirted children. If anything, they say, there
are modestly positive “spillover” effects.

So redshirting provides a long-term positive benefit for boys
in particular, especially those from poorer backgrounds, with
no adverse effects on their classmates. Importantly, these
results were driven not by a relative age effect but an
absolute age effect—which is what my redshirting policy is
intended to deliver. One of the most encouraging findings
from the study was a big reduction in the risk of being held
back a grade later on. Grade retention is massively unequal
by race, gender, and economic background: one in four
Black boys (26%) have repeated at least one grade before



they leave high school.! By redshirting boys from the outset,
we can reduce their risk of being held back a year later on.

Cascio and Schanzenbach’s findings are consistent with
another study by Philip Cook and Songman Kang, using data
from North Carolina.'? Their analysis shows that redshirted
children are doing significantly better in both reading and
math by the end of third grade. Looking at gender gaps
within racial groups, they find that the 10% redshirting rate
among white boys reduced the overall gender gap among
white students in third grade reading by 11%.

There is some qualitative evidence here too. An in-depth
study by Suzanne Stateler Jones of Collin College found a
much higher level of life satisfaction among summer-born
adolescent boys who had been redshirted, compared to their
peers.3 Among those who started school at the prescribed
age, she said a common refrain was, “I’'m always trying to
keep up.” But she says the overall message from the older
boys was, “They loved it, liked being older, no problem with
it, can’t think of any way it’'s hurt, it's only helped.” Jones
also interviewed parents and asked them what they would
do if they had another summer-born son. “Automatically
(they said): ‘We would redshirt.” ” It is worth noting,
however, that this small group was largely white and
affluent, simply because this is the group currently most
likely to redshirt their children.

Taken together, these results point to potentially big benefits
from starting all boys a year later. The largest gains would be
for those who are least likely to be redshirted right now,
especially boys from lower-income families and Black boys. |
also expect the gains would be even bigger on other
outcome measures, such as GPA, which existing studies have
been unable to assess. High school grades, for example, are
related to executive functioning skills—one likely reason why



girls have higher grades.'* An extra year of development is
unlikely to completely close the gap on these skills, but it
would surely help.

OBJECTIONS TO REDSHIRTING

There are of course some good arguments against my
proposal. | will address five here. First, delaying school entry
could put pressure on parents to provide childcare for
another year; this is likely to be one reason why lower-
income parents are already much less likely to redshirt their
children. This is a real concern. My proposal is to enroll boys
in @ universal pre-K program at the same age as girls but
give them an extra year before they move on. In other
words, boys would get a double dose of pre-K. So as far as
parents are concerned, the policy should be neutral with
regard to childcare costs.

Second, there is a concern that boys who start school later
will be more likely to drop out of high school, because they
will legally be able to leave formal education some time
before their high school education is complete. It is hard to
know how big a problem this would be. Data analyzed by the
education economists David Deming and Susan Dynarski do
not show much impact on high school graduation rates
among those who start school a year later, though they do
show a delay.'®> But as we have seen, this group is hardly
representative; today’s redshirted children are from more
advantaged backgrounds and so much less likely to drop out
of high school in any case. One thing that would help here is
to raise the legal age for leaving school to 18—which about
half of U.S. states have already done.®



Third, a related objection is that boys will lose a year in the
labor market once they become men, potentially reducing
their lifetime earnings. This is one of the main concerns of
Deming and Dynarski. “Holding constant retirement age, a
person who starts school a year later spends one less year in
the labor force,” they point out. “The financial losses from
starting one year later consist of one year of labor market
earnings, as well as the lifetime return to that lost year of
labor market experience.”” Again, this is a reasonable fear.
But it is one that applies to any policy that increases the
number of years spent in school, at whatever age. You might
spend 2 years in community college, for example, and leave
without any kind of credential. The truth is that right now few
young men are hitting the labor market at full stride out of
secondary education. Almost one in five don’t finish high
school on time.'® Of those who start community college,
fewer than one in three have gained a qualification three
years later.'® More than one in ten young men, aged
between 16 and 24, are “disconnected” (i.e., neither in paid
work nor in education).2° My point is simply that we should
not assume that the extra year of learning will mean a lost
year of earnings. If it helps to improve outcomes for boys, as
| believe it will, it should improve labor market prospects.

Fourth, there is a question of how to phase in the reform. If
we were to suddenly hold a whole cohort of boys back for a
year, there would be a single, female-only cohort going
through the education system, which would be distinctly
odd, especially for them. My suggestion is to phase the
policy in over a few years, starting with the youngest boys
and gradually expanding the age range each year until all
boys are covered by the policy. Perhaps a third of the boys
could be redshirted in the first year, two-thirds in the second
year, and all of them only in year three, for example. (This
would also create a natural experiment for social scientists



to evaluate the benefits of redshirting for boys of different
ages.)

Last but not least, would it be legal? Let us imagine that a
school district or state adopts my plan. Some legal challenge
would likely be mounted, perhaps by the ACLU. They would
cite Title VII on the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits
discrimination on the basis of sex, and possibly the Equal
Protection Clause in the 14th Amendment.?! The defense
would be that girls and boys are different in terms of their
development, and that such differences can be taken into
account in education policy without breaching Title VII. A
famous case of the Virginia Military Institute, an all-boys
school, would surely be cited. In 1996, the Supreme Court
forced the institute to open its doors fully to women. Justice
Ruth Bader Ginsburg penned the majority opinion.22
Importantly, the court did not dispute the claim that there
are differences on average in the way boys and girls learn.
As Ginsburg wrote, this however did not provide a
justification for excluding girls “whose talent and capacity
place them outside the average description” (i.e., who learn
more like a typical boy). Today, around 12% of students at
the institute are women.?3

The court ruled that in order to exclude one sex entirely from
a public educational institution, the state must provide an
“exceedingly persuasive justification.”?4 But my proposal is
not to exclude either sex from any institution, merely to
slightly stagger the default age at which boys and girls move
on from preschool to kindergarten, on the grounds of their
different developmental trajectories. Parents would be at
liberty to override the default, to either hold back their
daughter or accelerate their son, just as they are in the
current system. All this said, there are clear legal challenges
to explicitly basing a policy on sex differences, which need to
be considered in design and implementation.



So | think there are reasonable answers to these reasonable
concerns with my redshirt-the-boys plan. The only way to
find out for sure is to do it, initially in the form of some pilot
programs, perhaps in a selection of school districts in a
range of settings. | expect these would show good results in
terms of reducing the gender gap in education, and a good
return on investment. But of course, | could be wrong. That is
why evaluation studies are so important. Let’s find out.

MORE MEN TEACHING BOYS

Right now, boys and school don’t mix too well. Around the
world, boys are twice as likely as girls to say that school is “a
waste of time,” according to a survey commissioned by the
OECD in 2015.2°> In the U.S., boys are three times as likely as
girls to be expelled from school and twice as likely to be
suspended.2® There are a number of reforms that might
improve the school environment for boys, including more
physical education, a later school start time, and better food.
Exercise, food, sleep: all in all, the education system needs
to do a much better job of recognizing that students are flesh
and blood, not just brains on a stick. Of course, these
reforms would benefit girls too.

But one school reform would dwarf all of these: more men at
the front of our classrooms. In the U.S, the proportion of
male teachers is low, and falling. The male share of K-12
teachers is now 24%, down from 33% at the beginning of the
1980s.2” Male teachers are especially scarce in elementary
and middle schools, as figure 10-1 shows. Similar trends can
be observed in other nations, including the UK and South
Korea.?®



FIGURE 10-1 Not enough Misters

Gender of teachers, by school level
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Note: For postsecondary, figures shown are for full-time
faculty in degree-granting institutions.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (IPEDS,
March 2021): K-12 figures are for 2017-2018; postsecondary
figures are for 2017, 2018 and 2019.



“If the trend continues, we may see a day when 8 of 10
teachers [in the U.S.] will be female,” write Richard Ingersoll
and his colleagues in a 2018 report from the University of
Pennsylvania. They add that “an increasing percentage of
elementary schools will have no male teachers.... Given the
importance of teachers as role models, and even as
surrogate parents for some students, certainly some will see
this trend as a problem and a policy concern.”?° Honestly, |
don’t know how anyone could not see this trend as a
problem. But it is important to spell out why. For one thing, if
children grow up seeing care or education as women’s work,
this reinforces gender stereotypes across generations. As
Gloria Steinem said in 1995, “The way we get divided into
our false notions of masculine and feminine is what we see
as children.”3°

There is also solid evidence that male teachers boost
academic outcomes for boys, especially in certain subject
areas like English. The potential upsides here are quite large.
Education researcher Thomas Dee estimates that if half the
English teachers from sixth to eighth grade were male, “the
achievement gap in reading [between girls and boys] would
fall by approximately a third by the end of middle school.”3?t
(Notably, the performance of girls in English seemed not to
be affected by teacher gender.) A separate study in Chicago
found that in classes with a male teacher, the gender gap in
ninth-grade GPA was almost halved.3?

When the share of men teaching in Finnish primary schools
was boosted by a 40% quota for training courses, both boys
and girls did better in school.?®* The quota was scrapped in
1989, and the share of men entering primary teaching
halved. The policy ended because of a sex discrimination law
passed in 1987. But in 2005, the Finnish government
instituted a legal requirement on every state-owned



company to have at least 40% women on their board.3* | will
admit to a lack of expertise on the intricacies of the Finnish
legal system, but surely something is awry here.

But | digress. While the evidence that male teachers matter
is strong, the precise mechanisms are not well understood.
Attitudes may be one factor. Female teachers are more likely
than male teachers to see the boys in their class as
disruptive, while male teachers tend to have a more positive
view of boys and their capabilities.?> There may also be a
role model effect. It is worth mentioning here that the race of
teachers is important too, and that teaching skews even
more white than it does female. But it seems that Black boys
benefit most from having a Black teacher.3® “Having both
male and female teachers is likely good for students for
many of the same reasons that they benefit from a racially
and ethnically diverse teacher workforce,” writes Lisette
Partelow, an education scholar at the progressive Center for
American Progress.37

What is required here is a massive, urgent recruitment effort.
In an ideal world, we would have similar numbers of male
and female teachers, all the way from pre-K classrooms to
PhD seminars. Huge progress has been made on college
campuses, where women now make up almost half of full-
time faculty (47%), as figure 10-1 shows.3® Women also
account for over half the heads of university and college
departments, 40% of deans, and 30% of college presidents.3°
The American Council on Education has set the goal of
reaching complete gender parity in college leadership by
2030. Given the recent upward trend, and the fact that half
of current college presidents say they plan to leave their
position in the next 5 years, this ambitious goal looks
achievable.*® The Council calls it the Moving the Needle
initiative. In higher education, then, we have seen real
progress toward gender balance at all levels, and the setting



of clear goals for the future. Meanwhile, in K-12 we are
moving further away from gender parity with every passing
year, and no goals have been set. Surely, moving the needle
here is at least as important. As an initial step, we should set
the target of reaching 30% male representation in K-12
teaching. School districts could be asked to pledge to reach
the goal.

Specific efforts are also needed to recruit more men into
early years education, more Black men, and more male
English teachers. Early years education is close to being an
all-female environment. It ought to be a source of national
shame that only 3% of pre-K and kindergarten teachers are
men.4! There are now twice as many women flying U.S.
military planes as there are men teaching kindergarten (as a
share of the professions).4? The barriers to male recruitment
in this field are high, according to an in-depth study of 46
male educators working in pre-K and kindergarten
classrooms in New York by Kirsten Cole of Manhattan
Community College and her colleagues.*®* Stigma is one
major challenge. Many of the men had been advised to make
sure they were never alone with a child, and to be wary of
any physical contact. (Just as | was writing this chapter, my
son called to say he had been turned down for a childcare
job because the parents were uncomfortable leaving their
children with a man. “At least they were honest about it,” he
said.)

On the upside, many of these educators said they felt proud
that they were providing positive male role models for young
children, and reported many parents being delighted that
their children would have a male teacher. Cole and her
coauthors urge concerted policy efforts to attract and retain
more men in early education. “Because of their current
scarcity in the field,” they write, “male educators may also
require intentional supports that address the particular



circumstances they face related to bias and isolation.” They
propose targeted recruitment of men into the field, modeled
on programs like NYC Teaching Fellows, which supports
professionals making career transitions into teaching in high-
need subject areas, such as math, science, and special
needs in underserved New York schools. Philanthropic
foundations serious about gender equity should be flooding
the education market with generous college scholarships for
men who want to pursue a career in early years education,
just as they have supported girls interested in STEM careers.

The second priority is to recruit more Black men into
teaching. “As a black male teacher, sometimes | feel like a
unicorn,” says Charles Jean-Pierre, a D.C. Public Schools art
and French teacher.#* This is not surprising. Black men
account for just 2% of teachers in the U.5.45 As | have
already mentioned, Black boys in particular seem to benefit
from having a Black teacher. There are now a range of
initiatives, mostly at the city level, to boost the number of
Black male teachers, including NYC Men Teach, the National
Association of Black Male Educators, The Male Teacher of
Color Initiative, the Black Male Educators Convening, and so
on. But many of these are operating on shoestring budgets
and in urgent need of support.

In Columbia, South Carolina, school superintendent Baron
Davis has set the explicit goal of hiring an extra 100 male
teachers of color (with a particular focus on Black men),
which would bring their representation up to 10% in his
district. This is the kind of intentionality and specificity we
need for a nationwide affirmative action program for male
teachers. “You can’t keep saying there’s not enough Black
men in education,” says Davis. The question is, he says,
“What are you going to do about it?”4¢ | think the same can
now be said of men in education generally.



The third recruitment priority is to get more men teaching
English. Literacy and verbal skills are where boys lag furthest
behind girls, and these skills matter a lot to later educational
prospects. One study finds that moving U.S. students up by a
single letter grade in ninth-grade English increases the
probability of college enrollment by 10 percentage points.4’
The extra year that boys would gain from redshirting would
certainly help here. But so would more male teachers in the
appropriate subjects, especially English. Remember that
having a male English teacher improved results for boys,
with no negative impact for girls. So the more men teaching
English, the better. Currently, men account for 12% of the
English teachers in middle school, and 23% of those in high
school.#® Most policy efforts in terms of teacher recruitment
are currently focused on attracting more teachers, male or
female, into STEM subjects. This is important, of course. But |
would say that there is now an equally urgent need to get
more men teaching English. One option is to borrow an idea
from the STEM field and provide college students majoring in
English the opportunity to gain their teacher accreditation at
the same time, reducing the years of study. Obviously, this
might be attractive to both men and women.

LESS TALK, MORE SHOP

The third major policy reform | propose is a massive
investment in male-friendly vocational education and
training. Our educational system is tilted toward the
standard academic track, up to and including a 4-year
college degree. | have written a fair amount about college in
earlier chapters. But many people do just fine without a 4-
year college degree. In fact, 16% of people with a high



school diploma and 28% of those with an associate’s degree
make more money across their working life than the median
person with a bachelor’s degree, according to a study by
Georgetown’s Anthony Carnevale and his coauthors.4® As
they observe, “The simple advice to high school students to
‘go to college’ no longer suffices.” Carnevale says we need
more career counselors in high schools, with the skills and
information to help students see a range of options.
Sometimes the job title is “College and Career Counselor,”
but it is usually the former that gets the most attention. (We
should strive for more gender balance here too: right now,
only one in four guidance counselors is a man.)>°

The singular focus on the traditional college route sends a
strong signal that some skills are more valuable than others,
specifically the ones that make you “college ready.” There is
a lot | could say here about the classism and the “cult of
smart” that underpins a lot of thinking and policy in this
area.>! But one upshot has been a persistent undervaluing of
vocational learning. This has been harmful in general, but
especially for boys and men. On average, male students
seem to do better with a more “hands on” and practical
approach to learning and so benefit most from a more
vocational approach.>? But there has been a precipitous
decline in career and technical education (CTE) in American
schools, a result of the go-to-college obsession and a
residual fear of “tracking” some students away from more
academic classes. Between 1992 and 2013 (the last year for
which data are available), the number of CTE credits earned
by U.S. high school students dropped by 17%.>3 Federal
spending has declined in the last few decades.>*

High school curricula need more “hands-on” elements. This
does not mean sending all the boys into shop class to learn a
trade while the girls polish their college application essays.
But it does mean incorporating more practical and more



vocational elements (i.e., CTE) into the general curriculum,
and especially creating more stand-alone technical schools.
The broader goal here is more of what philosopher Joseph
Fishkin calls “opportunity pluralism.”>> Rather than a single
narrow path in what he calls a “unitary opportunity
structure,” there should be many different routes to success.

How much can CTE help boys in particular? The evidence
base here is not very broad, but what there is looks
encouraging. A few high-quality studies stand out. The first
examined the impact of career academies, which are small,
vocationally oriented high schools. There are an estimated
7,000 of these academies across the nation, although they
vary greatly in their approach.>® The evaluation study by
MDRC looked at nine academies in New York. On traditional
education metrics, such as grades, test scores, and college
entry, they were a failure. But male students from these
schools, mostly Hispanic and Black, saw a 17% earnings
boost, equivalent to an extra $30,000, over the eight years
of the follow-up study.>’” This wage bump is similar to the one
for students completing 2 years of community college.
Strikingly, for young women graduating from the academies,
there was no apparent benefit on any measured outcome, an
exception to the rule of educational interventions overall that
| described in chapter 6—and further evidence that CTE is a
particularly male-friendly educational approach.

A second study examined the impact of a statewide system
of sixteen CTE schools in Connecticut, which collectively
educate around 11,000 students, 7% of those in the school
system.>® Male students at these schools had a graduation
rate 10 percentage points higher than in traditional schools,
and their wages were 33-35% higher by the age of 23.
Again, there were no apparent gains for female students.
These U.S. studies echo similar findings from a study in
Norway, where a new vocational track in high school boosted



earnings for male participants. As the authors Marianne
Bertrand, Magne Mogstad, and Jack Mountjoy write,
“Considerations related to differential benefits by gender
should be an integral part of the policy conversation
surrounding vocational education.”>°

In recent years, there have in fact been some welcome signs
that policymakers are warming to investments in CTE. A
number of states have boosted funding. Nevada, for
example, tripled CTE investment.®® In 2018 the Carl D.
Perkins Career and Technical Education Act was reauthorized,
providing an annual $1.3 billion to states to support funding
for CTE.®* This is good, as far as it goes. But compared to the
$150 billion supporting college education, it does not go very
far.62

Another problem is that almost all the investment in CTE
goes to within-school courses, even though the best
evidence on the benefits of CTE is from whole-school
approaches. We need more CTE in every school, for sure. But
more importantly, we need more CTE schools. By my
estimates, there are currently around 1,600 technical high
schools in the country, accounting for about 7% of all public
high schools.®® These are clustered in larger urban or
suburban school districts in the Northeast.®* Overall, only
12% of school districts have a CTE school. We should aim to
add at least 1,000 new technical high schools across the
nation by 2030. If the federal government offered states a
subsidy of $5,000 per student for these schools, this goal
could be achieved for around $4 billion a year.®> These new
schools would of course be open to boys and girls. But given
the results of the evaluation studies, it would make sense to
market them to male students.

Beyond high school, there is a strong case for expanding
apprenticeships. The National Apprenticeship Act, which



passed in the House of Representatives in 2021, would
invest $3.5 billion over the 5 years, to create nearly a million
new apprenticeships.®® This kind of investment is urgently
needed; let’'s hope the Senate thinks so too. Despite some
recent growth, the U.S. remains stuck right at the bottom of
the international table for the number of adults taking
apprenticeships, at about 636,000.5” Community colleges
also offer vocational courses leading to higher employment
and earnings, especially those in health, business, and STEM.
These colleges are also the most common postsecondary
destination for young adults in the U.S. (By comparison, an
associate’s degree in a liberal arts subject is not a great
investment, in terms of labor market outcomes.)%® At least
$20 billion a year should be diverted toward community
colleges through a new federal grant program, along with
more incentives to ensure that the students complete their
studies, especially in subjects leading to the best job
prospects.©®

All of these reforms will take time. As Oren Cass, head of the
center-right think tank American Compass, writes,
“Refocusing education reform from an obsession with college
to a respect for the other pathways that young people can
follow into the labor market will be a long, slow process.””°
So we had better get started.

I’'ve focused here on vocation routes, but I'll make just one
plea on colleges. | would like to see more countries, or U.S.
states, following the lead of Scotland, which as part of its
Gender Action Plan has set the goal of reducing the gender
gap in undergraduate enrollment to 5 percentage points.
This will be a challenge, given that the difference is currently
17 percentage points.”® But the Scottish government stands
out for clearly stating that gender inequalities in both
directions matter, and for setting specific targets to address
them.



Finally, | should probably mention one policy proposal that |
do not endorse: more single-sex schooling. This solution
comes up quite a lot in discussions of how to help boys.
There are a few studies showing impressive effects, including
one from twenty schools in Trinidad and Tobago.”? But
overall, the research does not suggest much benefit to either
boys or girls from separate schooling.”® It may be that single-
sex education provides particular benefits for certain groups,
including Black boys; there just isn’t strong evidence either
way on this specific question. It is certainly true that as
Michael Gurian puts it in the title of his book, Boys and Girls
Learn Differently.”# But this difference is better addressed by
revising teacher education courses to include some of the
scientific evidence on sex differences, as Gurian urges.
(Currently, they do not.)

Many of the differences between boys and girls in today’s
classrooms are because the girls are just much “older,”
developmentally speaking. We can send boys to the same
schools as girls, just a year later.
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CHAPTER 11

MEN CAN HEAL

Getting Men into the Jobs of the
Future

Cameron was about 6 when | was driving him home after
seeing the doctor. “Dad,” he said, “l didn't know that men
could be doctors.” | was perplexed for a moment. Then |
realized that the two or three doctors he had previously
encountered happened to have been women, which was not
that odd given that more than half of the primary care
doctors in the UK are female. Having encountered only
women working as doctors, it was reasonable for him to
wonder if men could do that job. | reassured him that men
could indeed be doctors, but | was careful to add, “and
nurses, of course.” The elementary school our sons attended
had an all-female staff too, so it also took a while to convince
them that men could also be teachers.

In an attempt at balance, we deliberately tried to hire men to
provide childcare for our sons. This wasn’t always easy, of
course, since men account for such a tiny proportion of
childcare workers. One in particular, “Michael the
Australian,” was a particular hit. He would pitch tents as
“homework camps” and make the boys run after a rugby ball



between assignments. Michael instinctively knew how to
make doing homework less like a prison sentence and more
like playing a game. (I sometimes wonder if this is one
reason that Bryce ended up working in the childcare and
education field.)

In chapter 10, | offered some solutions to the structural
problems facing boys in the education system. Here | turn to
the problems of men in the world of work. As | showed in
chapter 2, there has been a hemorrhaging of decently paid
jobs in traditionally male sectors, such as manufacturing and
heavy industry. The new middle class jobs are in fields that
are often labeled “pink collar” because they are
overwhelmingly occupied by women. While women have
moved decisively into many previously male-dominated
occupations, including pharmacy, law and accountancy,
there has been nothing like the same movement in the other
direction. The gender desegregation of the labor market has
been almost entirely one way.! In particular, the share of
men in HEAL occupations—health, education, administration,
and literacy—remains stubbornly low. “Women are always
saying, ‘We can do anything that men can do,” ” observed
Gloria Steinem. “But men are not saying, ‘We can do
anything that women can do.” "2 More men can certainly do
HEAL jobs. And given the trends in the labor market, they
must.

Here | first describe and define HEAL occupations. Then |
make the case for getting more men into HEAL occupations,
which has three main components. First, given the decline in
traditional male occupations, it is imperative that men look
to these sectors for jobs. Second, diversifying these
professions would also help to meet their growing demand
for labor. Third, it would make it more likely that boys and
men could find male providers of these services. So getting



men into HEAL occupations would be good for men, good for
the professions, and good for clients—a win-win-win.

| then make some policy proposals for getting more men into
HEAL, drawing on some of the lessons from the successful
efforts to get more women into STEM. The three main
elements of my Men Can HEAL plan are to build a pipeline in
the education system, provide financial incentives, and
reduce the social stigma faced by men working in these
fields.

STEM AND HEAL

Never doubt the power of a good acronym. Two decades ago,
Judith A. Ramaley, assistant director for education and
human resources at the National Science Foundation, was
tasked with promoting science, mathematics, engineering,
and technology. The acronym she inherited for the work was
SMET. She “didn’t like the sound of that word” and started
using STEM instead.? By 2005 there was a STEM caucus in
Congress, and the term has since passed into regular use.
From the outset, the STEM drive was motivated by concerns
about economic growth and national security. But in recent
years the goal has moved to gender equality, and
specifically the importance of getting more women into
male-dominated STEM occupations—with considerable
success.

In broad terms, HEAL occupations can be seen as the
opposite of STEM. They are more focused on people, rather
than things, and they tend to require more literacy than
numeracy skills; hence the L in place of the M. There may
only be around 120,000 prime age workers (25 to 54 years)



with job titles such as mathematician or statistician, but
there are many more jobs where math skills are important.4
Likewise, there are roughly 150,000 authors, writers, and
editors, but many more jobs where literacy and
communication skills are important. In the HEAL category, |
include some broad occupational categories, such as
education (e.q., teachers, librarians), health care (e.qg.,
nurses, doctors, dental hygienists), and health care support
(e.g., home health aides, medical assistants).> In addition,
some specific jobs are included, such as social workers,
mental health counselors, training and development
managers and specialists, education and child care
administrators, editors, court clerks, and so on. In 2020,
STEM jobs accounted for 9% of U.S. employment among
prime-age workers, while HEAL jobs accounted for 23%.
Health care and education are very large sectors, between
them accounting for around 15% of all jobs.

In recent decades, there has been an increase in female
representation in STEM jobs. Women now account for almost
half (45%) of the life scientists and physical scientists
working in the U.S., for example, up from fewer than one in
five in 1980.®* Among engineers, the proportion of women
has risen from 4% to 15%. The tech industry has seen much
smaller gains in recent decades, with women’s
representation stuck at about 25%. Overall, women now
account for 27% of STEM workers, up from 13% in 1980, as
figure 11-1 shows. But the trend has been the other way in
terms of male representation in HEAL jobs. In 2019, 26%
were held by men, down from 35% in 1980. (I should note
again here that all my figures are for full-time workers aged
between 25 and 54.)

FIGURE 11-1 Women Rise in STEM, Men Fall in HEAL
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1980 and 2019
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Source: Steven Ruggles and others, IPUMS USA: Version
11.0, 2021.

WHY WE NEED MORE MEN IN HEAL



Does it matter if women continue to dominate HEAL jobs?
After all, given the natural sex differences between men and
women, we should not be surprised if more women than men
are attracted to these occupations. The question, however, is
how many more. As | have been at some pains to point out,
the distributions of male and female natural preferences and
interests greatly overlap. Just as the current
underrepresentation of women in engineering or in
leadership roles cannot be plausibly attributed to natural
causes, it is equally absurd to think that the 18% male share
of social workers is an authentic representation of the true
level of interest in the job among men, especially since it has
halved since 1980.7 If certain occupations are seen as no-go
zones for men, their choices are constrained, just as much as
for women in the reverse case.

HEAL sectors are where the jobs are coming from. To
improve men’s employment prospects, we need to get more
of them into these kinds of jobs. Harvard’'s David Deming
calculates that between 1980 and 2012, “jobs requiring high
levels of social interaction grew by nearly 12 percentage
points as a share of the U.S. labor force.” Meanwhile “math-
intensive but less social jobs ... shrank by 3.3 percentage
points over the same period.”® It is true that STEM
professions are more often described as the jobs of the
future. The glossy photos of bright young people in lab coats
certainly add to that sense. But in terms of raw job creation,
HEAL is outpacing STEM; by my calculations, for every new
STEM job created by 2030 there will be more than three new
HEAL jobs.®°

It is true that on average, STEM jobs pay better than HEAL
ones. This reflects the fact that some of the largest HEAL
occupations have low wage rates. There are around 610,000
home health and personal care aides, for example (working



full time and aged 25-54), earning a median annual wage of
$26,000. But there are also plenty of HEAL jobs with
relatively high pay levels, such as nurse practitioners
($100,000), medical and health services managers
($71,000), education and child care administrators
($70,000), or occupational therapists ($72,000).1° Many
HEAL jobs also offer a high degree of job security even in an
economic downturn; we still need nurses and teachers in a
recession.

The second reason to get more men into HEAL jobs is to help
meet the growing demand for labor in occupations like
nursing and teaching. Almost half of all registered nurses are
now over the age of 50. This means many are likely to retire
over the next 15 years, especially if they are under greater
stress at work.!* Meanwhile the number of nurses and nurse
practitioners needed is expected to increase by about
400,000 by 2030.*2 Even before COVID-19, nurse burnout
was seen as a growing problem.!3 “Hospitals were having
difficulty finding nurses to fill positions before the
pandemic,” says Kendra McMillan, senior policy adviser to
the American Nurses Association. “The pandemic’s demand
on the healthcare system has further exacerbated a long-
standing projection that has burdened our nursing
workforce.”# In September 2021, the American Nursing
Association urged the federal government to declare a
“national nurse staffing crisis.”*> In a survey conducted at
the end of 2021 by the Chartis Center for Rural Health, 99%
of rural hospitals reported staffing shortages, with 96%
saying that recruiting and retaining nurses were their biggest
challenges. One in four hospitals said that a lack of nurses
had forced them to suspend certain services, including
newborn delivery, chemotherapy, and colonoscopies.® A
number of solutions have been suggested to meet this
demand, including higher pay, more flexible hours, hiring
bonuses, better workplace culture, and expanded nurse



education.'” All good ideas. But one solution is almost never
mentioned: get more men into nursing.

The teaching profession faces similar challenges. Two-thirds
of school districts reported teacher shortages, in a survey of
1,200 school and district leaders conducted in 2021 by
Frontline Education.'® Again, rural areas are suffering most.
The main sources of the problem, according to education
leaders, are a lack of qualified teachers and low pay relative
to other jobs. Overall, it is a “grim picture” according to the
survey authors.

In 2014, public opinion on teaching passed an ominous
milestone. For the first time ever, a majority of parents
answered “No” to the following survey question, “Would you
like your child to become a public school teacher?” (54%, up
from 28% in 2009).1° Enrollment rates in teacher training
programs declined by more than a third between 2000 and
2018, and the fall was larger for men than for women.?° The
pandemic made matters worse, and drastic action is being
taken in some places. New Mexico has drafted National
Guard soldiers as substitute teachers; a Minneapolis school
district asked for parent volunteers to get a substitute
teacher license; and Polk County, Florida, flew in sixty
teachers from eight foreign countries, all with J-1 visas.?* But
when longer-term solutions are discussed, again almost
nothing is said about the possibility of attracting more men
to the profession.

We face labor shortages in two of the largest and most
important sectors of our economy—health care and
education. But we are trying to solve them with only half the
workforce.

The third and final argument for getting more men into HEAL
jobs is to improve the gender match between providers and
users of many critical services, especially in caring



professions. In chapter 10, | described the continuing fall in
the proportion of male teachers, now down to fewer than one
in four, as well as the shocking lack of men in early
education. But there has also been a striking drop in the
share of men in mental health and related caring
professions. Men account for the minority of social workers
(18%) and psychologists (22%), for example, and the gender
imbalance is growing, as figure 11-2 shows. Like teaching,
these professions are ones where a big gender gap really
matters. Seeking help can be difficult for many people, and it
often seems to be even harder for men.?2 We know that men
are less likely, for example, to seek mental health
counseling.??

FIGURE 11-2 Not enough men in caring professions
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There might be something of a vicious circle at work here.
Men might be more reluctant to open up to a female
counselor or therapist, especially if they are struggling with
issues related to aggression, risky behavior, addiction, or
sex.?* There are no good data on this, so we cannot know for
sure. (I will say, based on my own N of 1, that | did much
better with a male therapist.) But I’'ll go out on a limb here
and simply state that it is not ideal if most substance abuse
counselors are women (76%) when most substance abusers
are men (67%), or that most special education teachers are
women (84%) when most students being referred to special
education are male (64%).2°> I’'m not saying we need to aim
for perfect gender parity in these occupations. But it is
reasonable to aim for a closer match between clients and
providers.

ONE BILLION DOLLARS FOR MEN IN HEAL

As a nation, we should set the twin goals of reaching 30%
female representation in STEM jobs, and 30% male
representation in HEAL ones by 2030. Achieving this “30 by
30” goal means getting more than 3 million more men into
HEAL jobs. This will take money, like the efforts to increase
the number of women in STEM.

In 2019, Melinda French Gates pledged $1 billion to promote
women'’s opportunities in the U.S. One of her three main
focus areas is improving female representation in STEM
careers, and this was a welcome boost to the already strong
women-into-STEM movement in the U.S.26 In 2019, Congress
passed the Building Blocks of STEM Act, which instructs the
National Science Foundation to direct more of its K-12 STEM



funding, of around $160 million a year, toward elementary
and pre-K education and toward girls, for example through
“gender-inclusive computer science enrichment programs.”?’
In 2021, the National Science Foundation announced that
$29 million of grant funding was available in 2021 and 2022
under its program Organizational Change for Gender Equity
in STEM Academic Professions, which supports initiatives to
increase the share of women faculty in STEM subjects.?8

Getting a good estimate of how much is being spent overall
on getting more women into STEM jobs is impossible, not
least because so many institutions are involved. But to give
one specific example, the Society of Women Engineers has a
headquarters staff of 36, about $19 million in assets, and an
annual expenditure of $12 million.?° The society does an
amazing job of providing speaker programs, financial support
to students through scholarships, professional development
opportunities, as well as effective advocacy and lobbying. By
contrast, the men-into-HEAL movement is essentially
nonexistent. There are a handful of organizations trying to
get more Black and Hispanic men into teaching, all with a
shoestring budget. In nursing there is just the American
Association for the Advancement of Men in Nursing, which
has no employees, $40,000 in assets, and an annual income
of $183,000.3°

As a society, we recognized the need to get more women
into STEM jobs, and invested accordingly. Now the same is
true of men and HEAL. | propose at least a $1 billion national
investment, over the next decade, in service of this goal.
This money, from both government and philanthropy, should
be spent in three ways. First, creating a pipeline of future
male HEAL workers in schools and colleges. Second,
providing financial support to male students and workers in
HEAL. Third, running social marketing campaigns to make
these career choices more appealing to boys and men.



A PIPELINE FULL OF MEN

First, the pipeline. We need to get more boys and young men
thinking about HEAL careers early. One of the lessons of
successful STEM initiatives is that the pipeline really matters.
That is why there is a “She Can STEM” campaign aimed at
middle-schoolers, with learning resources, online concerts,
and active social media channels. How about a similar “He
Can HEAL' campaign? In high schools, we need more service-
learning opportunities for boys interested in HEAL
occupations, such as early childhood education, as well as
school-based initiatives to raise awareness of men working in
these jobs. A great model here is the National Girls
Collaborative Project, which deploys mini-grants (781 to
date) to build a network to “create the tipping point for
gender equity in STEM.”3! (The collaborative has National
Science Foundation funding of over $4 million.32) Another
model is the Million Girls Moonshot, with a mission to
“reimagine who can be an engineer; who can build; who can
make, by engaging one million more girls in STEM learning
opportunities through afterschool and summer programs
over the next 5 years.”33 Again, great stuff. But we also need
a million boys engaged in HEAL opportunities.

These kinds of initiatives should increase the number of men
choosing HEAL courses in college. As things stand, men
account for only 16% of the bachelor’s degrees awarded in
health care fields, and 12% of those in registered nursing.34
They are also poorly represented in teaching, accounting for
18% of education degrees and just 8% of those in
elementary school teaching. It simply does not occur to
many boys and young men that these jobs might be for



them. Twenty percent of high school girls expect to be
working in health care at the age of 30, compared to just 4%
of boys.3> Only one in ten male social workers said they
considered entering the profession before going to college.
This is hardly surprising given that these occupations are
now so female dominated. You have to see it to be it.

There are also many HEAL jobs that do not require a 4-year
degree, so opening up vocational training opportunities to
boys and men is important too. Three times as many women
as men pursue a health science qualification, for example. In
a 2017 report, the National Coalition for Women and Girls in
Education noted that “men may be ... discouraged from
taking nontraditional courses, including courses in relatively
high-growth, high-wage fields such as nursing and paralegal
work.”36 The coalition goes on to urge the use of financial
incentives to boost the number of female trainees in male-
oriented CTE (career and technical education) courses. Okay,
but what about the other way around too? To be fair, the
coalition is doing the job implied by its name. It would be up
to the National Coalition for Men and Boys in Education to
argue the other side of the case. But there is no such
organization.

Another important step is to get more men teaching these
subjects in universities and colleges. It is inevitably tougher
to persuade young men that nursing is a career for them
when 94% of the professors are women.3’” There is some
evidence that women taking STEM classes by a female
professor get better grades and are more likely to take more
STEM courses in later years and to graduate with a STEM
degree.3® | know of no similar studies on male professors in
HEAL subjects, but there is no reason to imagine it wouldn’t
work the other way around as well, especially given the
research on male teachers in secondary schools.



We need to break the cycle of professions taught by women
for women. Some robust affirmative action is justified here. |
suggest that among candidates for teaching posts in health
and education, a 2:1 preference should be given to male
applicants. Before you report me to the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission, you should know that | didn’t pluck
that number out of thin air. It is in fact the same preference
that is currently given to female tenure-track professors in
STEM fields, according to a study by Wendy Williams and
Stephen Ceci. As they observe, “These results suggest it is a
propitious time for women launching careers in academic
science.”3® This is great news. But we need a similar boost
for men launching academic careers in HEAL.

MONEY TALKS

Sometimes it is a good idea to throw money at a problem.
That is why there are hundreds of college scholarships
available to women pursuing STEM studies, provided by a
range of foundations, community groups, and postsecondary
institutions themselves. As the website scholarships.com,
the leading aggregator of information on postsecondary
scholarships puts it, “If you happen to be a woman who
excels at and is interested in a scientific major or
concentration, this could be a great opportunity for you.”4°
The Marie Curie Scholarship, for example, offers $80,000 to
young women studying biology, chemistry, or mathematics
at the College of Saint Mary, a private Catholic women’s
college in Omaha, Nebraska. This scholarship is also
supported by the National Science Foundation, which has so
far invested about half a million dollars in it.#* A skeptic
might question this spending; after all, women now account



for a large share of the bachelor’s degrees awarded
nationally in the subjects covered by the Marie Curie
Scholarship: biology (64%), chemistry (50%), and
mathematics (43%).4?2 But my argument is not that we
should be doing less to attract women into STEM,; it is that
we should be doing as much to encourage men into HEAL.
Two thoughts at once.

Despite the fact that women have overtaken men in post-
secondary education, there are almost no scholarships for
men, and virtually none aimed at encouraging them into
HEAL. The American Association for Men in Nursing offers
five scholarships, with a combined value of just over
$10,000, and these are mostly for men who have already
embarked on a nursing career. There are also a handful of
scholarships for Black and Hispanic men seeking a career in
teaching, notably through the Call Me MISTER program.
Originating in South Carolina, this initiative now has
participating schools of education in Georgia and Texas,
offering financial and academic support. But it is not just
Black male teachers we need. We also need more Hispanic
men in our classrooms. Latina women make up the fastest-
growing group of K-12 teachers except for white women,
especially in states like California. And teaching is now the
profession of choice among college-educated Latinas,
according to Chicago sociologist Glenda Flores.43 But there
has been no equivalent upturn among Latino men. We now
need a much broader campaign, building on the success of
programs like Call Me MISTER, but for men of all races and
ethnicities.

Funds should also be made available to HEAL employers to
encourage them to hire more men. Again, we can learn here
from the women-into-STEM movement. There is already a
good policy framework in place, the Workforce Innovation
and Opportunity Act (WIOA). This allocates funds toward



workforce development programs, particularly in order to
help displaced or less skilled workers find employment in the
fast-growing sectors of the economy.#4 In 2021, $5.5 billion
was spent.*> A number of programs to support women,
including in STEM fields, are funded through this legislation.
The Texas Workforce Commission, for example, highlights its
use of WIOA funds for a Women Empowered Summit, which
“empowered, motivated, and inspired attendees and
enriched their professional lives,” as well as Camp Code, “to
focus on increasing middle school girls’ interest in computer
coding and computer science through participation in
summer camps.”4¢ Again, good. But | have not been able to
find any WIOA programs to help men into HEAL occupations.
This is a serious policy blind spot.

Some dedicated funds should also be allocated to this effort.
Here, a good model is provided by the STEM RESTART Act,
reintroduced on a bipartisan basis into Congress in 2021.47
RESTART stands for Restoring Employment Skills through
Targeted Assistance, Re-entry, and Training. (I think they
really wanted that acronym.) The act would amend WOIA
and provide an additional $50 million a year for
“returnships,” or midcareer internships, for workers who
have either left the STEM workforce or who want to transition
into the field. The grants awarded would support 10-week
programs, with access to mentorship and training and with a
specific focus on “underrepresented populations,” especially
women and racial minorities. | love this idea. But | would also
like to amend the bill just a bit, renaming it the STEM and
HEAL RESTART Act, and allocating an additional $50 million
to help underrepresented workers, especially men, to
transition into HEAL jobs.

There is also a strong case for increasing pay levels in some
of these critical occupations, including social work,
counseling, and teaching. Higher wages are likely to attract



more men into these roles, but would also help the women
working in them already. The pay of K-12 teachers is the
same today as it was at the beginning of the century.*®
Following a series of teacher strikes, President Joe Biden told
teachers in 2021, “You deserve a raise, not just praise.”4° He
wants to spend an extra $20 billion annually through the
Title | program, which provides resources to schools serving
poorer students. For $15 billion, we could give a $10,000 pay
raise to every teacher in a high-poverty school.>° That just
seems like a no-brainer to me.

PICTURE A NURSE

In 2000, Rachel Kranton and George Akerlof created a new
scholarly field of “identity economics.” They showed that
individual decisions are shaped not just by the hard numbers
of a cost-benefit analysis but by the more personal aspects
of human identity. “In a world of social difference, one of the
most important economic decisions that an individual makes
may be the type of person to be,” they wrote. “Limits on this
choice would also be critical determinants of economic
behavior, opportunity, and well-being.”>! Breaking prescribed
gender identity norms, for example, comes at a cost to an
individual. This acts as a deterrent. An equilibrium is created
that maintains the norm, and thus the cost of breaking it. Or
as they put it, “lj = lj(aj,a_j;cj,ej,P).”

Kranton and Akerlof applied their model to segregation in the
labor market, as well as unpaid work at home. They argued
that feminism reduced the “identity loss” for women
choosing to work in traditionally male jobs, and to men
working in pink-collar jobs or in the home. But so far only the



first of these has been true. The same year that Kranton and
Akerlof published their paper, the comedy film Meet the
Parents hit the screen. One of the main themes of the movie
is that the main character, played by Ben Stiller, is a nurse.
“That’s great to give something back like that,” says another
character to him, “I'd love to find time to do volunteer work.”

Two decades later, the proportion of nurses who are men has
nudged up slightly, from 10 to 15%.52 But men working in
nursing report stigmatization and stereotyping on a regular
basis. “They ask, why are you a nurse, or why didn’t you go
to medical school,” says Shawn Rodgers, a nurse in Denver,
Colorado.>3 His experience is typical. Male nurses are also
often stereotyped as effeminate or homosexual, or simply as
failed doctors.>* Florence Nightingale set the tone right from
the beginning, when she effectively founded modern nursing
in the nineteenth century, opposing men in the profession on
the grounds that with their “hard and horny hands” they
were not suited to “touch, bathe and dress wounded limbs,
however gentle their hearts may be.”>>

Men working in teaching, especially with younger children,
can face even worse stigmatization. One D.C. kindergarten
teacher says, “Some people assume if you're a man teaching
young kids that you’'re somehow a pedophile or weirdo
pervert or something.”>® There is also more widespread
gender bias among employers against hiring men into
predominantly female jobs than the other way around, as a
2019 study by Jill Yavorsky finds.>’

HEAL occupations remain highly gendered in popular culture,
with TV shows and advertisements underlining the link
between certain professions and being female. One study
finds that gender roles in TV advertisements are most
unbalanced when it comes to the portrayal of people in
jobs.>® We have to reduce what Claudia Goldin calls “the



‘auras of gender’ ” that attach to certain occupations—and
especially, now, the female-dominated ones.>° But how?

Role models are crucial here. You can’t be what you can’t
see. Popular culture has an important part to play here.
Decisions made in Hollywood and New York about the TV
shows, adverts, and movies consumed by millions can
influence behavior more than any laws passed in
Washington, DC. Will and Grace helped pave the way for
marriage equality.®® MTV’s 16 and Pregnant significantly
reduced teenage pregnancy rates.®! A stronger
representation of men in HEAL roles in shows and ads could
help to reduce the identity loss for boys and men who might
pursue these professions.

National social marketing campaigns to encourage boys and
men into HEAL should also be undertaken, especially in
places and fields with particularly low numbers of male
workers.®2 The goal here is to create “norm cascades” or
“behavior contagion,” in the terms of the legal scholar Cass
Sunstein and economist Robert Frank.®3 It is possible for
norms and stereotypes to alter quickly once enough cultural
momentum has been achieved. Women in STEM is one |
have been focused on here for obvious reasons. But you
might think too of the changes in public attitudes about
LGBTQ people and marriage.

HEAL employers should also ensure that men are prominent
in recruitment campaigns. Back in 2003, the Oregon Center
for Nursing produced a striking recruitment poster, which
asked, ARE YOU MAN ENOUGH ... TO BE A NURSE? The ad
featured nine nurses who, as the Center’s Deborah Burton,
explained, “embody male characteristics in our society.”
Among them were a former Navy SEAL, a biker, a karate
champion, a rugby player, a snowboarder, and an ex-
firefighter. The campaign generated media attention. It was



certainly a bold effort with precisely the right intent. But it
didn’t seem to move the dial in terms of the rate of
recruitment of men in the state.®* It also seems like the ad
might have overdone the contrast between stereotypes of
nursing and stereotypes of men. Subsequent studies suggest
that this approach can backfire, by highlighting what
psychologists call the “role incongruity” between ideas of
masculinity and those of nursing.®> An in-depth study of
marketing materials aimed at attracting men to nursing in
the U.S. by Marci Cottingham, a behavioral scientist at the
University of Amsterdam, found that a more common
approach was to combine some elements likely to appeal to
traditional masculine norms, such as images of men playing
sport or using technical equipment, and a strong emphasis
on economic rewards, but alongside other images
emphasizing the nurturing, people-centered nature of the
work.6®

Jennifer Bosson, a University of South Florida psychologist
who has studied men'’s attitudes toward traditionally female
jobs, told NPR’s Shankar Vedantam, “You could spin nursing
as a very masculine occupation. It's dangerous. It's
physically grueling. Our stereotype of the nurse—you know,
you could modify that stereotype and turn nursing into a
profession that does seem masculine or male appropriate.”®?
| think “male appropriate” is the right way to think about it.
The goal is not to make professions like nursing, social work,
mental health, or teaching seem like masculine rather than
feminine ones, but to emphasize a range of opportunities
that they can provide for both men and women. We don’t
need to make men feel like being a nurse will somehow
bolster their masculinity, just that it will not diminish it.e8

All the proposals | have made here will require institutional
support. Some can be public. Just as the National Science
Foundation supports a range of initiatives for women into



STEM, the Department of Health and Human Services could
do the same for men into nursing, and the Department of
Education for men into teaching. But we also need
philanthropic foundations committed to gender equality to
devote some of their resources to the cause of men in HEAL
(how about it, Melinda?). We need companies to sponsor
conferences, mentoring programs, and marketing
campaigns. We need new, well-resourced nonprofit and
advocacy organizations, like those that have been so
successful at getting more women into STEM.

We need, in short, a national effort. As | have argued here,
getting more men into HEAL jobs is important for their own
economic prospects, given the decline of many traditional
male jobs. But | also hope to have persuaded you that it
would be good for society too. Men can HEAL.
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CHAPTER 12

NEW DADS

Fatherhood as an Independent Social
Institution

When the number on your phone is your child’s elementary
school, it doesn’t matter what you are doing, you pick up.
On multiple occasions, in order to take one of these calls,
my wife had to step out of a business meeting in Paris or
New York. Told that one of our sons was sick or injured and
needed to be picked up, she would politely remind the caller
that her husband was listed as the first parent to call on
such occasions. | was, after all, the stay-at-home parent,
and just a mile away from the school. (Actually, by the third
or fourth time this happened, the politeness might have
been wearing off.) Eventually the school got it. But it was a
reminder that for all the distance we’ve traveled, we have
much further to go in updating our model of fatherhood.
“The working mother is now the norm,” observes Hanna
Rosin. “The stay-at-home father is still a front-page
anomaly.”?

In chapters 10 and 11, | offered some solutions to the
structural problems faced by boys at school and by men in



the labor market. Now | turn to the biggest challenge of all,
which is to reconstruct the role of men in the family.
Throughout this book, | have tried to resist the temptations
of hyperbole. In general | think that claims of a “crisis” are
almost always overblown, and usually invoked in the service
of a partisan goal. But | do think that the loss of the
traditional male role in the family has been a massive
cultural shock, and one that has left many men reeling. The
old model of fatherhood, narrowly based on economic
provision, is unfit for a world of gender equality. It has to be
replaced with a much more expansive role for fathers, one
that includes a much bigger caring element and is on an
equal footing with that of mothers.

This of course does not mean that fathers no longer have a
responsibility to provide in a material way. It just means that
the responsibility is shared with mothers. The same,
however, is true of providing care to children: this can, and
should, be shared too. So while there is a huge challenge
here, there is also a huge opportunity to broaden the very
definition of what it means to be a father.

Unfortunately, rather than being a subject of serious cultural
attention, fatherhood has become another victim of the
culture wars. Progressives resist the idea that fathers have a
distinct role to play, afraid that this will somehow undermine
mothers or belittle same-sex couples. So they recoil from
any proposal that might smack of “fathers’ rights.”
Conservatives meanwhile lament an epidemic of
fatherlessness but simply want to restore traditional
marriage, with clear and separate roles for men and women.

Even the idea of fathers as carers seems to be threatening
to some on the political right. Witness the attack from Fox
News host Tucker Carlson in October 2021 on Pete Buttigieg,
the secretary of transportation, for taking “paternity leave,



they call it.”2 Piers Morgan made a similar jab at Daniel
Craig, when the James Bond actor was photographed
carrying his baby, tweeting, “Oh 007. . not you as well?!!!
#papoose #emasculatedBond."”3

Contrast Ruth Bader Ginsburg’'s more evolved vision for an
equal society. In 1975 she successfully argued the case of
Weinberger v. Wiesenfeld before the Supreme Court. In a
unanimous decision, the court declared it unconstitutional to
give Social Security benefits to widows caring for children
while refusing them to widowers. Ginsburg said that this
was the case she was most proud to have argued, because
it provided an opportunity to promote “the care of two
loving parents, rather than just one.”4 As far as Justice
Ginsburg was concerned, to be a feminist meant supporting
equal rights for fathers.

In this chapter | set out the evidence that fathers matter to
children, including in some ways that are distinct from those
of mothers. | then describe a new family model, one where
the relationship between fathers and children is
independent of the one between fathers and mothers: direct
dads. Finally, | outline a policy agenda to support direct
fatherhood, including equal and independent parental leave;
a modernized child support system; and father-friendly
employment opportunities.

These policies are intended to support the development of a
new model of fatherhood, suited to a world where mothers
don’t need men, but children still need their dads.

DADS MATTER



Fathers really came into their own about half a million years
ago, when human brains had a growth spurt. The need for
food, especially meat, to nourish new mothers and their
babies increased dramatically. From this point on, as
anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy points out, it took about
13 million calories to rear a human from birth to nutritional
independence. “This is far more than a woman could
provide by herself,” she says.> If fathers wanted their
children to survive, they had to stick around and provide for
them. So they did. Fatherhood is a product of evolutionary
selection. As such, writes Anna Machin, anthropologist and
author of The Life of Dad, “Fathers are not mere adjuncts to
mothers, occasional babysitters or bag-carriers. They are
the consequence of half a million years of evolution and
they remain a vital part of the human story.”® Machin
observes that while fathers and mothers can do many of the
same things, Dads are wired to make two distinct
contributions, “protection and teaching.” Of course, their
expression will vary by social context. To “protect” your
child means something very different in twenty-first-century
New York than on the savanna half a million years ago.

Fathers matter for their children’s welfare in ways that are
different from, but equal to, those of mothers.” Engaged
fatherhood has been linked to a whole range of outcomes,
from mental health, high school graduation, social skills, and
literacy to lower risks of teen pregnancy, delinquency, and
drug use.® Three-year-olds with involved, supportive dads
score more highly on tests of cognitive development.® A
study in the state of Georgia found that infant mortality
rates were twice as high among children whose fathers were
not listed on their birth certificate (a proxy for paternal
involvement) after taking account of differences in health
conditions and socioeconomic background.® It is hard to pin
down direct causal effects here: we can hardly remove or
add fathers at random to children’s lives in the name of



social science. But as Harvard scholars Marc Grau-Grau and
Hannah Riley Bowles write, “The importance of engaged
fatherhood is now undismissable in ways it was not in earlier
decades.”1?

A 2016 overview of research on fathering relationships and
outcomes, conducted by education scholar William Jeynes,
concludes that “the role of fathers in raising children is
unique and can be distinguished in kind from the role of
mothers in child rearing.”*? This is not breaking news to
most of us. According to a Pew Research Center survey,
most people (64%) think that men and women have a
different approach to parenting, and almost all of those
(89%) think this is either a good or neutral thing.*3 | am
reminded of Pauline Hunt's classic ethnographic study of
domestic work in an English village in the 1970s, where she
found that without exception, men washed the windows
outside, while women washed them inside.'* There was a
sharp but equal division of labor, and perhaps a degree of
specialization in the tasks. But in the end what mattered
was that the windows got clean.

... ESPECIALLY TO TEENS

Many of us think of adolescence as a period to be survived,
by both adolescents and parents. But there is now a growing
recognition that the teen years are in fact a vitally important
period of development. As the National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine note in their 2019
report, “The adaptive plasticity of adolescence marks it as a
window of opportunity for change through which



mechanisms of resilience, recovery, and development are
possible.”1>

Fathers have an especially important role to play in this
period. In contrast to the early years, when nurture and
attachment are key, adolescence is a time when children
are finding their own feet, testing boundaries, and starting
to go their own way. Rob Palkovitz, professor of human
development and family studies at the University of
Delaware, suggests that fathers “play a particularly
important role in stimulating children’s openness to the
world ... encouraging them to take risks and to stand up for
themselves.”6

Fathers who are engaged with their teenagers help to
reduce harmful forms of risk-taking behavior, for example.
Delinquency rates are lower among the adolescent children
of involved fathers.'” These effects seem to last too.
Sixteen-year-old girls who are close to their fathers have
better mental health at the age of 33.'8 Father involvement
predicts stronger academic outcomes in adolescence too0.1°
The teaching role of fathers really seems to kick in strongly
during these years. Machin writes that “many dads in the
West really step into their role during late childhood and
adolescence, particularly when the time comes to teach
their children. It's that all-important role in preparing
children to step into the big wide world.”?°

Overall, as the sociologist Kevin Shafer writes in his book So
Close, Yet So Far: Fathering in Canada and the United States,
there are “substantial benefits associated with father
involvement from birth to adolescence.”?* An important
question here, of course, is the extent to which the
contribution of fathers is distinct from that of mothers, or
indeed a second parent of any gender. The sociologist David
Eggebeen tackled this question using the National



Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, a
representative survey of 20,000 young adults in the U.S. He
examined how fathers’ and mothers’ engagement affects
mental health, delinquency, and civil engagement in their
teenage children. A quarter of the parental inputs had no
impact. The other parental contributions were additive,
redundant, or unique. Additive inputs were those where the
contributions of each parent were positive, and identical:
42% fell into this category. Redundancies, with no additional
benefit from the input of the second parent, accounted for
12%. The remaining 22% were unique, with positive
contributions only from the father or the mother.
Specifically, Eggebeen concluded that “fathers appear to
especially make unique contributions to the well-being of
their children through their human capital while mothers
make unique contributions through their availability and
closeness to their children.”22 Dads teach, moms tend.
Eggebeen’s results are convincing. He shows that there is
considerable overlap in the contributions made by parents
to their adolescents’ well-being, and that two is often better
than one. But he also shows that both mothers and fathers
also bring something unique to the parenting enterprise.

It is important to note here that in all these studies, it is the
quality of the relationship between parent and child that is
being measured: time, engagement, involvement,
closeness, and so on. It doesn’t make much sense, from this
perspective, to divide fathers into a binary of “present” or
“absent,” as if their role could be captured by simply taking
attendance. What matters is the relationship between
parent and child.?® The whole idea of an “absent” father
becomes even more complicated if, as the masculinity
scholars William Marsiglio and Joseph H. Pleck suggest, “one
broadens the concept from physical to psychological
absence.”?4 One study finds that adolescents close to their
nonresident fathers do better than those with resident



fathers with whom they are not close, as measured by
higher self-esteem, delinquency rates, and mental health.?>
There is no residency requirement for good fatherhood. The
relationship is what matters.

DIRECT DADS

Fathers matter to their children whether or not they are in a
relationship with their mother. The goal then is to bolster
the role of fathers as direct providers of care to their
children, whether or not they are married to or even living
with the mother. There is a role for policy here, and I'll get to
that in a moment. But there’s clearly a big cultural shift
required, on the part of both men and women.

Kathryn Edin and Tim Nelson spent 7 years interviewing 110
fathers, mostly unmarried, in low-income neighborhoods in
Philadelphia and Camden, New Jersey. In their 2013 book,
Doing the Best | Can: Fatherhood in the Inner City, they
show that most fathers want involvement in their children’s
lives but are stymied by their own problems—poverty,
mental illness, crime—as well as legal and child support
systems that seek primarily to extract money, and mothers
who act as a “gatekeeper” to their children.2®¢ In many ways,
Black fathers are leading the way here. They are currently
more likely to be classified as nonresidential fathers (44%
compared to 21% of white fathers).?” But they are also more
likely than nonresident white fathers to be involved in their
children’s lives in various ways, including helping with
homework, taking them to activities, and checking in with
them on their day.?® As one study concludes, “Black
nonresident fathers ... shared responsibilities more



frequently and displayed more effective coparenting than
Hispanic and White [nonresident] fathers.”2°

As | showed in chapter 3, there is a huge disconnect
between obsolete mental models of fatherhood based on
traditional family roles, and the reality of modern societies
and economies. Fatherhood matters just as much as ever in
a world of women’s economic independence, but
necessarily in a reinvented form. The good news is that
fathers can potentially have an even more fulfilling role,
with a much closer relationship with their children. The bad
news is that in much of our society, men are a very long
way from being able to occupy this role as new dads.

A policy agenda to support the new direct model of
fatherhood will have three key elements. First, equal and
independent paid leave eligibility. Second, a reformed child
support system. Third, father-friendly employment
opportunities. | describe each in turn.

PAID LEAVE FOR DADS

Fathers and mothers should be legally entitled to six months
of paid leave for each child. Ideally this leave would offer
100% wage replacement up to median earnings, paid for by
higher Social Security contributions from employers and
employees. | have been arguing for equal leave for mothers
and fathers my whole career, but the specific proposal made
here closely matches the one made by scholars Janet
Gornick and Marcia Meyers in their 2009 essay “Institutions
That Support Gender Equality in Parenthood and
Employment.” Gornick and Meyers’s aim was to create a set



of institutions that would allow parents to spend real time
caring for their children, while also promoting gender
equality. Their goal was a “dual-earner / dual-caregiver”
society, including “symmetrical contribution from mothers
and fathers at home.”3° | share these aspirations.

This will seem like a radical proposal for three reasons. First,
6 months may seem a long period of paid parental leave,
equivalent to the provision in only a few European countries.
Second, replacing wages at or close to 100% is unusually
generous. Third, the granting of 6 months “use it or lose it”
leave specifically for fathers (i.e., not transferable between
parents) goes beyond anything offered by any nation thus
far. | will briefly defend each of these features.

Six months of leave is necessary to allow parents to spend
meaningful time with their children without losing all
connection to the labor market. Given that dual-earner
couples are now the norm, | honestly think 6 months is a
modest proposal. Our labor market has been fundamentally
altered by women’s dramatic entry into the workforce, but
our welfare system trundles along almost as if nothing has
happened. As the economist Heather Boushey writes, “The
world of work and the needs of families always seem to be
in conflict—and it's been this way for decades.”3!

Generous wage replacement is also needed if both parents
are to be able to actually take the time off. The most
common reason parents give for not taking paid leave is
that they cannot afford a drop in income.3? Parents with the
fewest economic resources face the most financial pressure
to return to work when they often want to be caring for their
child. There are some encouraging moves at the state level:
Oregon’s new twelve-week paid leave plan, for example,
provides 100% wage replacement for workers earning up to
two-thirds of the state average.?? It is also worth noting that



fifteen OECD nations now offer 90% replacement rates or
higher for father-only leave, although for much shorter
durations than the 6 months | propose here.34

Finally, granting nontransferable parental leave to fathers
will encourage and allow men to become equal partners on
the home front. To support a more direct model of
fatherhood, we need to think of parental leave as an
individual benefit rather than a family one. The evidence
suggests that providing father-only “use it or lose it” leave
policies significantly increases take-up rates among dads.35
But it is important to be honest about the trade-offs here,
Making the full leave available only if both parents take it
involves what Norwegian sociologist Arnlaug Leira calls
“mild structural coercion.”3® An alternative proposal would
be to grant 12 months of paid leave and allow parents to
share it between them as they choose. A compromise
position would be to give fathers a shorter period of
dedicated leave than mothers, which is the approach taken
in countries like Norway, as well as Quebec in Canada. |
have changed my mind on this issue twice already over the
course of my career, so | am acutely aware of the
arguments on both sides. One specific fear is that families
where fathers have little or no contact with their children
will only be able to access 6 months of leave, and these are
mostly lower-income families.

But | now believe that if we are serious about expanding the
role of fathers, equal leave is essential. The signal
policymakers need to send is that paternal care matters as
much as maternal care. Anything short of full equality blunts
that message. | also believe that until and unless fathers
begin to take more time out of the labor market, progress on
closing the gender pay gap will be achingly slow.3” There is
no getting around it: if we want equality at work, we need
equality at home.



But this equality does not have to be measured every day,
or even every year. When you have young children, people
say “they’ll be grown before you know it.” No offense to my
sons, whom | love dearly, but that is not how it felt to me.
Sometimes it felt like time had stopped altogether.
Parenting is a really long road. The average couple has two
children, with a gap of 2 or 3 years between them. That
means it takes about two decades to get them from birth to
adulthood. One modification | would therefore make to the
Gornick and Meyers plan is to make paid leave available to
parents up until their child’s 18th birthday, not up to the
age of 8 as they propose. This is partly because of the
evidence | have already summarized on the importance of
adolescence as a critical developmental phase, a period that
too often gets short shrift in public policy. Discussions of
paid leave or flexible working too often assume that the
main work of parenting is over by the time children start
school.

| agree with Gornick and Meyers that the goal is a
“symmetrical contribution from mothers and fathers at
home.” But it is important that this symmetry can be
achieved over a couple decades, rather than a couple years
—asynchronous symmetry, if you like. Jules Pieri, co-founder
and former CEO of The Grommet, describes family life as a
“ballet,” and that she and her husband “alternated who took
the lead.”3® That is how my wife and | did it too (though I will
say it rarely felt balletic). Even with equal access to paid
leave, it is likely that mothers will choose to do more of the
care in the very early years. Even after the huge rise in
women’'s employment over recent decades, most mothers
with children under the age of 3 are either out of the labor
market or working part-time.3° By and large, this seems to
be by choice; over half of mothers working part-time (54%)
say that this is their preference at this point in their life, and



14% say they would prefer not to be in paid work at all.4°
(The remaining 33% would rather be in a full-time job.)

My observation is that moms are rarely annoyed at dads for
doing less than half of the direct parenting when their
children are very young, so long as he is working just as
hard in other ways. When they get really irritated is when he
is still doing less than his fair share many years later. Just
because moms are better at breastfeeding a 3-month-old
does not mean they are better at making dentist
appointments for a 13-year-old. The feminist writer Mary
Daly politely calls this “gender politics of family time.”41 |
have presented evidence that fathers may in fact have
some unique strengths when it comes to raising
adolescents, and | can imagine a social norm developing
where mothers and fathers contribute broadly equally to the
care of their children, just not at the same time. Tots for
Moms, teens for Dads?

CHILD SUPPORT—CASH, CUSTODY, CARE

“Virtually every legal and institutional arrangement
governing these fathers’ lives tells them that they are a
paycheck and nothing more,” write Kathryn Edin and
Timothy Nelson in Doing the Best | Can. “At every turn an
unmarried man who seeks to be a father, not just a daddy,
is rebuffed by a system that pushes him aside with one
hand while reaching into his pocket with the other.”42

The laws governing family life have simply failed to keep
pace with society. When parents are married, their rights
and responsibilities to their children are clearly defined. If



they divorce, there is a legal apparatus in place to
determine custody arrangements, visitation rights, and
financial obligations. Of course there is often conflict
between divorcing couples, but at least they each have
legal standing with regard to their children. And in recent
decades, family laws have shifted in a more egalitarian
direction toward divorce. Courts are now obliged to treat
mothers and fathers fairly in determining custody, and the
usual legal standard is now the best interests of the child or
children. As a result, there has been a dramatic shift toward
joint custody arrangements. In a study of cases in
Wisconsin, Maria Cancian and others show a decline in the
proportion of mothers being awarded sole physical custody
from 80% in 1986 to 42% in 2008. The share of equal
custody arrangements, with children spending the same
amount of time with each parent, rose from 5% to 27%. As
Cancian and her coauthors write, “The trend away from
mother-sole custody and toward shared custody is
dramatic.”43 Nationally, fathers now get about a third of the
time with children after separation or divorce.** These
trends are extremely positive. The legal default ought to be
shared custody, with children wherever possible spending
equal time with each of their parents.

The problem is that there are no similar laws for unmarried
parents. In every U.S. state, an unmarried mother is the
presumed sole custodial parent. Unmarried fathers must
first prove paternity (in married couples this is assumed),
and then petition for visitation and custody. For many
fathers this can prove a difficult process. In the meantime,
the mother can choose to bar all access. Regardless of
visitation rights, however, unmarried fathers will typically be
obliged to pay child support, often at levels that low-income
fathers in particular struggle to meet.4>



Divorcing couples typically work out their arrangements as
part of a single process. But for unmarried parents, child
support payments are adjudicated entirely separately from
custody and visitation rights. Married fathers are seen as
three-dimensional beings. Unmarried fathers are seen as
walking ATMs. In 2020, $38 billion was collected in child
support, and an estimated $115 billion was owed in
arrears.*® Some of the money collected from fathers doesn’t
even go to provide for their children. It goes to the
government to help offset welfare costs, specifically,
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, which undermines
support for the whole system. In three states—Colorado,
Minnesota, and Vermont—all child support now goes to the
family, rather than to the government. Time for the other
states to follow suit.#’” As one struggling father tells Timothy
Nelson, “Whatever | produce, | give up. | try to be the best
dad | can, afford the best things that | can, even at the
sacrifice of myself. [I] pray and hope things change [but I'm]
tired of being at the bottom so long that you can’t see the
top no more.”48

Child support payments should be set with greater
sensitivity to a father’s ability to pay, and considering their
nonmonetary contributions, including the direct provision of
care for their children. Oregon, for example, has a
“parenting time credit” that reduces child support payments
made by a noncustodial parent if they spend more time
caring for their children.*® The long run goal ought to be to
integrate child support decisions for unmarried parents into
the legal process for determining custody and visitation
arrangements. “If we truly believe in gender equity,” write
Edin and Nelson, “we must find a way to honor fathers’
attempts to build relationships with their children just as we
do mothers’—to assign fathers rights along with their
responsibilities.”>°



FATHER-FRIENDLY JOBS

In their 1973 book The Symmetrical Family, sociologists
Peter Willmott and Michael Young (famous for inventing the
term meritocracy) wrote: “By the next century—with the
pioneers of 1970 already at the front of the column—society
will have moved from (a) one demanding job for the wife
and one for the husband, through (b) two demanding jobs
for the wife and one for the husband, to (c) two demanding
jobs for the wife and two for the husband. The symmetry
will be complete.”>?

Well, sort of. | think a lot of women would argue that a
couple decades into the twenty-first century we have gotten
stuck at step (b). In part this is because labor market
institutions have not adapted to a world without wives—
stay-at-home wives, that is. It is worth noting that in Young
and Willmott's symmetrical utopia, the standard work week
will have been cut to just 3 days, leaving 4 days for family
and leisure. You have probably noticed that this hasn’t
happened. In the U.S., average working hours have in fact
barely declined in the last half century.>? In two-thirds of
families, both parents are in paid work.>3

Whether we like it or not, the family is now a labor market
institution, and the labor market is a family institution. But
so far, only the family has changed. Men, children, and
women are all bending their lives and schedules to fit the
largely unaltered demands of market work, to the
“standard” workday and the typical career path. | support
efforts to increase access to childcare and provide after-
school clubs and so on.>* But | do worry that the goal of



public policy often seems to be to create work-friendly
families, rather than family-friendly work. “We’ve reached
an unprecedented era of equality between men and women
economically,” writes Claudia Goldin, “but ... our work and
care structures are relics of a past when only men had both
careers and families.”>>

Mothers are caught most painfully in this trap right now. But
we should not assume that fathers are okay with the trade-
offs. Twice as many fathers as mothers say they spend too
little time with their children (46% v. 23%).°% My proposals
for paid leave are a step toward lessening these tensions.
But jobs must change too. More options to work flexibly, or
part-time, or from home, can at least ease the trade-offs
between earning and caring. The wholesale shift to remote
work during the pandemic represents an unprecedented
opportunity to modernize work; it remains to be seen if it
will be seized upon. | hope so, not least for the sake of dads;
two-thirds of fathers say that the pandemic brought them
closer to their children.>” Surprisingly, the opportunities for
flexible working seemed to benefit men more than women
during the pandemic, according to one study.>®

As well as more flexibility in the day-to-day nature of jobs,
career ladders need to be modernized. For many parents,
scaling back on paid work doesn’t just mean a temporary
dip in income, it can also result in permanent damage to
career prospects. This problem is worse in what Goldin calls
“greedy jobs,” which offer big financial rewards for putting
in long and unpredictable hours. Law, finance, and
management consulting are good examples.>® If you want to
move up, you cannot take time out. In these circumstances,
it makes sense for one parent to stay on the ladder and
maximize income, while the other steps back to do more on
the home front. Usually that is dad and mom, respectively.
The career structure of these occupations doesn’t just



incentivize a sharp division of labor between parents, it
virtually imposes it. It should be no surprise, then, that
these are also the professions with the widest gender pay
gaps. Women working in law and finance earn just 77 cents
on the male finance dollar. Fifteen years after graduating
from the University of Michigan with a law degree, four out
of five men are working at least 45 hours a week, compared
to only half the women. Almost one in four of the women
were working part time, compared to just 2% of men.®°

But it doesn’t have to be this way. There are nongreedy
professions that still pay high wages, including engineering,
technology, and pharmacy. These are also, not
coincidentally, occupations with much smaller gender pay
gaps. Taking account of hours worked, female pharmacists
make 94 cents on the male dollar.6* So what has pharmacy
done right that law and finance continue to do wrong? The
key change has been to make it easier for one pharmacist to
substitute for another. How many of us care if we see the
same pharmacist when we go to pick up our prescription?
We likely feel differently about our lawyer or financial
adviser. But it is important to remember that pharmacies
used to be like that too, and had the gender pay gaps to
match. A combination of corporate consolidation and
technological advances has made it possible for information
to be transferred from one pharmacist to the next when
they change shifts. Crucially, this means that there is almost
no hourly wage penalty for part-time work in pharmacy.
Earnings rise with hours in a virtually linear fashion. This is
why Goldin calls pharmacy “a most egalitarian profession.”¢2

Can law, finance, and consultancy follow the pharmacy
path? Technology helps, by dramatically reducing the cost of
transferring information between client-facing staff. Some
financial firms, consultancies, and legal companies have
made some modest moves in the right direction, such as



cutting back on weekend hours, insisting staff take their
vacation allowance, and allowing more part-time options,
such as a 4-day week.®3 In 2016, Amazon announced the
creation of teams where all members, including leaders,
could work 30 hours a week for 75% of their current salary.%4
The option to work part time at the same rate of pay is
important here—but it will be critical to ensure that
opportunities for development and promotion are not lost.
Somewhere between “greedy jobs” and the “mommy
track,” there is a way of working—Ilet’s call it the “normal
people track”—that allows flexibility for family
responsibilities at various points along the career track,
without losing out on major opportunities in the future.

But | think we should be realistic about what it will take to
bring about change in these family-hostile professions,
which is for talented workers to vote with their feet. Major
employers are finding that, especially among younger
workers, expectations of a better work/life balance are rising
rapidly, ranked second only to salary in many surveys.®> The
loss of female talent from the pipeline has prompted some
remedial action. But as long as men continue to be willing to
put in long and often unpredictable hours, the prospects for
structural reform remain dim. There is a lot of discussion of
the need for “culture change” in the workplace. This is
important for sure. Most American men say there is an
“unspoken rule” in their workplace that fathers should not
take their full entitlement to paternity leave.%¢

But the greedy-job professions need more than a new ethos.
They need to be reengineered. | have described these
changes as promoting “father-friendly” employment. It
would of course be more accurate to describe them as
parent-friendly. In the short run, they may in fact be most
helpful to mothers. But | have chosen the label deliberately.
A job that requires a man to work long hours to make good



money is not father-friendly, at least not in the way | think
fatherhood must now be defined. Even if it enables a man to
fulfill a breadwinning role, it does so at the price of his
parenting role. As Anne-Marie Slaughter, head of the New
America Foundation, warns, progress will be slow if we
continue to define the “care problem” as “women’s
problem.”®’

To those of us blessed to be dads, fatherhood is a core
component of our identity. | have argued here that it now
needs to be a bigger social role too, one that is different
from, but equal to, motherhood. Prosocial masculinity no
longer means having to get married or having to be the
main breadwinner. But it does require stepping fully into the
role of father.
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EPILOGUE

When you mention to somebody that you’re writing a book,
they will usually ask what it's about. Sometimes you can see
them regretting the question as you describe the project.
(This happened to me quite often, I’'m sorry to say, when |
talked with great enthusiasm about my biography of the
nineteenth-century philosopher John Stuart Mill.) But it did
not happen with this book. Not even once. | often barely had
time to describe my overall argument before my interlocutor
would begin to share their own experiences and opinions—
and anxieties. | found that many people are really worried
about boys and men, including the ones in their own life.
Wives are concerned that their husbands won’t find decent
work. Mothers of teenage sons are forming informal support
groups to help each other through the trying time of high
school. Young women are frustrated by the rudderless men
on the dating market.

| was especially surprised that even the staunchest
feminists | spoke with seemed much more concerned about
their sons than their daughters. | wondered if this was a
general pattern. In 2020, | was able to add some questions
to the American Family Survey, a 3,000-strong annual poll,
to find out. It is. Parents are generally more worried about
their sons “growing up to be successful adults” than they
are about their daughters.® But it is liberal parents who are
the most worried about their sons. There is a deep well of
private anxiety about boys and men that has yet to find a
productive public outlet, and one of my goals in this book
has been to try and bridge the gap between private and



public. We are right to be worried about boys and men,
because they’re facing real challenges as learners, as
workers, and as fathers. Just as parents want all their
children to flourish, so we want all of our fellow citizens to
flourish.

Doing more for boys and men does not require an
abandonment of the ideal of gender equality. In fact, it is a
natural extension of it. The problem with feminism, as a
liberation movement, is not that it has “gone too far.” It is
that it has not gone far enough. Women'’s lives have been
recast. Men’s lives have not. We need, as | said in the
introduction, a positive vision of masculinity for a
postfeminist world. We also need to be grown up enough as
a culture to recognize that big changes, even positive ones,
have repercussions. Dealing with these is not only possible,
but necessary; that is simply the nature of progress. In this
case, it means reforming an education system that no
longer works well for boys, and helping men adjust to the
genuine dislocation caused by the loss of traditional male
roles. We must tackle gender-specific challenges and
inequalities in both directions.

Right now, there is a distinct lack of responsible leadership
on this front. Politics has become like trench warfare, both
sides fearing even the slightest loss of any ground. While
moms and dads worry about their kids, our leaders are
trapped in their partisan positions. Progressives see any
move to provide more help to boys and men as a distraction
from the fight for girls and women. Conservatives see any
move to provide more help to girls and women as motivated
by a desire to put men down. My hope is that away from the
heat and noise of tribal politics, we can come to a shared
recognition that many of our boys and men are in real
trouble, not of their own making, and need help.
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