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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 

The Boy Crisis: A Case Study in the Politics of Representation 

 

 

by 

 

 

Rachel Jacob-Almeida 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology 

 

 

University of California San Diego, 2019 

 

 

Professor Hugh Mehan, Chair 

 

In the late 1990s, less than a decade after feminist scholars directed attention towards 

girls’ educational disadvantage, public discourse in the United States began to comprise 

claims that boys are victims of educational inequality. Commentators argued that boys rather 

than girls are disadvantaged in schools. In this thesis I examine how two arguments construct 

boys’ “disadvantaged” status in schools and the impact of such constructions on definitions 

of and efforts for educational equality. I approach discourse as constitutive and political. I 

treat arguments about boys’ academic status as “gender projects,” ideological projects that 

construct gender dynamics in particular ways. Gender projects give particular meanings to 
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gender, which shape understandings of equality and thereby ideas of how resources should 

be distributed. Further, gender projects compete to become dominant and therefore employ 

widespread meanings, beliefs and values to appeal to a broader audience. I employ 

Toulmin’s model of argumentation to analyze these gender projects, which allows me to 

examine how each argument’s components appeal to such widespread meanings, beliefs and 

values. 

I identify the neoconservative gender project, which conceives of gender as 

biologically determined, and liberal gender project, which conceives of gender as primarily 

socialized. I find that neoconservative and liberal boy advocates’ different conceptions of 

gender contribute to different visions of gender relations. Neoconservative boy advocates 

maintain that boys and girls cannot and should not be the same, whereas liberal boy 

advocates maintain that boys have the same emotional needs as girls and should be socialized 

in ways that honor such needs. I critically analyze these gender projects in the context of 

contemporary sociological theories of gender as fluid, multiple and intersectional, and find 

that both articulations of gender center white, middle-class, heterosexual masculinity. They 

also articulate masculinity as necessarily dominant. In doing so, they appeal to widespread 

beliefs in gender essentialism, values of freedom and equality, and meanings of educational 

equality as equity. This shows that ideological projects can and do employ progressive values 

and meanings (equity) along with other widespread beliefs (gender essentialism) and values 

(freedom) in ways that, if translated into concerted action, may ultimately dismantle 

progressive achievements.
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INTRODUCTION 

Discourse about Boys in Schooling Today 

At the end of the 20th century, American public discourse about education began to 

include an increased emphasis on boys’ academic performance. Since the late 1990s, news 

articles in popular magazines and widely circulated newspapers along with a spate of best-

selling books and related websites have described boys as victims of educational inequality. 

Such literature tends to point to a list of academic indicators and identify a host of reasons 

that tend to center on an incongruence between boys’ preference, behaviors, and abilities—

rooted either in biology or socialization—and schools’ curricula and pedagogy. Such articles 

and books reference various academic measures of evidence of a now apparent “boy crisis” 

in education. Thus, within popular discourse there is a shift in orientation towards boys as 

students who are disadvantaged. Since Brown v. Board of Education, civil rights and feminist 

researchers and educators have been instrumental in directing attention towards students of 

color, working class students and girls’ disadvantaged status in schools in order to remove 

barriers to equal academic opportunities (Wellesley Coll 1992). Beginning less than a decade 

after the AAUW published its seminal report How Schools Shortchange Girls (Wellesley 

Coll 1992),  public discourse began to comprise prominent attempts to construct a social 

problem in the form of boys as now academically disadvantaged.  

 My dissertation project is an analysis of the discourse about boys’ purported 

academic disadvantage today. Specifically, I analyze arguments that boys’ academic 

performance in schools is a current social problem. I conceive of the various arguments about 

boys’ academic underperformance as gender projects, sociopolitical projects that aim to 

constitute the meaning of gender in an effort to effect particular gender relations.  
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I approach my analysis as an example of the politics of representation—an approach 

that conceives of discourse as both political and constitutive. That is, discourse is neither 

neutral nor exclusively referential but instead constitutes a social reality that has material and 

symbolic consequences for social relations. Because discourse is crucial to relations of 

power, voices compete for their representations of social phenomena to become dominant in 

public perception (Foucault 1972; Holquist 1983; Mehan, Nathanson and Skelly 1990; 

Shapiro 1988).  

In this project, I investigate how competing proponents (henceforth, “boy advocates”) 

construct boys as victims of inequality and I critically examine whether—and if so, how—

their constructions serve to legitimate the existent patriarchal, as well as class, racial and 

heterosexist order. In the discourse about boys in trouble, proponents of various positions 

compete over definitions of gender. This discourse carries real implications for 

understandings not only about the form of gender inequality that exists today, but also the 

very definition of educational inequality. The struggle in public discourse among different 

representations of boys’ academic performance carries weight in terms of whether educators 

will listen to those representations and, if so, how they will respond. My dissertation analyzes 

discourse in order to understand the ideological underpinnings that give different claims 

regarding boys’ disadvantage momentum and that, if successful, carry particular implications 

for educational policy and practice.  

If and when consensus develops over a boy problem in education carries implications 

for educational policy and practice, as did past successes in identifying disadvantages faced 

by historically subjugated groups. Further, how boys are represented as disadvantaged is 

significant in terms of which educational policy and/or practice will be implemented if 
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consensus is indeed reached. For example, the content of any policy and pedagogy based on 

essentialist understandings of boys and girls in school will be different, and have different 

effects on gender relations, than those based on an understanding of gender as a social 

construction, as structure, and/or as situational achievement (Charles 2008; Chatillon, 

Charles and Bradley 2018; Connell 2005; Fine 2010; Ridgeway and Correll 2004; Risman 

2004). My project identifies and investigates the competing gender projects among boy 

advocates and consequent constitutions of in/equality in education.  

Boys are Victims of Gender Inequality: Says Who? and Why Now? 

 Attention to boys in schools has emerged in a number of nations in the Western, 

English-speaking world. In some nations the attention has led to actual policy interventions 

(e.g., England and Australia), whereas in the United States large-scale policy changes have 

not occurred. Attention appears primarily in popular culture, in the form of articles in 

newspapers, news magazines and best-selling books written by pop psychologists and 

journalists. This focus on the academic success of boys surfaced largely in response to 

feminists’ successes in increasing attention on girls’ academic achievement. Not long after 

feminists in the 1990s drew attention to the bias against girls in schools, concerns switched to 

boys’ academic ‘underachievement’ that many argue has resulted from an overemphasis on 

girls’ education. Boy advocates began to increasingly argue that girls have succeeded 

academically, but have done so at the expense of boys (Mahony 1998; Mills and Lingard 

1997a; Mills and Lingard 1997b). Marcus Weaver-Hightower (Weaver-Hightower 2003a) 

describes the shift in the discourse as the ‘boy turn,’ “a convenient double entendre” (472) 

meant to capsulate two opinions: 

From one perspective, the ‘turn’ to boys is a turn away from, an endgame in, 

the needed focus on girls, a paradigmatic shift akin to other turns in 
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academia…From this point of view, the boy turn is unwelcome. The second 

perspective, one more often embraced by advocates for boys, antifeminist 

groups, and some education researchers, is that boys are finally having a 

‘turn,’ a share of research and policy attention. From this perspective, the 

boys’ ‘turn’ is overdue (472). 

 

The ‘boy turn’ term is fitting for my dissertation project because I analyze boy 

advocates’ arguments that schools have neglected boys due to a misguided feminist agenda 

rooted in erroneous progressive, anti-scientific notions of “gender.” According to these boy 

advocates, it is now boys’ turn in schools. One boy advocate writes, for example, “if the 

1990s were the decade of the girl, perhaps this present decade will be the decade of the boy” 

(Gurian 2005:63). The ‘boy turn’ is also fitting because I investigate boy advocates’ claims 

about gender, on the one hand, and boys’ problems in schools, on the other, in order to 

identify the ideological principles that underlie boy advocates’ arguments, as well as the 

ideological consequences of a paradigmatic shift in the public’s concern with gender and 

schooling. With this paradigmatic shift comes a potential shift in wider understandings of the 

constitution of in/equality in schooling. 

Weaver-Hightower (2003a) outlines a number of factors that have contributed to the 

shift in attention to and research on boys in school. One major contributor to this shift has 

been what Weaver-Hightower refers to as “’popular-rhetorical’ literature,” which is made up 

of mainstream media articles and “backlash blockbusters” (Mills 2003) on boys’ issues. A 

second major cause is feminist theory, which examined the role of gender in women’s 

experiences. Such examinations spurred examinations of the role of gender in men’s lives as 

well. A third factor is “feminists’ original formulation of indicators of gender equity in 

education, indicators now being used to make a case for the disadvantage of males” (Weaver-

Hightower 2003a:476). Indeed, as I discuss in Chapter 3, boy advocates rely on indicators 
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and political strategies very similar to those upon which feminists relied. However, I further 

elaborate in Chapter 4 that boy advocates fail to consider that which feminists’ evidence 

relied upon: socio-historical context.  

A fourth factor that contributed to this shift is “increasing neoliberal education 

reforms and the rise of the New Right” (Weaver-Hightower 2003a:476). Purporting agendas 

of academic improvement of effectiveness, neoliberal educational reforms entail an increased 

emphasis on standardized tests as measures of learning, academic success, as well as the 

quality of schools. Epstein, Elwood, Hey et al. (1998) further explain that standards-based 

reforms often go hand-in-hand with discussions of boys’ academic achievement because such 

reforms increase attention on which categories of students underperform on standardized 

tests. Indeed, more boys than girls are at the lower ends of many standardized test scores. 

The fifth factor is “explicit backlash politics” (Weaver-Hightower 2003a:477), which attempt 

to undermine feminist achievements by “feed[ing] on anxieties, threatened beliefs, and self-

interest” (477). 

The sixth factor relates to the changing economy and workforce in recent decades. In 

nations like the United States, manufacturing jobs have given way to service sector jobs, 

which are often characterized as “feminized” work because they privilege interpersonal skills 

and because low-paying service jobs are occupied primarily by women. The role of girls in 

schools and women in society has evolved over the last forty to fifty years, largely as a result 

of second-wave feminism, so that women have increasingly entered the workforce without 

feeling their femininity threatened. The imperatives of masculinity, however, have not kept 

apace and remain quite traditional. As a result, men attempting to adhere to the standards of 

masculinity have not been able to easily adapt to the changing demands of the economy and 
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workforce. This has led to a “crisis of masculinity,” the argument goes, as men who have 

adhered to the traditional ideal masculine role are not seeing the rewards they believed they 

would receive, and consequently react violently to their frustrations, both in the domestic and 

public realms (Faludi 1999; Rosin 2012; Weaver-Hightower 2003a).  

This sixth factor contributes to the seventh factor: parents’ increased concern about 

their sons. On the one hand, this may just be middle-class, white parents feeling “threatened 

by the loss of dominance for their sons” (Weaver-Hightower 2003a:478). But we must not 

ignore “parents who have valid concerns for the quality, safety, and outcomes for their sons 

(and daughters)” (478); to do so threatens the possibility, seemingly already occurring, of 

such parents being pushed toward rightist positions on issues of gender and education. 

Finally, Weaver-Hightower identifies the “thrill of the new” (479) as an important factor, as 

academics search for marketable topics to investigate in order to meet the “publish or perish” 

demands of the academy (479).  

The work on boys and schools is vast and varied. Weaver-Hightower (Weaver-

Hightower 2003b) helpfully categorizes the work on boys into four categories: popular-

rhetorical literature; theoretically-oriented literature; practice-oriented literature; and feminist 

and pro-feminist responses. My dissertation focuses on the discourse in the U.S., where 

popular-rhetorical literature is most responsible for increased attention. While large scale 

policy has not (yet) been institutionalized, this literature is important because it has impact on 

educators’ pedagogy, the curriculum they select, as well as the demands parents make on 

schools in educating their sons and daughters. The attention to boys in schools in the U.S. is 

not only in the form of popular-rhetorical literature; there is also a spate of practice-oriented 

literature that does not necessarily make it onto the best-seller lists but nonetheless arguably 
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garners attention as the public becomes more attuned to boys’ purported academic needs. 

There have also been academic responses to the public’s and educators’ attention to boys, 

which are more theoretically-oriented. 

Within the mainstream popular-rhetorical literature about boys’ purported academic 

disadvantage, there are two categories of arguments, both of which I outline in the context of 

gender projects later in this Introduction chapter. The fundamental difference between these 

two categories is the authors’ view of gender as either acquired primarily through 

socialization or determined by biology. Authors in both categories argue that schools do not 

cater to boys’ needs 

The authors whose books I analyze are recognized experts on the topic of boys in 

schools. With the exception of Michael Thompson, they all hold academic positions at 

research institutions—Michael Gurian, William Pollack and Dan Kindlon at research 

universities and Christina Hoff Sommers at a think tank. They are all quite influential 

researchers not only because they’ve published best-selling books on the topic of boys and 

schooling, but also because they have published in or are quoted and cited by articles in 

widely-read newsmagazines and newspapers, and they conduct workshops for teachers and 

parents.  

The authors who rely on biological brain-based research include best-sellers Christina 

Hoff Sommers and psychologist Michael Gurian. I analyze Gurian’s Boys and Girls Learn 

Differently! (2001) and The Minds of Boys (2005) and Sommers’ The War Against Boys 

(2000). Gurian is the author of more than twenty books about education and the inherent 

differences between girls and boys. He has a website (Gurian 2015-2019) and is founder of 

The Michael Gurian Institute at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, which he describes 
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as “a resource for practical information on how to educate boys and girls” (Gurian 2005:25). 

At his institute, Gurian leads conferences and teaching seminars for educators on how to best 

teach boys and girls based on the brain-based research he advocates.  

Sommers is the author of two books critical of second-wave feminism: Who Stole 

Feminism? How Women Have Betrayed Women (1994)  and The War Against Boys: How 

Misguided Feminism is Harming our Young Men (2000). She serves as a resident scholar at 

the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), a conservative-leaning think tank. At AEI, “she 

studies the politics of gender and feminism, as well as free expression, due process, and the 

preservation of liberty in the academy.” Further, “before joining AEI, Dr. Sommers was a 

philosophy professor at Clark University” (Sommers 2019) 

The authors who fit into the socialization category include psychologists Dr. William 

Pollack and Dan Kindlon, Ph.D. and Michael Thompson, Ph.D. I analyze Pollack’s Real 

Boys (1998) and Kindlon and Thompson’s Raising Cain (2000). Pollack has a website 

(Pollack), co-directs the Center for Men at McLean Hospital/Harvard Medical School, and is 

a Fellow of the Society for the Psychological Study of Men and Masculinity of the American 

Psychological Association, all of which focus on boys, men and masculinity.  

Kindlon and Thompson are both child psychologists. Kindlon serves as assistant 

professor, teaching and conducting research, at both the Psychiatry Department of the 

Harvard Medical School and the Department of Maternal and Child Health at the Harvard 

School of Public Health. Kindlon focuses his clinical practice and research on “the 

behavioral problems of children and adolescents” (Kindlon 2017). Thompson has authored 

nine books, including Raising Cain, which focus on topics that include boys’ emotional lives, 

social challenges in childhood, and parent-teacher relationships. He has “worked as a clinical 
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psychologist, school consultant, and international speaker on the subjects of children, schools 

and parenting” (Thompson 2008-2019). According to his website, he has traveled throughout 

the U.S. and to countries in Europe, Asia and South America to “lead workshops for 

teachers, administrators, parents and students” in “about 50 schools a year” (Thompson 

2008-2019). 

Gender Projects 

 In order to demonstrate the significance of the discourse about a boy crisis, I apply 

Michael Omi and Howard Winant’s (2015) theory of racial formation to gender. The theory 

of racial formation explains that race is neither a fixed, universal essence nor purely an 

ideology without material consequences. Instead, race is a concept that, due to the inherently 

racial and racist sociopolitical past, is fundamental to identity, our understandings of our 

social world, and social structure. Race is a concept that both represents our social world—

gives meaning to our social reality in particular ways—and that structures our social world—

leads to a social ordering based on that meaning (i.e., there are real consequences in terms of 

how we respond to particular meanings of race). Further, the meaning of race, racial 

categories and racial identity are not fixed, universal concepts but instead are continuously in 

flux, established, destroyed and re-established through various competing socio-political 

projects. According to Omi and Winant, sociopolitical projects struggle over the dominant 

ideology of racial dynamics, and thus over the meaning of race, racial categories, racial 

identities and the consequent distribution of critical resources. Racial formation is the 

ideological outcome of such socio-political projects aimed at restructuring the racial order.  

 Omi and Winant’s theory of racial formation is comprised of two components. First, 

racial projects are ideological projects that rearticulate the meaning of race in efforts to 
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redistribute critical resources. Racial projects continuously emerge and compete with each 

other to explain racial dynamics and thus articulate a specific meaning of race that influences 

racial identity as well as social structure. Second, Omi and Winant borrow from Gramsci’s 

concept of hegemony in order to characterize the forms of racial domination today. 

Hegemony refers to the form of rule achieved largely through consent rather than force. 

While historically the U.S. has been a “racial despotism” (Omi and Winant 2015:109), 

whereby coercion maintained racial domination, the U.S. today enlists subjects’ compliance 

with the racial order. Racial projects must therefore compete in the realm of hegemony by 

influencing ideology, or, in other words, how subjects perceive race and racial dynamics, and 

how institutions and organizations distribute resources accordingly. The ideology that 

becomes hegemonic comes to be “common sense,” thereby granting unquestioned consent to 

how society is ruled.  

 As Omi and Winant (2015) explain, then, race is not simply “fixed and concrete” 

(109) nor is it “a purely ideological construct” (110). Instead, race is “an unstable and 

‘decentered’ complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by political struggle” 

(110). “Race,” write Omi and Winant, “is a concept which signifies and symbolizes social 

conflicts and interests by referring to different types of human bodies” (110) In other words, 

race is a concept whose meaning is continuously constituted and reconstituted through 

competing discursive and representational projects that represent human bodies in particular 

ways in order to effect real structural consequences. The processes of racial formation occur 

“through a linkage between structure and representation” (13), realized through racial 

projects, which “do the ideological ‘work’ of making these links” (125). Racial projects 
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constitute the meaning of race through discursive and representational practice and thereby 

affect structure and identity based on that meaning: 

A racial project is simultaneously an interpretation, representation, or 

explanation of racial dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute 

resources along particular racial lines. Racial projects connect what race 

means in a particular discursive practice and the ways in which both social 

structures and everyday experiences are racially organized, based upon that 

meaning (125—emphasis in original). 

 

 The meaning of gender, like the meaning of race, also is not, nor ever has been, a 

given. Sociologists theorize that gender is plural, varying by historical period, culture, and 

situational context (Connell 2005) and that the notion that sex is dichotomous is also itself a 

social construction (Fausto-Sterling 2000a). Like categories of race, categories of gender 

have not been fixed across time and place. As an example, consider that in February, 2014, 

the popular social media site Facebook changed the gender options available to users: 

“Instead of two options for users to choose from when identifying their gender (‘male’ and 

‘female’), users were given a third option (‘custom’) that, if selected, offered 58 additional 

options to choose from” (Bivens 2015:880-81). Other examples include California measure 

SB179, signed by Governor Jerry Brown in October, 2017, which created a “gender-neutral 

option on state documents for those who are transgender, intersex and others who do not 

identify as male or female” (Mason 2017). As of 2019, California will be one of at least six 

states to offer a non-binary gender option on driver’s licenses.  

 Further, gender, like race, is and has been a concept that refers to different types of 

human bodies in order to structure particular social relations between groups (Omi and 

Winant 2015). Until second-wave feminism, for example, biological “findings” were popular 

justifications for females’ second-class status (Fausto-Sterling 1985; Fausto-Sterling 2000b). 

Second-wave feminism, however, made claims of females’ “natural” inferiority unpopular 
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and, as Omi and Winant remind us, “reinterpret[ed] gender as a matter of both injustice and 

identity/difference” (2015:14). This is not to say that gender is no longer significant in terms 

of oppression and domination. Instead, like race (as well as social class and sexuality), 

gender continues to be a hierarchical structure that privileges some at the expense of others; 

domination and subordination, however, occurs within the realm of not coercion but instead 

hegemony. As Omi and Winant (1994) write, ”[p]rojects are the building blocks not just of 

racial formation, but of hegemony in general. Hegemony operates by simultaneously 

structuring and signifying. As in the case of racial opposition, gender or class-based conflict 

today links structural inequality and injustice on the one hand, and identifies and represents 

its subject on the other” (68). 

  The social movements by racial minorities and feminists from 1950s through the 60s 

and 70s changed the nation’s political and cultural terrain. “Equality, group and individual 

rights,” and the legitimate scope of state activity were reinterpreted, rearticulated,” write 

Omi and Winant, “by these movements in a radical democratic discourse’ (1994:117). This 

meant that egalitarian ideals could no longer be challenged with the overt “isms” of the past. 

Attempts to dismantle the progressive achievements for racial minorities and women, then, 

could not challenge the now popular goal of racial and gender (and class and sexuality) 

equality; instead “the meaning of equality, and the proper means for achieving it, remained 

matters of considerable debate” (117). Omi and Winant provide examples of racial projects 

by the political right that do not explicitly advocate racial segregation or provide biological 

justifications for a racial inequality. Instead, such projects rearticulate progressive 

achievements as “preferential treatment” for minority groups (117) that simultaneously make 

“whites, particularly white males” the “victims of racial discrimination” (117). Thus, racial, 
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gender and class projects are ideological projects that continuously aim to [re]constitute race, 

gender, sexuality and/or class so as to effect a particular understanding of equality and 

consequent distribution of material and symbolic resources. In addition to racial projects, 

then, scholars of inequality must remain cognizant of gender (and class, sexuality, etc.) 

projects, which largely work as do racial projects.  

 R.W. Connell’s (2005) discussion of gender is helpful for understanding the concept 

of gender projects. Understanding structure as both shaped by and shaping of social practice, 

Connell explains gender as a social concept—despite biological scientists’ insistence to the 

contrary—that organizes social relations. “Gender exists precisely to the extent that biology 

does not determine the social” (71),1 Connell explains. Gender, Connell continues, is social 

practice that “is gendered within definite structures of social relations” (72). These gender 

relations comprise gender as structure: “Gender relations,” writes Connell, “form one of the 

major structures of all documented societies” (72). This configuration, or, more precisely, 

“the process of configuring practice,” Connell clarifies, is realized through gender projects. 

 Gender projects are sociopolitical projects that aim to organize identity and structure 

social relations by imbuing gender with particular meaning. They organize practice by 

(re)constituting “commonsense notions of masculinity and femininity” (Connell 2005:72), 

which thereby [re]shape the gender structure. A focus on gender projects emphasizes the role 

“of discourse, ideology or culture. Here gender is organized in symbolic practices that may 

continue much longer than the individual life” (72). Gender, then, is a structure that shapes 

and is shaped by social practice, itself configured by particular meanings of gender as 

                                                      
1 I recognize that this dissertation project is itself a gender project with a particular notion of gender as identity 

and structure, the meaning of which is constituted and reconstituted over time and place.  
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realized through gender projects. The meaning of gender has real consequences in terms of 

relations of power and distribution of critical resources among and between groups (73-74) 

 The discourse that purports boys’ victimized status in schools comprises various 

gender projects with particular constitutions of gender and thus of gender equality. To be 

sure, as Omi and Winant remind us, gender, like race, is not an autonomous or more 

significant structure of privilege and oppression. Indeed, “The literature on intersectionality 

has clearly demonstrated the mutual determination and co-constitution of the categories of 

race, class, gender, and sexual orientation” (2015:106), and certainly students’ experiences of 

oppression and privilege vary along these multiple axes of oppression (Hill Collins 1990). I 

focus on the explanations of disadvantage as gender projects because discourse participants 

themselves ignore intersections of gender with race, class, and sexual orientation. The 

oversight of race, class, and sexual orientation is of course a significant component of the 

gender projects that comprise the discourse of boys’ educational disadvantage.  

Gender Projects and Hegemony 

 As Connell (2005) explains, the recognition of the intersection of race, class, gender 

and sexuality force us to recognize that there is no single masculinity or femininity but that 

instead there are multiple masculinities and femininities. People exhibit gender in a variety of 

ways that vary along a variety of dimensions such as life course, culture, region, occupation, 

situation, and historical time. Not all expressions of masculinity and femininity are equal, 

however. Instead there is a culturally idealized form of masculinity that tends to acquire 

dominance over other forms of masculinity and all forms of femininity. Connell also draws 

on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony to theorize the concept of hegemonic masculinity. 
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 Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity, revised by Connell and Messerschmidt 

(2005), illuminates the limitations of “sex role” theories by drawing attention to how 

expressions and experiences of gender vary along multiple dimensions, how gender norms do 

not reflect gendered behavior, and to “the concepts of power and difference at the core of 

understandings of men as oppressed and oppressors” (831). Hegemonic masculinity was 

formulated to refer to a “pattern of practice,” rather than “just a set of role expectations or 

identity,” that “allowed men’s dominance over women to continue” (832). Connell and 

Messerschmidt explain that hegemonic masculinity is “not normal in the statistical sense” 

because only a minority of men might enact it” but that it is “certainly normative” in that it 

represents the “most honored way of being a man” and “require[s] all other men to position 

themselves in relation to it” (832). Further, it “ideologically legitimate[s] the global 

subordination of women to men” (832). Importantly, Connell and Messerschmidt, in their 

revisit to the theory, emphasize that masculinities, including hegemonic masculinity, are not 

“fixed entit[ies] embedded in the body or personality traits of individuals…Masculinities are 

configurations of practice that are accomplished in social action and, therefore, can differ 

according to the gender relations in a particular social setting” (836). 

 Connell (2005) explains that the hegemonic form of masculinity is not stable or fixed 

across time and space. Instead, it is the predominant form of masculinity that legitimates the 

patriarchal structure. “When conditions for the defence [sic] of patriarchy change,” Connell 

explains, “the bases for the dominance of a particular masculinity are eroded. New groups 

may challenge old solutions and construct a new hegemony” (77). Hegemonic masculinity, 

then, is an ideal form of masculinity within an ideology of gender that is always in flux (as 

groups struggle to maintain or challenge it in order to effect a particular gender structure) but 
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that subordinates women, non-hegemonic men, and non-binary people, who experience 

subordination in the form of political, cultural, social and economic discrimination and 

exclusion. 

 Gender as a hierarchical structure—as a structure of inequality—is, like race, no 

longer only maintained entirely through explicit coercion, although physical and verbal 

violence, and the threat of them, continue to subordinate women, non-hegemonic men and 

non-binary people (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Connell 2005). Nor is patriarchy 

maintained through explicitly sexist discourse (Connell 2005:226). Rather, the hierarchical 

gender structure, as well as challenges to it, is realized through gender projects within the 

realm of hegemony.  

Like racial projects, gender projects are sociopolitical projects that compete within 

the realm of ideology in order to organize social relations. Rather than relying on outdated 

justifications for a gender hierarchy, gender projects attempt to rule through consent. Gender 

projects today aim to affect predominant ideology. They do so not through claims of 

biological inferiority and superiority, and thus violence and exclusion, but instead by 

incorporating now popular values in order to win consent. Gender projects, then, work 

through ideology by [re]articulating a meaning of gender and gender dynamics in order to 

effect structure change (or conservation). They are “interpretations, representations, or 

explanations of [gender] dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and redistribute resources 

along particular [gender] lines” (Omi and Winant 1994:56). Gender projects, then, are less 

explicitly about whether gender equality should exist, as indeed, “what has crumbled, in the 

industrial countries, is the legitimation of patriarchy” (Connell 2005:226), and more about 
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“the meaning of equality, and the proper means for achieving it” (Omi and Winant 

2015:190).  

 The meaning of equality and means for achieving it are dependent on the meaning of 

gender and race. Gender projects configure practice according to presumed gender 

difference; in this sense, gender projects imbue gender with meaning—they constitute 

gender. Like racial projects, they mediate “between the discursive or representational means 

in which [gender] is identified and signified on the one hand, and the institutional and 

organizational forms in which it is routinized and standardized on the other” (Omi and 

Winant 1994:60) . That is to say, gender projects imbue gender with a particular meaning, as 

“common sense” (Connell 2005:60; Omi and Winant 1994), so that it organizes, or 

structures, power and resources accordingly. 

 The discourse of a boy crisis within education is such a site of competing gender 

projects. This discourse comprises claims of gender difference as part of the various 

explanations for boys’ presumed academic disadvantaged status. The meaning of gender 

constituted by such explanations lead to particular constitutions of gender equality and how 

to achieve it. It is these meanings of gender and their consequent constitution of gender 

equality that I interrogate in this dissertation project.  

Theory, Methods and Data 

Constructionism, Discourse and the Politics of Representation 

 This project is guided by a social constructionist perspective. Constructionism 

generally refers to ways of studying meaning about (representing) ‘things’ (e.g., objects, 

people, events) in the world (Hall, Evans and Nixon 2013). Earlier investigations of meaning 

focused on representations that reflect the world (e.g., word-object connections; (Ogden and 



 
 
 

18 

Richards 1923). The ‘cultural turn’ in humanities and social sciences, however, has led to 

understandings of the material and natural world as not inherently meaningful but rather as 

produced, or, constructed. This social constructionist approach entails the conception of 

representation as constitutive of meaning that includes the referential.  

Constructionism, then, begins with the premise that ‘things’ in our world, such as 

objects, people, groups, events, as well as abstract ideas like friendship, love, hate, war, 

etcetera, are not inherently meaningful; instead we humans make meaning of them largely by 

how we represent them (Chang and Mehan 2008; Hall et al. 2013; Mehan and Willis 1988; 

Mehan et al. 1990; Shapiro 1988).  

Best (2003) provides a heuristic modification to this general formulation, which he 

calls “contextual constructionism.” Contextual constructionists consider the cultural and 

structural context in their analysis of the construction of a social problem. They consider 

claims in the context of the available evidence. That is, they ask how the claims of a social 

problem compare to what is empirically known at the time. Note that the researcher does not 

make outright statements of truth but does consider the empirical context (how do these 

claims stand up to empirical reality?) (Best 2003:61). Contextual constructionism assumes an 

objective reality in studies of the social world. Its practitioners also recognize the traditional 

role of a sociologist. Contextual constructionist “works assume that we will understand the 

empirical world better if we pay attention to the manner in which social problems emerge 

and, at a more basic level, they also assume that understanding the empirical world is 

desirable. That is, contextual constructionism is inspired by a sociological imagination” (61).  
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The Politics of Representation 

 Constructionism has a political dimension. Foucault’s focus on power and the 

“production of knowledge…through what he called discourse” (Hall et al. 2013:28) drew 

researchers’ attention to the role of power in public and political discourse. Here, discourse 

refers to a “system of representation” (29) that “produces the objects of knowledge”  (29). 

Hall explains that discourse “define[s] what is and is not appropriate in our formulation of, 

and our practices in relation to, a particular subject or site of social activity; what knowledge 

is considered useful, relevant and ‘true’ in that context; and what sort of persons or ‘subjects’ 

embody its characteristics” (xxii). Thus, things, events, ideas in our world “only take on 

meaning and become objects of knowledge within discourse” (29—emphasis in original). 

Further, and importantly, power operates through discourse in that the knowledge and 

meaning it produces “regulate the conduct of others” (29) and thereby structure relations of 

power.  

Discourse is crucial to relations of power because the representation of social reality 

that dominates public perception has consequences as to whom materially and symbolically 

benefits. Discourse is a practice comprised of struggles wherein “power and authority are at 

stake” (Mehan et al. 1990:136). Public discourse is thus political discourse, as engaged actors 

compete with each other for their representation of social phenomena to become dominant in 

its influence on people’s thoughts, perceptions and actions, which has consequences on the 

social order (Hall et al. 2013; Mehan and Willis 1988; Mehan et al. 1990). As Mehan and 

Willis (1988) write, “When the attempt to dominate is successful, a hierarchy is formed in 

which one mode of representing the world and its elements gains primacy over others. We 

refer to this competition over meaning as the ‘politics of representation’” (364). 
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Discourse does not occur in a vacuum, but rather within a particular cultural and 

socio-historical context. It is influenced by preexistent meanings and ideologies, structural 

and institutional arrangements, in addition to those posed by contemporary discourse 

participants. Therefore, discourse participants are in a dialogue with present and past voices 

within a structural context, and they thereby inject pre-existent meanings, ideologies and 

bodies of knowledge into their representations of social phenomena in order to produce or 

reproduce meaning (Holquist 1983).  

Discourse participants may attempt to rearticulate meaning, and incorporate and 

recombine others’ (past and present) meanings and ideologies in order to effectively do so 

(Holquist 1983; Mehan and Willis 1988; Mehan et al. 1990). These changes in meaning 

depend on appropriating then rearticulating already established meanings and ideologies, as 

well as those (re)articulated by other contemporary discourse participants: “We appropriate 

the discourse of others momentarily, manipulate their words to serve our needs and pass 

them on in new combinations for further appropriation” (Mehan et al. 1990:136). Discourse 

participants must first appropriate shared meanings, values, beliefs and ideals in order to 

change (or rearticulate) meaning, ideology and structure (see especially Holquist 1983:7-8).  

Thus, for example, after the Civil Rights movement, any effective political discourse 

could not overtly challenge egalitarian ideals by relying on “isms” of the past, but can and do 

rearticulate the meaning of concepts such as race, gender and equality in order to legitimate 

and convince others of their claims, thereby impacting ideology and structure (Omi and 

Winant 2015). This dialogic nature of discourse is thus a crucial component to understanding 

the competition of representations to “fix” meaning (Holquist 1983; Mehan and Willis 1988; 

Mehan et al. 1990). 
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The idea that political opponents engage in a contest over representation is therefore 

apropos for this project that understands gender as “a matter of both social structure and 

cultural representation” (Omi and Winant 1994:56). Gender is a concept whose meaning is 

constituted by arguments over representation. Predominant ideologies of gender (i.e., how 

gender and gender relations are understood) are effected largely through cultural 

representations of gender and gender dynamics, and these representations are shaped by 

structure and shape structure. But precisely because predominant ideologies about gender 

shape structure, they are not born free of conflict. Instead, various projects are in play 

simultaneously, upholding differing meanings of gender that carry consequences as to who 

benefits and who loses in terms of power and resources. Such projects, which vary in impact, 

are continuously in dispute. 

Gender projects, then, are, like racial projects: ideological projects that compete to 

become hegemonic—to become “common sense”—and thereby effect particular social 

relations and distribution of resources among social groups. They interpret, represent and 

explain gender dynamics by referring to very particular meanings of gender that carry very 

particular understandings of gender equality. Finally, they do so within a post-civil rights 

socio-historical context in which inequality in terms of gender, race, ethnicity, social class 

(and arguably sexuality) in any institution entails particular meanings and is a major social 

concern. For this project, I identify the gender projects engaged in the discourse about boys’ 

problems in schools and critically analyze their modes of representing gender and equality; 

and the potential consequences of their representations.  
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In this sense, publications about boys’ educational disadvantage are part of a 

discourse in that they entail knowledge—claims of truth—regarding gender and the 

relationship between gender and achievement in schools.  

Data 

 The discourse about boys’ academic performance is certainly not homogeneous; 

various perspectives and orientations comprise it. Discourse participants vary not only in 

whether a boy problem in education exists; disagreement exists among those who claim a 

boy problem in terms of the causes and explanations they provide, which entail different 

conceptions of gender.  

 As Weaver-Hightower (2003a) explains, the popular-rhetorical literature, comprised 

of “backlash blockbusters” (Mills 2003), “can easily be construed as the source of the boy 

turn because that literature offers the loudest voices and most visible headlines, much like the 

media attention for girls that emerged in the early 1990s” (473). Certainly popular-rhetorical 

literature is not solely responsible for potential and actual pedagogical and policy changes 

aimed at helping boys, both in the U.S. and internationally. As Weaver-Hightower (2003a) 

reminds us, “Although such exposure certainly makes parents, teachers, and administrators 

aware of the issue, this alone does not explain the tremendous resources now devoted to 

research and policy making on boys” (475). 

 Nevertheless, I analyze popular-rhetorical literature in order to further contribute to 

sociological understandings of the boy debate and, by extension, of issues of gender and 

inequality in education. Because the popular-rhetorical literature has such an extended reach 

relative to other categories of literatures, and presumably influences popular understandings 
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of gender and schooling, it is a critical site for scholars of educational inequality to 

understand.  

 In order to delineate my data, I first perused the mass media. The problem of 

disadvantaged boys in education has become a common story in major newspapers and 

newsmagazines. Also, the mass media reveals who are the major actors, or “experts” (Best 

2013), whose representations are being heard. I therefore first reviewed news articles that 

comprise the various positions purporting boys’ current academic disadvantage in order to 

identify which actors participate in the popular discourse, and thus which books to analyze in 

detail. Because of the enormous number of mass media news articles that report on boys’ 

current academic performance, I limited the initial mass media sources to The New York 

Times, USA Today, and The Los Angeles Times, which were the top three newspapers in 

terms of national circulation, and Time Magazine, Newsweek, and US News & World Report, 

which were the only three news magazines targeting the general public among the top 100 

consumer magazines in terms of national circulation at the end of the 20th century.  

An exhaustive search of all relevant words and phrases in LexisNexis generated nearly 

150 articles.2 These articles indicated the primary “experts” on boys and education—both 

those claiming a boy crisis and those challenging such claims. I consider the most frequently 

cited individuals for each type of claim as “experts” on the boy crisis. For my dissertation 

project, I am interested only in those claiming that boys are victims of educational inequality 

in education today because I want to analyze how such experts constitute gender and 

                                                      
2 Burrelles Luce, an online service for tracking media coverage, ranked the top 100 U.S. daily newspapers, 

based on data from Audit Bureau of Circulations (http://www.burrelles.com/top100/). The most recent report I 

examined was 2007 (http://www.burrelles.com/top100/2007_Top_100List.pdf). In terms of circulation, only 

four newspapers (USA Today, Wall Street Journal, New York Times, Los Angeles Times) had over one million 

readers either daily or Sundays. Initial access of all news articles in Lexis Nexis on the topic of boys’ academic 

performance yielded over 1,100 results. Focusing on those newspapers with the highest national circulation 

allowed a reasonable filter of the news accessed by a large portion of the U.S. population.  
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in/equality today. I use such experts’ own widely-read books as my primary data, which I 

analyzed in detail for this dissertation project. This primary data comprised Michael Gurian’s 

Boys and Girls Learn Differently! (2001) and The Minds of Boys (2005), Christina Hoff 

Sommers’ The War Against Boys (2000), Michael Pollack’s Real Boys (1998) and Kindlon 

and Thompson’s Raising Cain (2000). Combined, over 1,500 pages made up my primary 

data.  

Methods 

I employ the politics of representation perspective to identify the gender projects at 

play and to analyze the modes of representation in each gender project. This perspective 

enables me to uncover the mechanisms with which gender ideology is produced and 

reproduced, as well as the structural implications of such ideology. Modes of representation 

refers to the particular way[s] “of representing a group of people, political events, or objects” 

in language (Mehan and Willis 1988:364). This means that I identify the gender projects and 

the ideologies that they employ in their attempts to be effective and potentially achieve 

hegemony. I investigate such gender projects’ explanations of gender dynamics in schools 

today in order to critically analyze each gender project’s re-articulations of the meaning of 

gender and gender equality, and the structural implications of those meanings.  

Each participant in the discourse I analyze begins with the premise that boys are 

victims of inequality in schools. I analyze discourse participants’ arguments in order to 

identify the nature of boys’ problems to day. To do so, I identify their explanations, reasons, 

and evidence of boys’ purported victimized status in education today. I also analyze their 

arguments in order to identify their proposed solutions. This entails a detailed analysis of 

discourse participants’ representations of gender, boys’ and girls’ relative performance and 
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experiences in schools, the stated causes of differences in academic performance between 

boys and girls, and the best solutions. This detailed analysis allows me to identify the 

potential consequences of such arguments on understandings of gender equality in education.  

I employ Toulmin’s (2003) theory of arguments to guide my analysis of the textual 

discourse that serves as my data. The Toulmin model helps me analyze how arguments are 

made and why some arguments succeed—that is, are accepted (88).3 Furthermore, Toulmin’s 

model helps me demonstrate the practices by which arguments construct reality because they 

provide particular interpretations of things in the world, which highlight some aspects, ignore 

others, and provide particular reasoning and assumptions of those things. As Toulmin (1984) 

explains:  

The point here is not whether we agree or disagree with the conclusions of the 

argument, or whether we accept the truth of the statements offered in support 

of the conclusion. The point is that we can effectively explain in what respects 

and for what reasons we agree or disagree, only if we take the trouble to 

examine all the assumptions and connections implicit in the argument, and 

face the question honestly, whether or not all the facts are as stated, and 

whether or not they really have the implications the original speaker claims 

(75). 

 

This is particularly helpful when analyzing the social construction of a social problem (Best 

2013). Toulmin explains that knowledge is acquired through pervasive arguments, which 

depend on the consistency and legitimacy of three core components of arguments: claims, 

grounds and warrants.  

                                                      
3 Toulmin formulated his model of arguments due to the lack of practical applicability of traditional logicians’ 

theories of arguments (e.g., 2003:2). That is, he challenged traditional logicians’ inability to account for why 

arguments may be effective (accepted) even when they do not stand up to “a philosopher’s ideal” (9). 

Specifically, Toulmin’s model helps us understand why some arguments may not be universally accepted, but 

still be accepted in particular fields of inquiry. His model shows that effective reasoning may depend on the 

norms of specific fields of inquiry.  
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 According to Toulmin (2003), in order for an argument to be acceptable by an 

audience, the claim, grounds and warrant must align with each other. The claim refers to the 

main thesis, “or conclusion,” of an argument, “whose merits we are seeking to establish” 

(90). The grounds provide support for the claim (91) and include data, “the facts we appeal 

to as a foundation for the claim” (90). Warrants serve as “bridges” (91) between the data and 

the claim. Warrants can be understood as the justification that the grounds actually support 

the claim or, as Toulmin writes, answers questions such as “How do you get [from the data to 

the claim or conclusion]?” (91). Warrants refer to underlying principles, or assumptions: they 

are “the general hypothetical statements” that “authorize the sort of step to which our 

particular argument commits us” (91). To be persuaded by an argument, the audience must 

accept the principles of reasoning (the warrants) that make the grounds legitimately relevant 

to the claim.  

 While claims, grounds and warrants form the core of arguments, Toulmin identified 

additional components of arguments that also often come into play. A warrant may be 

challenged as unacceptable—that is, a challenger to the argument “may be dubious not only 

about this particular argument but about the more general question whether the warrant is 

acceptable at all” (95). Arguments thus also often entail backing, upon which warrants rest. 

Toulmin explains, “Standing behind our warrants…there will normally be other assurances, 

without which the warrants themselves would posses [sic] neither authority nor currency—

these other things we may refer to as the backing of warrants” (96). Backing, in other words, 

serves as evidence for the validity of the warrant; while “statements of warrants…are 

hypothetical, bridge like statements…the backing for warrants can be expressed in the form 
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of categorical statements of fact quite as well as can the data appealed to in direct support of 

our conclusions [claims]” (98). 

 Toulmin also identifies qualifiers, which articulate the degree to which the claim is 

true (93): “Some warrants authorize us to accept a claim unequivocally…with the adverb 

‘necessarily’” while “others authorize us to make the step from data to conclusion either 

tentatively, or else subject to conditions, exceptions or qualifications,” with “other modal 

qualifiers, such as ‘probably’ and ‘presumably’” (93). Finally, the rebuttal refers to the 

portion of the arguments that indicates exceptions, “circumstances in which general authority 

of the warrant would have to be set aside” (94). Arguers may provide backing, qualifiers, and 

rebuttals in order to strengthen the soundness of their argument.  

 Toulmin’s model is useful for understanding how boy advocates make their 

arguments, why their arguments may resonate with and potentially achieve “common sense” 

status among the audience. I use his model to identify the components (grounds, claims, 

warrants, backing, qualifiers and rebuttals) of the arguments. Identifying the components 

allows me to critically analyze how and why the arguments may be accepted by the audience 

and the possible consequences of them (e.g., how might these arguments shape the 

audience’s belief about gender, about in/equality, and about what should be done?) (Toulmin 

et al. 1984). This allows me to identify the meanings of gender and educational equality that 

boy advocates articulate in their arguments.  

 I coded the data in order to analyze discourse participants’ arguments. I conducted my 

coding on a Word document, creating two separate coding tables, one for each discourse 

participant’s claims about gender and another for each discourse participant’s claims about 

boys’ problems in schools (for a total of 8 coding tables). Within the table for each discourse 
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participant’s claims about gender, I created four categories in the form of columns, one for 

each of the following: (1) representations of boys/males/men/masculinity; (2) representations 

of girls/females/women/femininity; (3) stated mechanism of gender; (4) evidence.  

Each representation of boys/males/men/masculinity or of 

girls/females/women/femininity is a reference to a discourse participant’s claim about gender 

difference (for example, an anecdote or statement that boys are more aggressive than girls). 

Each of such representations occupied its own row in the table, in which I documented the 

exact passage from the book. Within each row, in the corresponding “stated mechanism of 

gender” column, I also included the exact passage that entailed a stated cause or mechanism 

for that purported gender difference, if present (e.g., a statement that boys are more 

aggressive because they are born with more testosterone). I also included within the 

corresponding row, or the respective “evidence” column, the exact passage that entailed any 

provided evidence for the purported gender difference and/or mechanism for that purported 

gender difference (e.g., a referenced study about the effect of boys’ higher levels of 

testosterone). Evidence was often, but not always, provided directly in the text of the book or 

in the endnotes.  

Within the table for each discourse participant’s claims about boys’ problems in 

school, I created four categories in the form of columns, one for each of the following: (1) 

what is the problem of boys?; (2) school or cultural process that causes boys’ problems; (3) 

solution; (4) evidence. Each representation of boys’ problems in school (i.e., what is the 

problem of boys?) occupied its own row in the table, in which I documented the exact 

passage from the book. I also include in such rows, in the corresponding columns, the exact 

passage for the corresponding representation of school or cultural process claimed to cause 
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such problem, the corresponding solution, and the evidence. This evidence related to either 

the representation of the problem of boys, the school or cultural process claimed to cause 

such problem, or the corresponding solution. In the coding of this evidence, I specified for 

which column it corresponded.  

Such coding allowed me to more clearly identify, and thus analyze in detail, discourse 

participants’ claims about gender and gender inequality in education. I then employed 

guiding questions in order to closely investigate the coding scheme. The following are the 

guiding questions I employed in order to analyze the discourse participants’ representations 

of gender and equality: according to the discourse participants, what determines gender? 

What characteristics, if any, are determined by gender and how so? Why are boys/men/males 

and girls/women/females different?4 What is masculinity? What is femininity? Are gender 

traits malleable or fixed? What, if any, normative prescriptions do discourse participants 

make about gender and students (i.e., which, if any, groups are representative of all or the 

‘average’ or ‘normal’ boy, girl, or student)? What are the causes of gender inequality in 

education today, and how are they related to gender and how are they related to schooling? 

Who is responsible for these causes? What role, if any, do race, ethnicity, social class, sexual 

orientation play in students’ academic performance? When does equality exist and when 

does it not? What must teachers and other school personnel do to help boys and, if discussed, 

girls? 

The coded text includes the evidence and reasons (i.e., the grounds) that discourse 

participants use to support their claims, which I also closely investigate in order to 

understand the underlying principles that connect the grounds to the claim (i.e., the warrants 

                                                      
4 All discourse participants I analyzed presumed that boys and girls are more different than similar to each 

other.  
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and, if present, the backing for warrants). To do so, I employed guiding questions such as: 

what type of evidence is deemed legitimate and what evidence is deemed illegitimate by these 

discourse participants? How is that evidence used (e.g., is it used to prove causation or 

correlation? Is it used to delegitimize others’ arguments?)? Do discourse participants 

challenge the legitimacy of others’ evidence and, if so, how? What assumptions are made 

about gender, schooling, and equality that underlie the claims made, and the evidence, 

reasons and solutions provided? What predominant ideologies support the legitimacy of the 

claims made and the evidence used? Would or do these representations hierarchically 

structure group relations and, if so, how?  

This coding process and these guiding questions allowed me to analyze the 

representations within the gender projects in popular-rhetorical literature that argue boys as 

victims of educational inequality. In the debate about boys’ current academic status, the 

various positions compete over definitions of gender and, consequently, not only the form of 

educational gender inequality that exists, but also the very definition of educational 

in/equality. They are competing for their project to become hegemonic—to influence the 

general population’s common sense notions of gender and gender equality. As I analyzed the 

data, I remained cognizant of historical and contemporary inequalities whereby middle- and 

upper-class, white, straight, and cis-gender male social members tend to have more power 

than poor, people of color, transgender and female social members. I thus seek to understand 

how the gender projects’ constitution of gender and gender equality affect this status quo.  

Gender Projects of the ‘Boy Turn’ Discourse 

 Among those who claim that boys are victims of educational inequality, I identify two 

gender projects. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, boy advocates at times acknowledge, even 
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if minimally, that which sociologists and psychologists (and, increasingly, biologists) have 

claimed for years: that there is more similarity than difference between boys/men and 

girls/women in interests, behaviors, and abilities. This recognition may lead educators and 

gender experts to conclude that gender should minimally, if at all, affect expectations, 

assumptions, and evaluations of students. Boy advocates, however, identify interests, 

behaviors, and abilities in gendered terms and thus represent gender differences as more 

consequential than any acknowledged gender similarity. This is why their arguments 

constitute gender projects; by identifying interests, behaviors, and abilities as gendered (i.e., 

as particular to one gender but not the other), boy advocates imbue gender with particular 

meanings—not only in terms of what determines gender (e.g., biology, culture, situational 

expectations, etc.), but also in terms of what it is that gender determines (interests, behaviors, 

abilities, as well as the appropriate pedagogy, curricula, and expectations for boys and girls). 

Each gender project’s explanations of gender and educational problems carries with it 

important interpretations of what is gender equality and how to achieve it. Based on the 

explanations, assumptions and solutions provide by boy advocates, I identify a 

neoconservative and a liberal gender project.  

Neoconservative Gender Project 

 In general, the conservative perspective emphasizes individualism, competition and 

freedom of choice (such as in a market economy). Although conservatives may not 

necessarily agree on the level of government intervention in social institutions,5 they tend to 

agree that capitalism is the best economic system and that individuals are responsible for 

                                                      
5 Because of their faith in a free market economy with minimal, if any, governmental intervention, for example, 

neoliberals advocate a weak state. Neoconservatives, however, stress a strong state in order to create and protect 

a social order rooted in tradition and a romanticized ideal past (Apple 2006).  
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their own success and must solve their own problems. Conservatives also emphasize 

traditional American values regarding the family, idealizing separate but presumably 

complementary spheres for men and women (Apple 2006; Sadovnik, Cookson and Semel 

2001). With regards to schooling, conservatives stress discipline, character education, as well 

as rigorous standards and testing to ensure efficiency and “excellence” (Apple 2006; 

Sadovnik et al. 2001). 

 As Apple (2006) reminds us, however, “The right is not a unitary movement,” but 

instead “a coalition of forces with many different emphases” (7). Neoconservatives in 

particular have “a vision of an Edenic past and [want] a return to discipline and traditional 

knowledge” (9). While neoconservatives value freedom, they stress the western Christian 

tradition and moral values in order to ground individual choices that may be too libertarian in 

an entirely free capitalistic market (13). Unlike neoliberals, then, neoconservatives believe 

that success lies not only in one’s free choices in a capitalistic economy, but in one’s 

disciplined choices, guided by a morality informed by traditional values (18).  

Further, neoconservatives tend to understand social categories like race and gender as 

genetically determined rather than socially constructed. According to them, then, the social 

order is simply a reflection of nature and any egalitarian efforts to improve women’s and 

racial minorities’ outcomes are useless, if not dangerous (43). Thus, according to 

neoconservatives, the problem today is that an ideal “society united by the strong moral 

authority of tradition” (13) has been destroyed by what they perceive as a liberal takeover of 

the government and its institutions.  

 With regards to schools specifically, neoconservatives lament a “loss of virtues, 

character, and ‘real’ knowledge” (13-14) and work to peel back any progressive efforts that 



 
 
 

33 

had decidedly egalitarian aims. They view the school as responsible for transmitting 

traditional American values such as individualism, hard work, patriotism and faith in the 

traditional family (with its concomitant gender roles) (Apple 2006; Sadovnik et al. 2001). As 

Apple (2006) further explains, the call for “return” that underlies neoconservative ideology is 

accompanied by “a fear of the ‘Other’” (39). Both their faith in an idealized American past, 

and fear of unknown “Others,” who presumably threaten a society united by common 

traditional virtues, contribute to neoconservatives’ calls for a common national curriculum 

rooted in Western traditions and increased emphasis on high standards and discipline.  

Such beliefs are also responsible for neoconservatives’ attacks on progressive 

demands since the 1950s and 1960s that pushed for more equal results among racial and 

ethnic, socioeconomic, and gender groups. According to neoconservatives, reforms informed 

by such demands are responsible for lowering the standards and excellence of U.S. education 

(Apple 2006; Sadovnik et al. 2001). Neoconservatives tend to therefore believe that quality is 

achieved when schools reward individual effort and transmit the cultural tools that allow 

individuals to compete on their own accord. Students who succeed are presumably moral, 

disciplined hard workers who deserve their individual success (Sadovnik et al. 2001:26-27). 

Neoconservative boy advocates include Sommers (2000) and Gurian (2001; Gurian 

2005), whose publications thoroughly provide the authors’ arguments about why gender now 

matters for boys in schools. The adherents of the neoconservative gender project uphold 

biological and traditional views of gender difference. As I discuss in Chapter 1, these boy 

advocates understand gender as genetically determined and dichotomous. Thus, they argue, 

boys are traditionally masculine and girls are traditionally feminine because genetic sex, or 

“nature,” dictates boys’ and girls’ interests, behaviors and abilities. These authors therefore 
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begin with the premise that, because boys and girls are biologically different, boys and girls 

learn differently. They argue that schools unfairly cater to girls’ but not boys’ inherent traits, 

learning styles and needs. 

As I discuss in Chapter 3, this conception of gender contributes to neoconservative 

boy advocates’ strategy of characterizing U.S. schools as a dangerous place—not only for 

boys, but for the U.S. in general. In order to further their efforts, neoconservatives often 

characterize progressive reforms in schools as both widespread and dangerous (Apple 

2006:2). Indeed, neoconservative boy advocates argue that schools have contributed to boys’ 

victimized status because they have been disproportionately, if not entirely overrun by 

progressive ideologies of gender that are archaic and unscientific and thus wrong and 

destructive. According to Sommers and Gurian, the solution for boys’ problems in education 

includes not only accommodating boys’ and girls’ inherent differences, but also moral (a.k.a. 

character) education so that boys especially, but girls as well, can learn to discipline some of 

their ore potentially destructive tendencies (e.g., aggression). 

Liberal Gender Project 

 The liberal gender project shares ideas about gender and equality with liberal 

feminists of the 1960s and 1970s. Like conservatives, liberals have faith in a capitalistic 

economy; however, unlike conservatives, they believe government intervention is essential to 

ensure that all social members have an equal opportunity for success. Liberals have a more 

structural perspective of gender, understanding that gender, like other social categories such 

as race and ethnicity, is socially constructed but nevertheless impacts one’s life chances. 

Liberals recognize that groups with more wealth, power and status tend to have an unfair 

advantage in a capitalist economy. Therefore, they argue, the government must ensure that all 
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gender, racial and ethnic, social class and sexual orientation groups have equal opportunity to 

succeed. Liberals disagree with conservatives that solely individual merit determines success, 

and stress that group membership is important in understanding and guaranteeing equality 

(Kimmel 2000; Omi and Winant 2015; Sadovnik et al. 2001). 

 The boy advocates that fit into the liberal gender project are William Pollack, Ph.D., 

Dan Kindlon, and Michael Thompson. These boy advocates insist that gender is largely a 

sociocultural construction and that, rather than biology causing gender difference, males and 

females become different primarily through socialization. According to these boy advocates, 

boys are socialized into a form of masculinity that is damaging to boys’ emotional well-being 

and to society more generally. These boy advocates explain that boys and girls inherently 

have the same emotional needs but boys lack the emotional expression, intimacy and 

attachment that are essential for all humans because of the cultural demands of masculinity, 

such as strength, stoicism, independence, and aggression. According to these authors, 

because boys do not learn to emotionally express themselves and connect with others, boys 

and men suffer disproportionately from violence, suicide, substance abuse, and school failure 

and disciplining.  

 Despite their notion that gender is a mostly sociocultural construction, liberal boy 

advocates nevertheless conceive of gender as dichotomous and implicitly defend a 

patriarchal social order. Although they claim that genetic sex does not determine gender, they 

do at times slip into biologically-deterministic explanations of genetic differences between 

males and females that are consequential.  

Further, these boy advocates’ social constructionist view of gender is an essentialist 

one that, in the end, is quite similar to that of Gurian and Sommers. Pollack (1998) and 
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Kindlon and Thompson (2000) claim that gender socialization makes boys and girls 

markedly different from each other—that is, that boys are categorically masculine, with 

similar behaviors, preferences and abilities, while girls are categorically feminine, with their 

own unique behaviors, preferences and abilities. These boy advocates do not account for the 

intersections of gender with other dimensions of oppression (e.g., race, ethnicity, social class, 

sexual orientation); instead they assume boys and girls as unitary categories. Moreover, they 

lament that cultural ideals of masculinity prevent males’ emotional development, and stress 

that the cultural expectations for masculinity must change. Yet they also maintain that boys 

should be masculine. They conclude that culturally we must teach boys that they can express 

their true emotions and, importantly, still be boy/men/masculine. 

 While these boy advocates blame the imperatives of masculinity for boys’ social 

problems, they shift their blame away from these imperatives and onto schools in their 

discussion of boys’ academic problems. According to these boy advocates, schools 

disadvantage boys because schools are tailored to girls’ femininity and thus do not 

accommodate boys’ fundamental masculinity. Thus, liberal boy advocates’ claims of boys’ 

academic problems closely, albeit not entirely, align with those of neoconservative boy 

advocates. Further, liberal boy advocates’ conclusions maintain gender difference in general 

and hegemonic masculinity in particular. Liberal boy advocates insist that males can cry and 

still be masculine, [re]constituting masculinity as different from that which is feminine and, 

what’s more, as more powerful and of higher status than femininity.   

Boy Advocates’ Gender Essentialism and Commitment to Freedom over Equity 

 As I discuss in Chapter 4, boy advocates rely not only on gender essentialism but also 

another U.S. social commitment, that of individual freedom, in order to promote their vision 
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of gender equality and appropriate schooling. I show in Chapter 4 that neoconservative boy 

advocates constitute the notion of “equality as parity” as in fact dangerous and oppressive 

because it limits boys’ freedom of individual expression. While liberal boy advocates do not 

explicitly articulate “equality as parity” as dangerous, they do advocate, as do 

neoconservative boy advocates, that schools must, but do not, allow for boys’ freedom of 

individual expression.  

 Both neoconservative and liberal boy advocates thus evoke the relatively recent value 

of freedom of self-expression, combined with the persistent belief in gender essentialism, in 

order to challenge a general consensus of equality in education that emerged in the era after 

the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court ruling. In the current late-modern era, there 

is an increasing cultural commitment to self-realization through the expression of a true self 

(Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Charles and Bradley 2009). Boy advocates combine this 

commitment to freedom of individual expression with gender essentialism to argue that 

equality exists when all individuals are equally free to express their true gendered selves.  

 It is important to emphasize that my critical analysis is not intended to determine 

whether boys are “truly” victims of inequality in school. Instead, my critical analysis is 

intended to show how discourse participants represent boys’ problems in schools and the 

structural and ideological implications of such representations (e.g., whether representations 

challenge or reinforce the hierarchical status quo and justifications for it). In this dissertation 

project, I seek to understand how discourse participants argue that boys, as a group, are 

victims of educational inequality in a time where the majority of wealth, authority and power 

are still in the hands of men in general.  
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 My analysis shows that despite seemingly different approaches to understanding and 

explaining boy problems in schools, boy advocates of both gender projects ultimately defend 

and justify a patriarchal (as well as racist, classist and heterosexist) social order. Adherents of 

the neoconservative gender project more explicitly argue that boys and girls should and will 

have different social and occupational outcomes; men and women should and will inhabit 

traditionally masculine and feminine roles, respectively. Even a cursory investigation into the 

political power, economic, and social rewards gained by traditionally masculine and feminine 

occupations and social roles demonstrate masculine privilege in this social world.  

Even though the liberal gender project conceives of gender as socially constructed, it 

nevertheless conceives of gender in essentialist terms. Further, while the liberal gender 

project may advocate reforming masculinity, its participants, as you will see in Chapter 4, 

defend hegemonic masculinity, albeit a reconstituted one. Like the neoconservative gender 

project, the liberal gender project in the boy crisis discourse seeks not to destroy patriarchy 

but to instead rearticulate the ideological basis upon which it is predicated.6 Further, their 

attacks on progressive reforms and representations of which boys are in trouble suggest, at 

minimum, a continued marginalization of students who are of poor and working-class 

background, of color and/or who are not cis-gender or heterosexual (Apple 2006:9). 

Dissertation Chapter Overview 

In Chapters 1 and 2, I describe boy advocates’ claims about what gender is—that is, 

what causes gender and how gender is important. In Chapter 1 I identify and describe 

                                                      
6 The neoconservative and liberal gender projects are not the only conceivable possibilities in any discourse 

about gender. Connell (2005), for example, describes a position of a more radically “left” gender project. This 

position would advocate not simply to “transform gender” but to eliminate it entirely with “the annihilation of 

masculinity” (228), thereby destroying the patriarchal structure. On the other hand, a “far right” project would 

not only uphold genetically deterministic notions of gender, but also argue more overtly and explicitly the 

inherent superiority of males over females.  
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neoconservative boy advocates’ data, claims and warrants about gender. In Chapter 2 I apply 

the same analysis to liberal boy advocates’ arguments. As you will find from both Chapters 1 

and 2, neoconservative and liberal boy advocates disagree on the basis of gender (biological 

sex versus socialization), but ultimately both conceive of gender in essential, categorical and 

dichotomous terms. 

 Chapter 3 demonstrates that boy advocates’ constitution of equality depends on their 

articulation of gender. Here, I analyze boy advocates’ grounds and reasoning (warrants) for 

their claim that schools disadvantage boys and must change in order to help boys. Chapter 3 

shows that boy advocates’ descriptions of boys’ status in schools today significantly mirror 

previous civil rights, progressive and feminist efforts to constitute minority, working-class, 

and female students as “disadvantaged”. Chapter 3 demonstrates that boy advocates’ claims 

about what must change in school depend on their notions of gender. 

 Chapter 4 is a critical analysis of neoconservative and liberal boy advocates’ 

arguments about boys’ status in the education system today. I scrutinize boy advocates’ 

articulation of gender, commenting on the grounds upon which they base their claim that 

schools must change in order to accommodate boys. In doing so, I critique evidence that boy 

advocates provide about gender difference. I also critique boy advocates’ notions of gender 

for ignoring dimensions of race, ethnicity, sexuality and social class that sociological and 

feminist work has shown to mediate expressions, understandings and experiences of gender. I 

further demonstrate in Chapter 4 that, by ignoring these other dimensions, both liberal and 

neoconservative boy advocates base their claims on an articulation of gender that 

marginalizes boys who do not conform to normative prescriptions of masculinity, as well as 

girls.   
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 I also contextualize boy advocates’ claims within current widespread understandings 

and efforts for equal educational opportunity in order to demonstrate how boy advocates re-

articulate widespread ideas of “equality.” I show that boy advocates’ evidence of boys’ 

disadvantage, reasoning for such disadvantage, and solutions resonate today because they fit 

some tenets of the equity paradigm. I also show, however, that boy advocates blame recent 

equity efforts for causing boys’ disadvantage due to their essentialist articulation of gender 

and because they invoke widespread values of freedom of expression. I show that, by 

invoking another long-held American value—freedom—boy advocates re-articulate current 

egalitarian ideals and reforms as antithetical to widespread values of freedom. Boy advocates 

thus employ the logic of the equity paradigm in their arguments about boys’ disadvantage, 

yet, in doing so, they re-articulate the concept of ‘equality’ to challenge typical equity 

concerns of recent decades.  

 I conclude my dissertation by reminding readers that boy advocates are engaged in 

gender projects to rearticulate the meaning of gender and dominant ideologies based on that 

meaning. Their articulation of gender serves to disrupt widespread egalitarian ideology and 

rearticulate such ideology as unfair and oppressive (to boys). Thus, my dissertation 

demonstrates that despite their seemingly different conceptions of gender, both 

neoconservative and liberal gender projects arrive at similar, albeit not identical, 

constitutions of equality. They both reinforce gender differences and consequently defend the 

stubborn racial, gender, sexuality and social class hierarchical social order that the equity 

model has aimed to eliminate. In short, boy advocates arrive at an articulation of equality that 

is oppositional to current widespread equity concerns. 
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CHAPTER 1: NEOCONSERVATIVE BOY ADVOCATES’ CLAIMS ABOUT GENDER 

 

In this chapter I describe Michael Gurian and Christina Hoff Sommers’ claims that 

gender is biologically-determined. I identify Gurian and Sommers as “neoconservative boy 

advocates” (heretofore referred to as NBAs) because their views of gender and gender 

equality are similar to those of neoconservatives more generally (Apple 2006). I focus my 

analysis on Gurian’s Boys and Girls Learn Differently! (2001) and The Minds of Boys 

(2005), and Sommers’ The War Against Boys (2000).  

The theory of gender projects predicts that the (re)articulation of equality depends on 

the (re)articulation of gender (see Introduction). Indeed, NBAs’ claims about gender serve as 

grounds for their broader claims about boys’ problems in schools and which solutions must 

be carried out. In this chapter I address NBAs claims about the ontological status of gender 

that serves as the basis of such broader claims. I do so by breaking down their claims about 

gender into grounds, which I further break down and interrogate. Toulmin et al. (1984) 

explains that claims are dependent on grounds, which, in practice, are often themselves “sub-

arguments” (75). Such sub-arguments themselves are built on their own foundations (e.g., 

grounds) and entail their own warrants and backing. This breakdown allows me to later (in 

Chapter 3) critically examine the strength and possible implications of NBAs overall 

arguments.  

NBAs’ claims about gender are based on grounds, each of which I treat as sub-

arguments in this chapter. The following diagrams show the “whole pattern of connections” 

(Toulmin et al. 1984:75) that comprise NBAs’ claims about gender. Figure 1 illustrates the 

grounds and warrants for NBAs overall claim about gender. Figure 2-4 illustrate the sub-
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grounds, sub-warrants and, where relevant, sub-backing for each sub-argument (ground) of 

their overall claim about gender: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Neoconservative Boy Advocates’ Original Argument 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Sub-Argument for 1 

 

 

 

Claim: 

Biological sex 

determines gender 

Grounds: 

1. Social science and feminist scholars are 

wrong about gender 

2. Gender differences are a result of 

evolutionary adaptations 

3. Biological sex correlates with gender traits 

Warrant: 

If social science and feminist scholars are wrong that 

gender is socialized, biological evolution has caused 

gender differences and biological sex correlates with 

gender traits, then biological sex determines gender 

Sub-Argument 1: 

Social science and 

feminist scholars are 

wrong about gender 

Sub-Grounds 1: 

Unlike NBAs, social science and 

feminist does not employ the latest 

biological methods in their research 

Sub-Warrant 1: 

The latest biological methods are more 

credible than social science methods   

Sub-Backing 1: 

Latest biological empirical findings on gender 



 
 
 

43 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Sub-Argument for 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Figure 4 Sub-Argument for 3 

Sub-Warrant 2: 

Groups who take on different tasks over human history 

evolve to be inherently different from each other  

Sub-Argument 3: 

Biological sex correlates 

with gender traits 

Sub-Grounds 3a: 

Empirical findings of biological sex 

differences that correlate with empirical 

findings of gender differences 

Sub-Warrant 3a: 

The correlation of biological and gender 

differences is caused by inborn biological 

processes that we cannot change 

Sub-Grounds 3b: 

Over-interpretation of discrete traits, 

anecdotes and common perceptions 

show obvious biologically based 

gender differences 

Sub-Warrant 3b: 

Over-interpretation, anecdote and common 

perceptions are credible sources of knowledge to 

generalize about the ontological status of gender 

Backing 3b: 

Biological research confirms what we 

commonsense perceptions about the truth of gender 

Qualifiers 3: 

“on average”, 

“mostly”, “often,” 
“tend to”, etc. 

Rebuttal 3: 

Except in the case of 

“bridge brains” 

Sub-Grounds 2: 

Men and women have 

historically taken on 

different tasks 

Sub-Argument 2: 

Gender differences are 

a result of evolutionary 

adaptations 
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I treat each of the grounds to NBAs claims that gender is biologically-determined as 

sub-arguments and describe each accordingly, in addition to relevant warrants and backing. I 

address each component in the sections that follow: 

Sub-Argument 1: Social science and feminist scholars are wrong about gender. 

Sub-Grounds 1: Unlike NBAs, social science and feminist research does not employ 

the latest biological methods in their research 

Sub-Argument 2: Gender differences are a result of necessary evolutionary 

adaptations 

Sub-Grounds 2: Men and women have historically carried out different tasks 

Sub-Argument 3: Biological sex differences correlate with gender differences  

Sub-Grounds 3a: Empirical findings of biological sex differences that correlate with 

empirical findings of gender differences 

Sub-Grounds 3b: Over-interpretations, anecdotes and common perceptions as 

evidence of biologically-determined gender 

After I describe the above components, I describe the comprehensive representations of 

gender from NBAs arguments about gender. I then dedicate a section to my analysis of 

NBAs’ position that gender determines boys’ and girls’ true self.  

Sub-Argument 1: Social Science and Feminist Scholars are Wrong about Gender 

 Beginning in the first half of the 20th century, a general consensus emerged amongst 

feminist and social science gender scholars that gender is a social construction and is distinct 

from sex. Many feminist and gender scholars base their claims about gender equality on this 

social constructionist view of gender. NBAs claim that social science and feminist scholars 

of gender are wrong about gender, and thus are not credible experts on the topic.  
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 Gurian and Sommers differ in the quality of their claims about feminist and gender 

scholars—that is, in the extent of their attacks on them—but they both claim that such 

scholars are not credible scientists. Gurian’s critiques are gentler, in that he attributes 

feminist and social science researchers’ erroneous conclusions about gender to less 

developed technology of the time. In this way he preserves their status as scientists, 

suggesting they arrived at their conclusions with the best tools they had available at the time 

they wrote:  

The social thinkers of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s did not have PET scans, 

MRIs, SPECT scans, and other biological research tools available to them. 

They had to make assumptions about how children learn without any real 

scientific evidence. Because they could not look inside the heads of human 

beings to see the differences in the brains of males and females, they had to 

lean away from nature-based theory toward social trends theory. They had to 

overemphasize the power of nurture in gender studies because they didn’t 

have a way to study the actual nature of male and female (2005:42). 

 

 Sommers (2000), in contrast, makes ad hominem attacks on feminist scholars who 

“flatly den[y] that there are any innate differences” (73) and “explain[n] that gender, which is 

indeterminate at birth, is formed and fixed later by a process of socialization” (74). She calls 

into question their status as honest and credible scientists of gender. Feminist scholars, who 

are the target of most of her wrath throughout her book, are anti-science, self-serving 

ideologues who lack common sense and bury the truth about gender, all in the name of 

misguided, self-serving egalitarian aims. They commonly engage in “self-deception” (78), 

“ignore this scientific research” (76) and assume gender is socialized in order “to suit the 

ends of equity and social justice” (75), since “a vigilant egalitarianism is the order of the 

day” (77): “in gender-equity workshops, the women’s research institutes, the Department of 

Education publications, it is as if none of this evidence [that some masculine and feminine 
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traits may be hardwired] exists. Indeed, if some social constructionists could have their way, 

no such evidence would exist” (90—emphasis in original).  

 Sommers discusses the reason feminists may be wary of the counterevidence to their 

theory that gender is socially constructed: “many fear that the findings of such research could 

be used against women” (91). Although Sommers may seem empathic at this moment, she in 

fact derides feminist scholars for being driven by fear and ideology rather than truth. She 

claims that this fear makes feminists deny scientific truth and hold steadfast to damaging, 

self-serving ideology: 

Given the long history of how natural differences between men and women 

were constantly interpreted as proofs of male superiority, it is understandable 

that women such as Steinem and Allred react with suspicion to the suggestion 

that men and women are in any way innately different. Nevertheless, the 

corrective to that shameful history is not more bad science and rancorous 

philosophy; it is good science and clear thinking about the rights of all 

individuals, however they may differ (92—emphasis added). 

 

Thus, Sommers claims that ideology is the reason that feminist and other social 

science researchers arrive at findings about gender that differ so markedly from biological 

scientists who study gender. Gurian also posits that ideology is the reason that social 

scientists’ maintain that gender is socially constructed, albeit more subtly than does 

Sommers. He suggests that holding the view that gender is socially constructed only serves 

institutional or ideologically-driven desires: “Our civilization can now see plainly and 

understand how gender—maleness and femaleness—happens in the brain and can put to rest 

the idea that humans can, should, or need to reengineer the brain into whatever our recent 

educational institutions or ideologies want it to be” (Gurian 2005:26).  
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Sub-Grounds 1: Unlike NBAs, Social Science and Feminist Researchers do not Employ 

the Latest Biological Methods 

 Gurian and Sommers’ claims about social science and feminist scholars depends on 

their assertions that biological scientific methods are more legitimate sources of knowledge 

about gender than are those of social sciences. They argue that the social constructionist view 

of gender is based on faulty science. They critique social science on gender as antiquated 

because it does not employ the latest methods and technologies of the biological sciences. 

They also argue that the methods and data of qualitative social scientific research are not 

objective but instead ideologically-driven. Gurian and Sommers argue that, in contrast to 

feminist and gender scholars, they have arrived at the truth about gender equality because 

they base their claims on more objective, scientific knowledge about gender: “new gender 

sciences show that some of the assumptions about gender in the last century of education 

were not accurate at all” (Gurian 2005:42). Because the social constructionist premise about 

gender is based on antiquated methods, so is “most educational theory” that builds on it: “it’s 

important to remember that most educational theory on which our school system and our 

classroom pedagogy is based actually grows out of social thinking four to six decades old” 

(Gurian 2005:42—emphasis added).  

 The step from these grounds (that feminist and social science researchers do not 

employ the latest biological methods and technologies) to NBAs claim that feminist and 

social scientists are wrong about gender depends on the warrant that biological science is the 

most objective, valid, reliable, and thus credible, source of knowledge about gender. Social 

scientific research is therefore, according to NBAs, not a credible source of knowledge about 

gender. Gurian and Sommers provide backing of this warrant by referencing new biological 
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research findings about gender. Research on gender in “the last two decades” is now more 

reliable, and proves that gender is not acquired through socialization, but rather innate: “a 

new method of understanding how children develop and learn, one we might call a ‘hard 

science’ approach, has become possible…The new brain research shows that boys and girls 

are intrinsically not the same” (Gurian 2005:41—emphasis added). According to Sommers, 

the “doctrine” that gender differences are socially constructed “does not stand up well under 

critical scrutiny…In the past few years there have been important developments in 

neuroscience, evolutionary psychology, genetics, and neuroendocrinology that all but refute 

the social constructionist thesis and point to certain inborn gender differences” (2000:86-

87—emphasis added). 

Sub-Argument 2: Gender Differences are a Result of Necessary Evolutionary 

Adaptations 

 NBAs claim that evolution has caused gender differences. According to NBAs, 

gender tradition and stereotype reflect a reality rooted in nature because traditional gender 

roles emerged out of evolutionary necessity (e.g., Gurian 2001:44; Sommers 2000:80). 

Sommers (2000) references “evolutionary psychology” to claim that there are “distinctive 

gender differences in special aptitudes and characteristic behaviors” (88). Gender differences 

in the brain have evolved over human history: The “gradual evolution of the human brain” 

began “around two million years ago. As the brain evolved, its elements (amygdala, two 

hemispheres, brain stem, limbic system, and so on) diverged in development, to a degree, 

according to gender” (Gurian 2001:38-39).  
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Sub-Grounds 2: Men and Women Have Historically Carried Out Different Tasks 

 Whereas Sommers references “evolutionary psychology” in passing to evidence 

innate differences between males and females (2000:87, 88), Gurian provides a more 

explicit, thorough evolutionary account for biological gender differences. He explains that, as 

hunters and gatherers, humans required various responsibilities to be fulfilled “in order for 

the human species to survive” (2001:39). These different tasks were “naturally” divided 

among males and females and consequently “both the brain and its hormones—which are 

catalysts for brain activity—came to differ with gender” (Gurian 2001:39):  

Because males mainly hunted, they needed to develop a spatial-mechanical 

brain. They needed to see well, but did not need fine-detail sensory awareness 

as much as females, who cared for off-spring. The male brain was wired, 

therefore, for more physical movement—with more blood flow in the brain 

stem than the female brain has—but for less verbal input and output. (Words 

weren’t needed much during the hunt) (2005:58, see also Gurian 2001:39).  

 

Underlying this step from these grounds to the sub-claim that gender differences have 

evolved over time is the assumption—that is, the warrant—that groups of people who have 

taken on different tasks over human history have evolved to be inherently different from each 

other. As detailed in Chapter 4, such evolutionary evidence for innate gender differences has 

many flaws. One major criticism of such evidence is that it is largely based on speculation, 

and tends to comprise “just so” stories and rely on minimal evidence other than perceived 

patterns of gender differences (Kimmel 2000). Despite the facile and simplistic nature of 

evolutionary explanations for purported gender differences, NBAs maintain that they are 

scientifically valid. Such evolutionary accounts buttress their claims of biological gender 

differences that happen to correspond to stereotypical and traditional notions of gender. 

Current gender patterns simply reflect evolutionary necessity. Thus, traditional masculinity is 

inherent to males and traditional femininity is inherent to females.  
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Sub-Argument 3: Biological Sex Differences Correlate with Gender Differences 

 Neoconservative boy advocates Gurian and Sommers consider gender to comprise 

fundamental traits that are innate. They claim that gender is determined by, or the same as, 

biological sex. This is in contrast to feminist and gender scholars’ claims that gender is a 

social construction, different from biological sex and learned about and acquired through the 

socialization process.  

 In line with a long tradition of focusing on the brain to explain gender differences 

(Gould 1981; Kimmel 2000), NBAs claim that boys/men and girls/women have biologically-

determined gendered brains. Gurian (2001:204), for example, equates sex with gender in the 

brain: “the human brain is sexualized and genderized—it is male and it is female.” Sommers 

(2000) describes “sex differences in the brain” (89) and claims that “some masculine and 

feminine traits may be hardwired” (89): “The more we learn about…male-female differences 

in brain structure and process, the harder it becomes to think of sex differences the way 

[feminist scholar] Chodorow thought of them” (2000:126). 

Sub-Grounds 3a: Empirical Findings of Biological Sex Differences that Correlate with 

Empirical Findings of Gender Differences 

 Gurian and Sommers evidence biological brain-based research, large-scale surveys, 

and quantitative data. This evidence shows correlations between gender differences and 

biological processes: “scientists” show “how physiological sex differences correlate with 

differences in preferences and aptitudes” (Sommers 2000:89).  

Sommers’ evidence on gender differences in aptitudes include statistical analyses 

published in science magazines (Hedges and Nowell 1995; Kimura 1999) and in books 

(Blum 1997; Goleman 1995; Halpern 1992) that show males to be “on average, better at 
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spatial reasoning” and “spatial manipulation” (Sommers 2000:87) and females to “have 

better verbal skills” (87). Gurian, on the other hand, says that the gender differences in the 

cognitive traits that he identifies come from “brain-based research” (2001:44), but cites 

minimal publications to ground his claim about gender differences. That is, he identifies at 

least “ten areas” of “learning-style difference” (2001:44) between boys and girls but cites no 

empirical backing for any of them (2001:44-52). He also describes behavioral and cognitive 

traits unique to “boy energy” (2005:43-46) but only references an article from a poetry book 

(Strand 1978). Note, then, that evidence for purportedly conclusive gender cognitive and 

behavioral differences is not primarily from sources that maintain academic or scientific rigor 

or standards. Further, Gurian’s omission of an empirical foundation to claims of gender 

difference is elaborated in Sub-Grounds 3b section. 

NBAs also provide evidence about biological differences between gender groups. 

Such evidence includes gender differences in size of various brain structures, such as the 

corpus callosum (ABCNews 1995; Carter and Frith 1998). It also includes evidence of 

gender differences in brain activity, such as in the frontal cortex (Diamond 2003; Shaywitz, 

Shaywltz, Pugh et al. 1995) and the limbic system (Gur, Mozley, Mozley et al. 1995). As 

Gurian clarifies, “PET scans and MRIs allow all of us to observe the structural and functional 

differences between the brains of boys and girls. When you look at a scan of male and female 

brains doing any kind of task, you see different parts of the brain light up, with differing 

levels of brain activity in these cortical sections” (Gurian 2005:46). Gurian also cites 

biological differences in neural connection, with girls having “stronger “neural connectors in 

their temporal lobes” (Gurian 2005:48); use of brain blood flow, as boys’ “brains overall 

operate with 15 percent less blood flow than do girls” (50) hormone levels, with boys 
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“tend[ing] to have more dopamine in their bloodstream” (48) and “girls hav[ing] more 

estrogen and oxytocin than boys” while “boys have higher levels of testosterone…and 

vasopressin” (49) 

Even here, however, much of the evidence is not from sources that maintain academic 

or scientific rigor. Sommers’ evidence about gender differences in brain activity comes from 

science news magazines (Gur et al. 1995; Shaywitz et al. 1995), as does Gurian’s (2005) 

evidence about boys’ brain blood use (Marano 2003). Gurian’s (2005) evidence about males’ 

and amygdala size and aggression levels comes from an article originally published in a Boy 

Scouts online news magazine (VanScoy 2002). Sommers’ evidence about a wider corpus 

callosum “in the female brain” (2000:89) comes from an ABC News Special (ABCNews 

1995), and Gurian’s evidence of “at least 100 differences in male and female brains [that] 

have been described so far” (2005:46) comes from ABC News (Onion 2004).7 Further, 

Gurian’s evidence about boys’ dopamine levels come from a personal interview a physician, 

Dr. Daniel Amen (Gurian 2005:48, 315). All other evidence cited by Gurian for biological 

differences comes from published books (Baron-Cohen 2003; Blum 1997; Carter and Frith 

1998; Moir 1989; Rhoads 2004) or lectures by published authors, such as Marian Diamond 

(Gurian 2005:49, 315). Further, Gurian claims many biological differences between males 

and females without citing external references (discussed further in the following section).  

 The authors’ evidence is that biological sex differences correspond with gender 

differences. Hence, for example, the finding that the right and left brain hemispheres light up 

in more women than men while conducting “a simple language task” (Sommers 2000:89) 

may “explain the female advantage in [language]” (90); and the finding “that the female 

                                                      
7 Gurian (2005) cites this in his endnotes (315), I was not able to locate this particular ABC News Broadcast. 

All library and internet searches only turned up Gurian’s own citations in this and other books. 
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corpus callosum…allows more cross-talk between hemispheres than does that of the male” 

explains why “girls test out better at multitasking” (Gurian 2005:48). This evidence warrants 

NBAs claims about gender due to underlying assumptions about causality. I critique this 

warrant in detail in Chapter 4, but it is necessary here to clarify the warrant here: NBAs 

assume that a correlation between biological sex differences and gender differences (in 

aptitude, behaviors and preferences, for example) is caused by inborn biological processes 

that we cannot change.  

 I will now detail the gender differences that NBAs claim to have a biological basis.8 

NBAs’ claims about each gender group’s biologically-determined traits contribute to 

comprehensive representations of boys and girls, which I further outline in a later section of 

this chapter. The evidence provided for these gender traits are biological sex differences, 

regardless of whether the authors cite external references for these differences. These gender 

differences with a claimed biological basis are listed in Table 1. The first column indicates 

the general trait, while the second column indicates boys’ and girls’ purportedly biologically-

determined gendered expression of that trait. The third column indicates which of the NBAs 

(Gurian, Sommers or both) claims such biologically-determined gender difference, and 

where (which publication).  

Because many of the traits are described in relation to the other gender group, I list 

the inherent expression(s) of the trait next to the particular gender stated in the author’s 

description, in an effort to remain as faithful as possible to the original text. For example, 

Gurian (2001) describes males as “more aggressive,” and I therefore list “more aggressive” 

                                                      
8 The authors claimed more inherent gender differences than those listed in Table 1 but mentioned some of such 

gender differences only once and never referred to them again in terms of importance to their central claim 

about gender. Due to this relative unimportance and for the sake of clarity, I did not include such supposed 

biologically-determined gender differences in this table.  
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as a male trait in column 1. Also, the authors make myriad statements regarding some 

particular gendered trait. For example, Gurian (2001, 2005) references boys’ purported 

inherent spatial-mechanical superiority more than twenty times in his two texts, and certainly 

listing each reference for this trait would compromise clarity. I therefore do not list every 

statement regarding the expressed trait by each author, but instead provide an abstracted 

description of the authors’ claim regarding each trait. I indicate such traits in Table 1 to be, 

according to the boy advocates, biologically-determined.9 Finally, as I discuss below, these 

boy advocates discuss gender differences with qualifiers (Toulmin et al. 1984; Toulmin 

2003), such as “tend to,” “likely to” and “some” or “most”—as in, “girl and women tend to 

recharge and reorient neural focus without pronounced rest states” (Gurian 2005:51—

emphasis added). As I explain below, these authors are describing fundamental gender 

differences despite these qualifiers, and I therefore leave out such qualifiers in Table 1. 

 Boy advocates state the biological differences that correlate with and thus cause the 

gender differences that I list in Table 1. However, NBAs also claim some gender differences 

to be biologically-determined but do not state the exact biological basis to that gender 

difference. Similarly, and importantly, these boy advocates at times make no mention of any 

biological basis to some gender differences that they identify, but the placement of the 

authors’ description of the gender difference near other purported biologically-determined 

gender differences make that particular gender difference also seem biologically-determined. 

For example, Gurian (2001) writes that “girls and women are able to hear things better than 

boys and men” (30) with no mention of a biological basis. Yet the claim of this gender 

                                                      
9 In my analysis of gender traits, I initially listed all the traits and claimed biological mechanisms by remaining 

a faithful as possible to how the authors described the traits and mechanisms. This compromised clarity, 

however. In order to present a clear outline of these authors’ articulations of gender, I only list the gendered 

traits in Table 1. 
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difference in hearing suggests that it is biologically-determined because it occurs in a section 

that begins “How the brain uses its cell and blood activity differs considerably in males and 

females” (29). In that section, Gurian also details a number of gender differences and their 

biological bases until the point he identifies this particular gender difference in hearing. 

Thus, there may be no biological basis to this gender difference in hearing according to 

Gurian, yet the placement of this stated gender difference suggests there to be one, or, at the 

very least, that gender differences in hearing are fundamental to gender. Indeed, Gurian 

further discusses many more gender differences for which he provides no biological basis, 

and such differences are discussed in the context of his overarching “male-female brain 

difference theory” (2005:149, 157), thereby suggesting such differences to be biologically-

determined. Nevertheless, I do not include in Table 1 this or any other gender differences that 

the authors mention but do not directly state to have a biological basis or correlation.  

According to Gurian and Sommers, the following gender differences correlate with 

and thus are rooted in different brain sizes, structures, chemistries, and hormones between 

males and females:  
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Table 1 Differences Represented as Having Biological Basis 

Trait Difference  Reference 

Aggression Males aggressive; physically aggressive; more 

violent 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

 

more physically aggressive; aggressive 

tendencies and rough natures; more 

prone to violence 

Sommers 2000 

Females less aggressive; passive Gurian 2001 

Attention Span Males    male brain is better at zoning out; tend 

toward issues with attention span 

Gurian 2001 

Females female brain does not suffer as many 

attention problems 

Gurian 2001 

Brain Rest 

States 

Males male brain moves to a “rest state” to 

renew, recharge and reorient itself 

Gurian 2005 

 

Females recharges and reorients neural focus 

without pronounced rest states 

Gurian 2005 

Cognitive 

Reasoning 

Males male proclivity toward high abstraction Gurian 2001 

Females female brain often finds it easier when 

mathematics is taken out of the abstract 

world of signs and signifiers, and put 

into the concrete world; female brain 

thinks more inductively 

Gurian 2001 

Competition Males competitive; aggressively competitive Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 inherently competitive; natural 

competitiveness 

Sommers 2000 

Females less competitive Gurian 2001 

The genders are naturally competitive with each 

other 

Gurian 2001 

Dominance, 

Power, 

Hierarchy 

Males manage social energy through striving 

for dominance or pecking order 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

Females manage social bonds through egalitarian 

alliances 

Gurian 2001 

Emotion Males lessor emotive ability; inherent slowness 

in processing emotive information 

Gurian 2001 

 

 

 

lash out when upset; less interested in 

talking about feelings and personal 

relationships 

Sommers 2000 

 

Females female brain processes more emotive 

stimulants, through more senses and 

more completely; female brain 

verbalizes emotive information quickly 

Gurian 2001 

 

 Sit down and chat about it when upset Sommers 2000 
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Table 1 Differences Represented as Having Biological Basis (continued) 

 

Trait Difference Reference 

Empathy and 

Relationships 

Females capable of quick and immediate 

empathic responses to others’ pain and 

needs; bond first and ask questions later 

Gurian 2001 

 

 more nurturing Sommers 2000 

Impulsivity & 

Risk Taking 

Males impulsive; increased impulsive risk 

behavior 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 less risk averse Sommers 2000 

Females better at controlling impulsive behavior; 

have a weakness in the area of risk 

taking; considered 

Gurian 2001 

Maturity Males less mature Gurian 2001 

Females brain matures earlier Gurian 2001 

 maturity gap, especially in the second 

decade of life is one of the most 

pronounced brain-based gaps males and 

females ever experience 

Gurian 2001 

Memory Males succeed well in memorization when 

greater amounts of information come in 

list organization and in listed substrata 

of categorization 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

Females increased memory storage Gurian 2001 

Motor Skills Males worse handwriting Gurian 2001; 

2005 

Females superior fine-motor skills; brain links 

fine motor activity to verbal activity 

better 

Gurian 2001 

Multitasking & 

Focus 

Males male brain doesn’t naturally multitask as 

well; do better when focusing for long 

periods on one task in which depth of 

learning takes place; do less well when 

required to move from task to task very 

quickly 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

Females better at multitasking; like moving from 

one mode to another 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

Physical 

Energy/Activity 

Males fidgety; physical; kinesthetic-physical 

life experience, need for movement in 

the male brain 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

Females sedentary and quiet Gurian 2001 

Self-assertion & 

Self-reliance 

Males increased self-assertion, self-reliance Gurian 2001 

Females less self-assertion, self-reliance Gurian 2001 
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Table 1 Differences Represented as Having Biological Basis (continued) 

 
Trait Difference Reference 

Sensory 

Perception 

Skills (General) 

Females greater functioning sensory intake; more 

sensorially detailed memory storage;  

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

Sensory 

Perception 

Skills 

(Auditory) 

Females better listening, especially for tones of 

voice 

Gurian 2005 

Sensory 

Perception 

Skills (Visual) 

Males see better in brighter light; vision is 

male’s best-developed mode of sensing 

and acquiring information 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

Females increased sensitivity to bright light; see 

better in lower light 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

Sensory 

Perception 

Skills (Tactile) 

Females more tactile sensitivity Gurian 2001 

Sex Drive Males greater and more constant sex drive; 

boys have higher levels of testosterone 

(a hormone closely associated with sex) 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

 

 

promiscuous; far more likely to pursue 

casual sexual encounters; are primed for 

sex 

Sommers 2000 

Sex Segregation Males congregate together in the playground to 

play ball; forging friendships and 

bonding in ways that are critical; desire 

to become “one of the boys” 

Sommers 2000 

 

Females spend hours exchanging confidences 

with each other or playing theatrical 

games are honing their social skills 

Sommers 2000 

The genders gravitate toward their own gender 

groups 

Gurian 2001 

Spatial-

Mechanical  

(Math and 

Science) 

Males better at spatial relationships; spatial 

skills, spatial information and spatial 

abilities; male brain relies more heavily 

on spatial-mechanical stimulation and is 

occupied with more cortical areas for 

spatial-mechanical experience 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 better at spatial reasoning Sommers 2000 

Females don’t naturally gravitate toward spatial 

stimulants; do not so naturally learn 

math and science 

Gurian 2001 
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Table 1 Differences Represented as Having Biological Basis (continued) 

 
Trait Difference Reference 

Verbal/Langua

ge Arts 

(Reading & 

Writing)  

Males male brain has fewer areas of the brain 

wired for language, reading, and 

writing; boys’ brains do not create as 

many words as girls’ 

Gurian 2001; 

2005 

 

 greater vulnerability to language 

disabilities 

Sommers 2000 

Females superior at listening, language skills, 

communicative tasks; more areas of the 

female brain devoted to verbal 

functioning 

Gurian 2001 

2005 

 

 better verbal skills; advantage in 

language 

Sommers 2000 

 

Each author, as noted in Table 1, represents boys and girls as two mutually exclusive, 

opposite and unitary categories. Kimmel (2000:1) identifies this common understanding of 

gender as the “planetary” theory of gender. Indeed, Gurian cites a teacher: “Sometimes I 

think we’re [boys and girls/women] from two different planets” (2001:148). 

Before I describe NBAs representations of boys and girls, however, it is important to 

recognize that these boy advocates do express caveats to a dichotomous formulation of 

gender. Nearly all of Gurian and Sommers’ descriptions of boys are stated with qualifying 

adjectives and adverts like “most,” “many,” the “majority of,” the “normal,” the “average,” 

“in general,” or “often.” Similarly, the authors at times acknowledge overlap between 

genders, stating that many females may express the traits they describe as inherently male, 

and vice versa.  

Despite these qualifiers, however, these boy advocates do not describe the extent of 

variation within gender groups, but instead focus on the differences between them, so that 

their descriptions of males and females come to represent all males and all females, 

respectively. In an endnote, for example, Sommers recognizes that her characterization of 



 
 
 

60 

boys and girls do not represent all boys and all girls, respectively, only their averages. Yet 

she concludes that although not all boys are the same, “on the whole they are”:  

In talking about sex differences, it is important to bear in mind that the 

characterizations do not apply to all girls, not even all “normal” boys or girls. 

Although there are any number of gentle and shy boys who shrink from 

violence, it is said that boys are more aggressive than girls because on the 

whole they are. And although there are many girls who are less nurturing than 

the average boy, it is said that girls are more nurturing than boys because, on 

average, they are (2000:223—emphasis added). 

 

Although not all boys and not all girls are the same, Sommers represents boys and girls by 

their average. Further, despite her endnote, Sommers writes in the main text of her book, 

“Sex differences in violence are very real: physically males are more aggressive than 

females. Cross-cultural studies confirm the obvious: boys are universally more bellicose” 

(2000:62).  

 Similarly, Gurian qualifies that not all males have higher testosterone than females 

and that testosterone levels change by situation. He claims, however (as indicated in italics 

below), that males and females are “obviously” categorically different in aggressive 

competition because of the evidence of males’ “obviously” higher testosterone levels: 

There is great variety among boys and girls in their own hormonal levels. 

Some boys are high-testosterone: very aggressive, socially ambitious, striving 

for dominance, heavy in muscle mass, or a combination of these conditions. 

Some boys are low-testosterone, more sensitive, softer in appearance and 

manner. By adulthood, males can end up with twenty times more testosterone 

than females, but possibly only five or six times as much. Female hormone 

levels vary, of course, with the time of the month and other circumstances 

(such as hearing a child cry, seeing another person suffer, becoming pregnant, 

or even competing). When both males and females compete, their testosterone 

levels go up (females included), but males obviously have a much higher 

testosterone baseline; this makes males on average more aggressively 

competitive than females (2001:29—emphasis added). 

 

Gurian and Sommers rely on “averages” in order to homogenize diverse gender groups and 

claim boys and girls to be in fact categorically different from each other (Igo 2007).  
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In addition to qualifiers, Gurian in particular articulates a rebuttal, or, “exception[s] 

to the rule” (Toulmin 2003). Toulmin et al. (1984) defines rebuttals as “the extraordinary or 

exceptional circumstances that might undermine the force of the supporting arguments” 

(95—emphasis in original). Oftentimes arguers will consider possible rebuttals to their own 

arguments because doing so strengthens such arguments: “the rebuttal anticipates certain 

objections which might otherwise be advanced against the argument” (Brockriede and 

Ehninger 1960:45). The rebuttal registers the fact…that the claim is directly supported by the 

grounds...only in the absence of some particular exceptional condition, which would 

undercut (i.e., withdraw the authority of the warrant for) the inference” (Toulmin 1984:96—

emphasis in original). Gurian’s identification of “bridge brains” is an example of rebuttals.  

As an exception to his claim about the gendered brain, Gurian mentions “the child 

who doesn’t fit his or her gender type” (2001:223), identifying “those in the center of the 

male-female continuum” as “children whose brains are what we commonly call bridge 

brains” (223): “These young people are boys who feel as much girlish as boyish and girls 

who feel as much boyish as girlish” (223). By identifying children with “bridge brains,” 

Gurian considers examples that would rebut his overall claim about biology and gender. The 

notion of “bridge brains” reifies the notion of gendered brains. Gurian does not consider 

“boyish” girls or “girlish” boys as evidence against a dichotomous system of gendered 

brains. Instead, Gurian articulates “boyish” girls and “girlish” boys as exceptions, as those 

who “do[n’t] fit [their] gender type” (223), in an otherwise clear-cut dichotomous system of 

“girl brains” and “boy brains”. Gurian maintains that most boys and girls are not “bridge 

brain” children, explaining, “The mass of boys and girls pull themselves in masculine and 

feminine directions” (223). Gurian therefore does not consider that the existence of “boyish” 
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girls or “girlish” boys are indications that people express gender in a variety of ways, 

independent of their sex. Instead, Gurian’s concept of “bridge brains” conforms to his notion 

that the brain is genetically gendered, even though sometimes the brain is not as gendered as 

it should be based on sex.  

The authors’ qualifiers and rebuttals, then, serve to strengthen their claims about the 

dichotomous nature of gender; a claim about necessary and absolute gender differences could 

easily be countered with evidence of just one individual without the claimed gender trait, but 

NBAs qualifiers and rebuttals safeguard their claim. Boys’ and girls’ gendered traits are 

determined by biological sex and thus are “hardwired”: “the evidence strongly suggests” that 

“the characteristically different interests, preferences, and behaviors of males and females are 

expressions of innate, ‘hardwired’ biological differences” (Sommers 2000:152). Applying 

the term to such biologically-determined gendered traits indicates that such traits cannot be 

changed:  

Here’s our position: the new scientific research merits concluding that 

although all children are unique and individual, and although everyone is 

constantly learning new skills and developing new modes of communication, 

we believe that gender of the human brain is not plastic, not a new skill to be 

learned, not a new mode of communication. It is as hardwired into the brain as 

a person’s genetic personality” (Gurian 2005:59-60—emphasis in original).  

 

NBAs claim that boys and girls are fundamentally different; boys are biologically masculine 

while girls are biologically feminine.  

Sub-grounds 3b: Over-interpretations, Anecdotes and Common Perceptions as 

Evidence of Biologically-Determined Gender 

Claims about gender that appear in these authors’ texts are not limited to the traits 

listed in Table 1. Instead, gender differences with a presumed biological basis often become 

the basis of a wide array of other gender traits. In other words, Gurian and Sommers over-
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interpret one purportedly inherent gender trait to explain a host of other purportedly inherent 

gender traits that correspond more to gender stereotype than cited empirical evidence. One 

discrete trait claimed to have a biological basis serves as evidence of biological bases for 

other traits. Chief among these gender traits are propensity toward aggression, spatial-

mechanical abilities, and verbal abilities, which these authors claim shape many other of 

boys’ and girls’ behaviors. Gurian and Sommers employ “common sense” perceptions and 

anecdotes as further evidence of inherent gender traits. An analysis of these authors’ 

discussion of aggression (versus passivity) and verbal abilities, along with the authors’ 

anecdotal and “common sense” evidence, will help demonstrate how a portrait of masculinity 

and femininity emerges from only a few purportedly inherent traits. 

Gurian and Sommers claim that boys and girls differ in their propensity toward 

aggression (see Table 1) due to inherent differences in brain activity and sex hormones, and 

that this leads boys and girls to express anger differently. Gurian claims that boys are 

inherently more aggressive than girls, explaining that “boys have higher levels of 

testosterone,” which is “a hormone closely associated with aggression and sex” (2005:49) 

and “the aggression and dominance hormone” (2001:275). Similarly, Sommers explains that 

“males are more aggressive than females,” also evidenced by corresponding hormone levels: 

“It appears that perhaps the most important factor in the differentiation of male and females 

is the level of exposure to various sex hormones early in life” (2000:76). She also evidences 

that men show “higher metabolic activity in the part of the brain known as the ‘old limbic 

system,” whereas women show “greater activity in the cingulate gyrus, a ‘higher,’ more 

recently evolved part of the limbic brain,” (90). Sommers explains that gender differences in 
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the limbic system cause males to “lash out when upset” whereas women “sit down and chat 

about it” (90).  

Differences in how males and females express anger is also rooted in their 

purportedly different inherent verbal abilities. Gurian explains that while “girls’ hormones—

estrogen and oxytocin—are enhancing left frontal lobe verbal development, boys’ hormones 

are pushing the male brain toward aggressive-active, spatial-mechanical, and kinesthetic-

physical life experience” (2005:140—emphasis added). Sommers also attributes females’ 

inherently “better verbal skills” (2000:87) to males’ and females’ different brain activity, but 

her explanation differs slightly from Gurian as she suggests that this is rooted in females 

using both the right and left hemisphere of “the front of the cortex” (89), while males use 

only the left hemisphere: “If two parts of the female brain focus on language, this might 

explain the female advantage in this area” (90—emphasis added). This discrepancy 

reinforces the point that ‘hard’ biological science is not as conclusive as Gurian and 

Sommers claim. Important to my current analysis is that Gurian and Sommers both claim that 

girls have an inherent verbal advantage over boys, even if they cannot agree on the evidence 

for this inherent advantage.  

Both authors attribute boys’ and girls’ different expressions of anger and aggression 

to this purportedly inherent genetic difference in verbal ability. Gurian, for example, suggests 

that little boys are more aggressive with dolls than are girls because of their fewer inherent 

verbal skills. This evidence is dependent on anecdotal, “common sense” knowledge 

combined with an over-interpretation of the purportedly inherent trait of verbal skill: 

Little boys, when given dolls to play with, more often than girls pull the heads 

off, hit them against a table, throw them in the air, or generally engage them in 

some kind of physical, kinesthetic, or spatial play with the dolls. Girls, in 

contrast, from very early in life, begin to use words with the doll. Given how 
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much earlier the female centers for verbal communication develop in the 

brain, this comes as no surprise. Because of higher levels of oxytocin, girls 

form bonds with objects that boys merely use as physical learning tools 

(2005:59—emphasis added).  

 

Sommers more directly makes the connection between verbal ability and expression of anger 

in the context of explaining “basic male-female differences [that] are innate, hardwired, and 

not result of conditioning” (2000:87). She invokes “Daniel Goleman, a science writer at The 

New York Times and author of Emotional Intelligence” (Sommers 2000:87), to explain that 

girls’ and boys’ difference in verbal ability causes differences in emotional expression and 

behavioral preferences.  

“Because girls develop language more quickly than do boys, this leads them 

to be more experienced at articulating their feelings and more skilled than 

boys at using words to explore and substitute for emotional reactions such as 

physical fights.” Although Goleman believes girls’ verbal skills may give 

them an emotional edge, he does not believe it makes them nicer than boys. 

As he sees it, girls’ more rapid development of interpersonal skills and boys’ 

physical superiority make for different styles of aggression: “By age 13…girls 

become more adept than boys at artful aggressive tactics like ostracism, 

vicious gossip, and indirect vendettas…Boys, by and large, simply continue 

being confrontational when angered, oblivious to these more covert 

strategies” (2000:87—emphasis added). 

 

Sommers then immediately after this passage relies on common perceptions and anecdotes as 

further evidence of gender differences in play and behavior preferences:  

Go to any large toy mart and you will find sections for boys and sections for 

girls answering to their different preferences. For boys, gadgets and action are 

the things, while girls prefer dolls, glamour, and play-houses. Many a parent 

will tell you of failed efforts to get daughters interested in Lincoln logs and 

sons in sewing kits (87-88).  

 

Thus, females’ innate superior verbal abilities are the basis for preferences for dolls and more 

cunning expressions of anger and dominance, while males’ lack of innate verbal abilities is 

further basis for preferences for gadgets and more direct, physically aggressive expressions 

of such emotions. Gurian similarly claims that boys, when angry, “are generally more 
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physically aggressive than girls, and girls are generally more socially manipulative than 

boys” (2001:90). 

 Gurian also claims that girls need less physical space because girls have inherently 

superior verbal abilities. He reasons: “When you engage the world through more verbal 

centers of the brain, your body tends to need less physical space in which to move. It takes 

more space to engage the world through spatial centers of the brain, and males tend to cry out 

for that space—even in undisciplined behavior” (2005:92). This superficial reasoning 

invokes taken-for-granted cultural images of verbal—and hence introverted, reflective, 

sedentary—female in contrast to a non-verbal but physically-active male. However, this 

assumption requires a large jump in logic based on minimal, if any, empirical evidence that 

verbal abilities indeed translate into need for space.  

 According to Gurian and Sommers, some behavioral manifestations of boys’ inherent 

aggression are normal and healthy because they contribute to unique styles of bonding. Boys 

but not girls naturally engage in these behaviors in order to bond and appropriately develop. 

While girls tend to bond through quieter, more empathic play, boys bond through more 

active, aggressive play. Further, these gender differences in bonding are largely biologically-

determined. Gurian writes, “The male brain and chemistry impel males to practice less eye-

to-eye contact and more shoulder-to-shoulder, less ‘Are you OK? And more ‘You’re OK, so 

get up,’ less ‘Let’s talk about it’ and more ‘Get out of my way.’” (2001:92—emphasis 

added). He calls these more aggressive behaviors “aggression nurturance,” which refers to 

the “nurturance that involves aggression activities, such as physical touch and talk of that 

sort, competitive games, and aggressive nonverbal gestures” (92). In contrast, girls tend to 

practice “more empathy nurturance than boys” (92). Aggression nurturance is a form of 
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“male-male communication” (2005:93). “[T]he hormonal and neural makeup of males” (93) 

builds male bonding because:  

aggressive gestures (which we’ve called ‘karate kicks’) are as nurturing as 

words, as bonding as hugs. These karate kicks build trust and loyalty by 

exploring weakness and strength in a playful, teasing way. This kind of 

physical aggression is a safe form of intimacy and bonding between males 

(and, of course, can be as well for aggressive females). There is as much love 

transferred by two boys pushing each other and laughing as by two girls 

sitting and talking (93-94). 

 

 Sommers also distinguishes some purportedly inherently male aggressive behaviors 

as healthy and normal for bonding. She claims that because of sex hormones, “young males 

engage in more rough-and-tumble play, and that females are more nurturing” (2000:76). 

Citing “Anthony Pellegrini, a professor of early-childhood education at the University of 

Minnesota” (94), Sommers explains that “Rough-and-tumble play brings boys together, 

brings them joy, and is a critical part of their socialization” whereas “in cases of schoolyard 

aggression, the participants are unhappy, they part as enemies, and there are often tears and 

injuries” (2000:94—emphasis in original). “’Children who engaged in R&T, typically boys,” 

she continues, “also tended to be liked and to be good social problem solvers’” (94). She 

continues, “this kind of play is often mistakenly regarded as aggression, but according to 

Pellegrini R&T is the very opposite” (94). She adds, parents and teachers should “be aware 

of the differences between R&T and aggression. The former is educationally and 

developmentally important—and should be permitted and encouraged; the latter is 

destructive and should not be allowed” (94).  

 Thus from over-interpretation of discrete traits emerge a composite of masculine 

traits and feminine traits for boys and girls, respectively. Gurian’s discussion of “boy 

energy,” an energy not inherently shared by girls, exemplifies this point: “our gaze into the 



 
 
 

68 

minds of girls reveals not only the girl but also the boy who is not quite like her” (2005:45). 

Gurian never states any biological mechanisms for a particular “male energy”; however, 

according to anecdotal, common sense portrayals such as the following scenario, this energy 

comprises a host of fundamental inherent traits, such as physical energy, impulsivity, risk-

taking, competition, and a preference for single-task focus: 

If we look closely at boys’ innovations, we see something we can call boy 

energy, something definable—physical, in motion, kinesthetic. Even when 

they are reading a book, boys are so often tapping their feet or peeling the skin 

off their nails, or their eyes are darting in exploratory, impulsive passions. The 

boy, fueled by his boy energy, tends to learn by innovating in risk-taking ways, 

wearing goggles so the dangerous game can go on. This energy involves a lot 

of physical movement and manipulation of physical objects. It can be quiet 

competitive energy—though not always. It sometimes demands few words, 

preferring stealth and silence. It often favors spatial challenges and the use of 

tools. It often looks for a learning experience that thrives in its forceful 

containment of chaos—a game in the dark, throwing darts—with a low 

threshold for failure, executed in large or small spaces, such as a field or, in 

Charlie’s case, a basement. It is often singularly task focused (44—emphasis 

added).  

 

Other traits also result from this “boy energy”, such as playing in groups and learning 

in teams, “being wild and noisy,” not “tak[ing] things personally,” persistence 

[“swallow[ing] their pride and try[ing] again”), being innovative, and exploring (“learn[ing] 

in the dark”), and “keep[ing] things whole,” as can be seen in the following passage, that 

entails only anecdotal evidence: 

Most boys, even the most verbal—the reader, writer, or public speaker—carry 

in them boy energy, and there are few girls who don’t know it. There are few 

mothers who don’t notice that their sons are gifted with a way of learning and 

relating and seeing the world in game groups and learning teams that involves 

climbing the walls, being wild and noisily, trying desperately not to take 

things personally. Boys swallow their pride and try again, grinning when a 

true piece of praise comes their way for an innovation well executed. Boys 

yearn as if from inchoate nature to move around as freely as we’ll let them 

and, often, to learn in the dark. Boys internalize, without knowing it, a 

wonderful image from the poet Mark Strand: Boys don’t necessarily move 

around in order to break things but instead to keep things whole (2005:45). 
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“Boy energy” is thus an umbrella term Gurian uses to evince all boys’ inherent traits; this 

“boy energy” is natural to all boys, and, as we will see in Chapter 3, is fundamental to boys’ 

learning style and academic needs (e.g., Gurian 2005: 56).  

 Sommers similarly constructs a portrait of boys that includes additional traits for 

which she provides no empirical evidence. For example, she describes additional male traits 

such as “tak[ing] on responsibility,” “striv[ing] for excellence,” “intellectual skills” and 

“self-discipline”: “Healthy young men express their manhood in competitive endeavors that 

are often physical. As they mature, they take on responsibility, strive for excellence, achieve 

and “win.” They assert their masculinity in ways that require physical and intellectual skills 

and self-discipline” (2000:63—emphasis added). 

 Gurian and Sommers further employ “common sense” knowledge, perceptions and 

anecdotes in order to further evince their claim about malehood and femalehood. The step 

from such evidence to their claims about gender depends on the warrant that “common 

sense” knowledge, perceptions and anecdotes are credible sources of knowledge, and thus 

can be used to generalize about gender traits more generally (see Brockriede and Ehninger 

1960:49). They provide backing for this warrant with facts from the “hard sciences” that 

confirm general perceptions and common sense knowledge. Indeed, parental instinct is now 

confirmed by science: “Our parental instinct at the playground is now validated by scientific 

findings regarding fundamental differences in male and female hardwiring, biochemistry, 

neurological development, and anatomy of boys’ and girls’ brains” (Gurian 2005:41). 

Parents’ experience and commonly-held wisdom is also confirmed by science: “A growing 

body of empirical data that is rarely if ever mentioned in the gender-equity seminars strongly 
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supports the experiences of parents and the wisdom of the ages: that many basic male-female 

differences are innate, hardwired, and not the result of conditioning” (Sommers 2000:87).  

 The authors also provide anecdotes—some their own, and others provided to them by 

teachers and parents—in order to validate everyday conceptions about boy-girl differences. 

Such anecdotes elevate “everyday experience” to the status of scientific evidence about boys’ 

inherent masculinity: “But the idea that boys are abnormally insensitive flies in the face of 

everyday experience. Boys are competitive and often aggressive. But anyone in close contact 

with them—parents, grandparents, teachers, coaches, friends—get daily proof of most boys’ 

humanity, loyalty, and compassion” (Sommers 2000:133).  

 Such over-interpretation of traits, common sense perceptions, and anecdotes are, of 

course, not scientific evidence based on systematic observation and robust data. Instead, such 

evidence tends to adhere to common stereotypes about gender because observers tend to 

“see” what aligns with their preconceived, culturally-informed beliefs and ideas (Kahneman 

and Tversky 1996). Boy advocates’ use of such evidence serves as a strategy to convince 

their readers of their claims about gender because they resonate with the public. This 

ironically elevates personal experience to the level of scientific authority on “truth”: that 

which individuals perceive to be true, based on their own personal experiences, must be true 

because “hard science” now confirms that these individual perceptions and beliefs had been 

correct all along. This of course threatens the authority of social sciences, whose oftentimes-

unsettling findings about social processes and patterns tend to challenge taken-for-granted 

beliefs and ideas about society. Nevertheless, from such evidence emerge additional traits for 

which boy advocates never provide empirical evidence, but which help construct a composite 

of stereotypical masculine and feminine traits.  
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Neoconservative Boy Advocates’ Comprehensive Representations of Boys and Girls 

 Gurian and Sommers construct comprehensive representations of boys and girls in 

their arguments about the ontological status of gender. That is, what emerges from NBAs 

claims about gender is a concept, a mental representation, of “boy” and a concept of “girl”, 

each of which evokes an entire array of inherent, fixed (“hardwired”) traits—abilities, 

aptitudes, preferences and behaviors. These concepts come to represent all or “normal” boys 

and all or “normal” girls. 

 NBAs create comprehensive representations of “normal” boys and girls based on a 

relatively smaller set of discrete traits that they have claimed are innate. These are 

representations that adhere to models of boyhood exemplified by Huck Finn or Tom 

Sawyer—that is, to white American cultural archetypes of boyhood. Gurian makes this 

association quite explicitly:  

Many teachers in this and other focus groups confessed happily how they had 

cut down on discipline issues by realizing that many normal boy behaviors did 

not require discipline. Boys are normal Huck Finns and Tom Sawyers. The 

teacher, nearly all of whom were female, confessed to needing to “stretch their 

minds” to accommodate the normality of some boyish behavior (2001:158—

emphasis added). 

 

Similarly, Sommers references “the young Mark Twain” and “the young Teddy Roosevelt” 

as representative of the “conventional modes of boyhood” (2000:133). 

 Importantly, these archetypical representations of boys and girls include 

characterizations of sexuality and the primacy of romantic relationships in boys’ and girls’ 

lives, which also fall into the ideological traps of stereotype. NBAs descriptions of boys (and 

girls) are heteronormative, in that they assume heterosexuality amongst “normal” boys and 

“normal” girls. Gurian describes elementary and middle school girls and boys as inherently 

heterosexual: “’Oh, those boys!’ girls murmur sardonically, disgusted by ‘boy behavior’ 
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(even if a little enamored as well); ‘Who needs girls?’ some boys murmur, with an equal 

show of sarcastic bravado” (2001:125-126). Further, “Middle school boys often find 

themselves…focused on girls but scared of them, competing against boys for attentions of 

girls,” and girls “are faced with…competition with other girls for boys’ attentions” and 

“mask their real selves in order to find romance” (205). Sommers praises all boys’ schools 

for teaching boys essential “gentlemen” traits: “The boys escort the girls to the table, help 

them into their chairs, and engage in polite conversation. The children love it—especially the 

girls” (2000:173). 

 NBAs’ claims about “normal” boys and “normal” girls conform to traditional gender 

stereotype. “Normal” boys are represented as intensely focused, independent, curious, 

innovative, inventive, less mature, loud, rowdy, energetic, athletic, competitive, aggressive 

but self-disciplined, stoic, risk-taking, and sexually attracted to girls. The “normal” boy is a 

natural hunter, prefers nature and the outdoors, and needs much physical space. His goal is to 

accomplish and dominate, but he also has little sensory perception ability, is a bad listener 

and easily zones out. He is mathematically- or scientifically-oriented, more of an abstract or 

symbolic thinker, is rational and logical and inclined towards capitalistic endeavors 

(“economics and trade”) and manipulating the world. He is more of an abstract, complex 

thinker who does not dwell on (petty) details, but instead considers the whole problem. He 

also does not dwell on interpersonal issues but instead works them out and moves forward: 

…boys often, by nature, gravitate toward outdoor experience because of the 

way the male mind is wired for hunting and natural wandering. The little 

boys’ brains are designed to manipulate objects moving through space as 

much as or more than they are to listen to words. Although they certainly 

learn how to listen to voices that provide them with necessary instructions, 

choices, and love, they are less inclined than more naturally verbal girls to 

enjoy a speaking voice. If they have access to a natural environment in which 



 
 
 

73 

to learn, the boys will often rush out into that place of physical “natural” 

experience (Gurian: 2005:103—emphasis added). 

 

Throughout human history, boys and men especially found organic self-

development through the spatial-mechanical tasks of hunting, the 

mathematical tasks of economics and trade, the scientific tasks of invention. 

The male brain is a beautiful maze of connections just waiting to link 

numbers, distance, size, orientation, and direction. The minds of boys are 

curious and inventive, wired to question how far it is to the sun, how water 

turns to ice, what causes tornadoes, what will happen if you shoot a bottle 

rocket off inside a garbage can, how hard one object can hit another without 

causing a bruise (103—emphasis added). 

 

Girls, in contrast, are represented as: patient, measured, passive and quiet, alert, multitasking, 

domestic, more emotionally and perceptually attuned, and sexually attracted to boys. The 

“normal” girl is more verbally or linguistically-oriented, more of a simplistic, concrete 

thinker who tends to get caught up in the details rather than digest the whole picture. Girls 

are quiet, sedentary, considered, passive, oriented towards inward excellence, interpersonal 

and communicative, concrete thinkers, good listeners, more detail-oriented and naïve. Such 

descriptions are set in contrast to boys:  

Girls study harder, get better grades and are quieter in class; boys goof off 

more, get worse grades, and are louder. Again, this fits the general nature of 

females and males: the latter tend toward impulsive behavior, the former 

toward sedentary; males tend to be loud, females quiet; males tend to be less 

mature, females more considered; males tend to be aggressive and 

competitive in a classroom, females passive. Especially at puberty and in 

adolescence, females and males are even more different in their hormone-led 

strategies in classrooms, with many males seeking outward dominance and 

females seeking inward excellence. Females also have longer attention spans 

than males and thus do not need, as often, to move interactive classroom 

activity from one subject or tangent to the next through verbal dominance and 

attention strategies (Gurian 2001:58—emphases added).  

 

Girls and boys also engage in aggression differently; girls engage in indirect and prolonged 

aggression unlike boys who engage in direct and quickly-resolved aggression.  
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Thus, despite their qualifiers like “most” or “often”, and despite Gurian’s 

consideration of “bridge brains”, NBAs maintain that boys and girls must be understood as 

two fundamentally, genetically distinct groups. The essence of these groups is based on 

white, middle-class, heterosexual archetypes. Constituting these groups as representative of 

boys and girls contributes to the construction of “normal” boyhood and girlhood. This has 

implications for marginalizing all those that do not identify with or express or traits 

constituted “normal,” including those who are not heterosexual and those who do not so 

easily fit into the gender binary (e.g., trans individuals).  

 Further, because they use averages as representations of entire gender groups, and 

because one’s averages are represented in relation to the other group’s average (e.g., one 

group’s average is “greater than” the other group’s average), these boy advocates represent 

males and females as falling on opposite ends of the continuum in terms of cognitive, 

psychological, and behavioral traits. The authors describe many of one gender’s attributes in 

reference to the other gender, so that one gender’s traits are seemingly opposite and 

complementary to those of the other gender. While characterizing one gender as having 

“more” than the other gender may not at first seem to be representing two genders as 

categorically different and opposite, these authors are focusing on supposed difference 

between boys and girls rather than on any similarities or overlap between them. It is this 

focus on difference that continues the age-old trend of constituting and believing that males 

and females are indeed so categorically different that they seemingly come from two 

different, opposing planets. According to these boy advocates, then, biological sex so 

profoundly dictates individuals’ gender that we must understand boys/men and girls/women 

as inherently dichotomous groups.  
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 According to NBAs’ representations, gender is essential and dichotomous. 

Masculinity is comprised of a set of stereotypically masculine traits that are universal to all 

males while femininity is comprised of a set of different, opposing and complementary 

stereotypically feminine traits that are universal to all females. Concomitantly, males do not 

embody feminine traits and females do not embody masculine traits. This tendency to 

represent males and females as each comprising a homogeneous group that is entirely 

opposite from the other is in no way new, but instead a central quality of biologically 

essentialist explanations for gender. Bing (1999:4) describes this tendency “to divide 

humanity into two mutually exclusive classes” as “gender polarization” and cites Scott 

(1995:456) to explain how it works: “In effect, the duality this opposition creates draws one 

line of difference, invests it with biological explanations, and then treats each side of the 

opposition as a unitary phenomenon. Everything in each category (male/female) is assumed 

to be the same; hence, differences within each category are suppressed.” Similarly, according 

to NBAs, females are not only entirely opposite from males in traits, they are, as are all 

males, all the same as each other.  

“Who Boys Are”: The Gendered True Self 

 NBAs claim that gender is fundamental to boys’ and girls’ “true” or “core” selves—

that is, that biologically-determined gender is fundamental to “who they are.” For example, 

Gurian describes boys’ tendency to not “talk and write as naturally” or prefer to read “as 

much as the average girl” as fundamental to who boys are: “This is ‘who…boys are’” 

(2005:129—emphasis added). He further represents biologically-determined gender as 

fundamental to one’s true self when he states that educators need “greater knowledge of 

differences between male and female brain and psyche” in order to have better knowledge of 
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“who children actually are” (311—emphases added). Sommers also maintains that 

biologically-determined gender is fundamental to one’s true self. Criticisms of masculinity 

by feminists are criticisms of boys’ core self: “Boys are under siege: ‘Boys feel continually 

attacked for who they are. We have created a sense that masculinity is something bad” 

(2000:57—emphases added). Biologically-determined masculinity, then, constitutes boys’ 

true selves—who they are. According to NBAs, individuals’ self-expression is gendered self-

expression (Charles and Bradley 2009:927). The traits that constitute gender are fundamental 

to males’ and females’ true selves. The logic of gender being comprised of essential, 

hardwired traits that constitute the self has implications for NBAs’ claims of the causes and 

solutions for boys’ academic problems, which I detail further in Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 2: LIBERAL BOY ADVOCATES’ CLAIMS ABOUT GENDER 

 The vast majority of social scientists who study gender treat it as a social construct. In 

this chapter, I explicate the theoretical assumptions about gender that underlie the 

educational policy position of the “liberal boy advocates” (heretofore referred to as LBAs). 

LBAs Michael Pollack, author of Real Boys (1998), and Dan Kindlon and Michael 

Thompson, authors of Raising Cain (2000), claim that gender is determined mostly by 

socialization, but also in part by biology. As predicted by the theory of gender projects 

(Introduction), LBAs’ claims about gender are the foundation upon which LBAs argue that 

boys are now victims in the current U.S. educational context. That is, LBAs’ arguments 

comprise claims about gender, which themselves serve as the grounds for LBAs’ claims 

about boys’ victimized status in schools.  

 I call these boy advocates “liberal” because they, for the most part, make claims about 

gender that are in line with claims by liberal feminists; they claim that gender is primarily 

socialized (Bryson 1999). Boys and girls may have different bodies, but they are not entirely 

inherently different, particularly when it comes to their cognitive and emotional capacities 

and needs. According to both liberal feminists and LBAs, boys and girls become different 

through the socialization process, internalizing the role associated with their sex (Connell 

2005; Kimmel 2000). Despite different sex roles, boys’ and girls’ cognitive and 

psychological capacities and needs are largely similar. Importantly, however, these boy 

advocates conceive of gender as dichotomous and categorical, which is another similarity 

they share with liberal feminists.  

 The argument over the extent to which gender is primarily or exclusively biological 

or social in nature has a long history. However, for special considerations, I limit the scope of 
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my presentation to contemporary U.S. society, only alluding to cross-cultural and historical 

variations from time to time. 

Liberal Boy Advocates’ Argument about Gender 

 LBAs argue that gender is primarily socialized and partly biologically-determined. 

They argue that, through the socialization process, boys and girls learn about the different 

cultural expectations, assumptions and demands for boys and girls and then come to adopt 

the gender traits associated with their sex. They also argue that some, but not most, gender 

traits are also biologically-determined: “a boy…is as much a product of nurturing as he is of 

nature” (Pollack 1998:55), and “clearly everything we do is heavily influenced by both 

[nature and nurture]” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:12). 

 In order to clearly illustrate the components of LBAs’ claims about gender, I break 

their argument about gender into two parts: (1) Gender is primarily socialized, and (2) 

Gender is partly biologically-determined. I then break down each of these parts into their 

respective grounds. As described in the Introduction, grounds of claims often in practice 

become “sub-arguments”, each of which is built on its own grounds (Toulmin et al. 1984:75). 

Figure 5 illustrates the grounds and warrants for each part of LBAs’ overall claim about 

gender. Figures 6 to 9 illustrate the sub-grounds and sub-warrants for each sub-argument 

(i.e., each ground) for Part 1 of the overall claim while Figure 10 illustrates the sub-grounds 

and sub-warrant for the sub-argument (ground) for Part 2 of the overall claim. 
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Figure 5 Liberal Boy Advocates’ Original Argument, Parts 1 and 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Claim, Part 1: 

Gender is primarily 

socialized 

Grounds, Part 1: 

1. Most gender differences are not inborn 

2. Different cultural imperatives exist for 

boys and girls 

3. Adults and peers treat boys differently 

than girls 

4. Boys and girls adopt the different gender 

traits dictated by culture 

Warrant, Part 1: 

If most gender differences are not inborn, and 

boys and girls encounter different cultural 

imperatives, are treated differently and adopt 

different gender traits, then socialization causes 

gender (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:48) 

 

Warrant, Part 2: 

If biological sex causes boys to and girls to have 

different levels of physical activity and verbal 

abilities, then gender is in part caused by biological 

sex (Brockriede and Ehniniger 1960:48) 

Claim, Part 2: 

Gender is partly 

determined by 

biological sex 

Grounds, Part 2: 

Biological sex differences cause boys to 

be more physically active and have less 

verbal abilities than girls 
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Figure 6 Sub-Argument for Part 1, 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 Sub-Argument for Part 1, 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 1:  
Most gender differences 

are not inborn 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 1: 

Empirical evidence that boys and girl are 

not born with differences in most traits 

 

Part 1 Warrant 1: 

If we accept that boys and girls are not born with but instead over 

time develop different traits, then we accept the claim that gender 

differences are not inborn (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:47) 

 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 2:  
Different cultural 

imperatives exist for boys 

and girls 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 2: 

Explanation and evidence of the unique 

cultural imperatives for masculinity that 

boys encounter 

Part 1 Warrant 2: 

If we accept that boys but not girls encounter 

cultural imperatives for masculinity, then we accept 

the claim that different cultural imperatives exist for 

boys and girls (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:47) 
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Figure 8 Sub-Argument for Part 1, 3 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 Sub-Argument for Part 1, 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 3:  
Adults and peers treat boys 

and girls differently  

 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 3: 

Adults and peers are more harsh with 

and cruel to boys than girls 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 4:  
Boys and girls adopt the 

different gender traits 

dictated by cultural 

imperatives of their gender 

 

Part 1 Warrant 3: 

Adults and peers being more harsh with and cruel to boys 

is a sign (means) that parents and peers treat boys and 

girls differently (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:49) 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 4: 

Research, anecdotes and over-

interpretation of other traits as evidence 

of traits embodied by boys and girls that 

reflect cultural imperatives  

Part 1 Warrant 4: 

If we accept the evidence, then we accept the sub-

claim that boys and girls adopt different traits as 

determined by cultural imperatives of their gender 

(Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:47) 
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Figure 10 Sub-Argument for Part 2, 1 

 

I treat each of the grounds to each part of LBAs claim as sub-arguments and describe 

each accordingly, in addition to relevant warrants. I address each component in the sections 

that follow: 

 Part 1 Sub-Argument 1: Most gender differences are not inborn 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 1: Empirical evidence that boys and girls are not born with 

differences in most traits 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 2: Different cultural imperatives exist for boys and girls 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 2: Explanation and evidence of the unique cultural imperatives 

for masculinity that boys encounter 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 3: Parents and peers treat boys and girls differently 

Part 2 Sub-Argument 1:  
Biological sex differences 

cause some gender 

differences 

 

Part 2 Sub-Grounds 1a: 

Empirical findings that boys and 

girls are born with differences in 

physical activity and verbal abilities 

 

Part 2 Sub-Warrant 1a: 

The correlation of 

biological and gender 

differences is caused by 

inborn biological processes 

Part 2 Sub-Grounds 1b: 

Anecdotes, perceptions, and over-

interpretation of discrete traits show 

some gender differences to be 

biologically based 

Part 2 Sub-Warrant 1b: 

Anecdotes, perceptions, and over-

interpretation of discrete traits are credible 

sources of knowledge to generalize about 

the ontological status of gender 



 
 
 

83 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 3: Adults and peers are more harsh with and cruel to boys and 

girls 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 4: Boys and girls adopt the different gender traits dictated by 

the cultural imperatives of their gender 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 4: Research, anecdotes and over-interpretation of other 

traits as evidence of traits embodied by boys versus girls that reflect cultural 

imperatives  

Part 2 Sub-Argument 1: Biological sex differences cause some gender differences  

Part 2 Sub-Grounds 1a: Empirical findings that boys and girls are born with 

differences in physical activity and verbal ability 

Part 2 Sub-Grounds 1b: Anecdotes, perceptions and over-interpretation of 

discrete traits show some gender differences to be biologically-based 

After I describe the above components, I dedicate a section to my analysis of LBAs’ position 

that gender determines boys’ and girls’ true self. LBAs articulate boys as embodying a true 

self that comprises both an emotional self, a common humanity that boys share with girls, 

and a uniquely masculine self.  

Part 1 Sub-Argument 1: Most Gender Differences are Not Inborn 

 Progressive notions of gender as a social construction emerged in the first half of the 

20th century, thanks largely to second wave feminist scholars who brought attention to the 

central role that gender plays in life experiences and outcomes (Kimmel 2000:5). During the 

thirties and forties, for example, Margaret Mead was among the first to challenge the 

biologically deterministic notion of gender and argue instead that gender is learned (cited in 

Kimmel 2000:53). Other feminist scholars were similarly influential, such as Simone de 
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Beauvoir (1953) who countered the claim that the subordination of women was biologically-

determined, and claimed instead that gender and gender inequality were social creations. 

Thus emerged the general consensus among feminists and gender scholars in the social 

sciences that gender is distinct from sex; sex refers to the biological apparatus that 

determines whether individuals are male or female and gender refers to the meanings 

associated with being a male or female, which are learned.10 

 Many social theorists on the matter identify “sex” as a concept that refers to physical, 

physiological and reproductive characteristics. According to such theorists, people may be 

born with different biological “sex” but nevertheless with the same psychological and 

cognitive capabilities and needs. Through gendered socialization, men and women come to 

acquire either masculine or feminine characteristics, which these theorists identify as 

“gender” (Lorber 2010:26-27) . This formulation of sex and gender as distinct is fundamental 

to the argument that LBAs advance. It is also what distinguishes them from neoconservative 

boy advocates, who understand gender as the same as sex.  

                                                      
10 Later in the 20th century social scientists have contributed greatly to a more developed understanding of 

gender beyond this general distinction between sex and gender. Early social constructionist theories of gender 

still posited a dichotomous notion of gender, whereby gender was learned but still very much determined by sex 

(Chodorow, Nancy. 1978. The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. In other words, social constructionist theories still presumed that 

males were socialized into masculinity and females were socialized into femininity. These theories therefore 

maintained that although males and females were socialized into gender, gender still referred to unitary, 

homogenous categories determined by sex and thus that males and females were markedly different form each 

other. More recent theories have illuminated that gender intersects with other axes of identity and oppression, 

such as sexuality, race and ethnicity, and social class (Carbado, Devon W., Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, 

Vickie M. Mays and Barbara Tomlinson. 2013. "Intersectionality: Mapping the Movements of a Theory." Du 

Bois review : social science research on race 10(2):303-12. doi: 10.1017/S1742058X13000349, Crenshaw, 

Kimberle. 1989. "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics." The University of Chicago Legal Forum 

140:139-67. These theories point further to the recognition that gender is not singular but instead plural, 

whereby understandings of what it means to be a male or a female varies by culture, time, place, age, subgroup, 

etcetera (e.g., Connell, Raewyn. 2005. Masculinities: Berkeley, Calif. : University of California Press.). Fausto-

Sterling has also been influential in identifying that sex, too, is a social construction, as we impose categories of 

“male” or “female” onto bodies, altering ambiguous genitalia so that individuals fit into this binary system of 

sex (Fausto-Sterling, A. 2000a. "The Five Sexes, Revisited." Sciences (New York) 40(4):18-23.) This is 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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 LBAs distinguish sex and gender. They argue that boys and girls have some 

important biological differences—that is, that boys and girls are different in terms of 

biological sex. For example, boys and girls have different hormones: “male 

hormones…every boy has them” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:11) and “all normal boys 

experience a huge surge of testosterone in early adolescence” (13). Further, “Testosterone 

does contribute to a boy’s natural pattern of behavior,” even though “testosterone is not 

necessarily the major factor in determining a boy’s behavior” (Pollack 1998:53). Boys and 

girls also differ in biological development: “Girls enter puberty about a year or two before 

boys, around age ten to eleven. They get secondary sexual characteristics and their growth 

earlier than boys” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:206). 

LBAs also argue that boys’ and girls’ gender is distinct from their sex because, for 

the most part, gender is not inborn but instead taught to and adopted by boys and girls. Boys 

and girls are not born different in terms of gender, but instead become different: “there are 

not many developmental differences that are clearly biological in origin” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:12), and “How we respond to our baby boys and young sons…not only 

determines a young boy’s capacity for a healthy emotional start in life but deeply affects a 

boy’s characteristic style of behavior and the development of his brain” (Pollack 1998:57).  

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 1: Empirical Evidence that Boys and Girls are Not Born with 

Differences in Most Traits  

 LBAs ground their argument that most gender traits are not inborn in evidence of 

similarities between infant and young boys and girls that disappear as boys and girls grow 

into adults. The evidence they provide is empirical, which is often followed by an anecdote 

of individual boys developmental experiences. Such research shows that gender differences 
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in emotional connection develop over time: “Scientists have found that early emotional 

interaction can actually alter a boy’s brain-based biological processes” (Pollack 1998:56). 

Kindlon and Thompson explain that research finds that boys and men tend to “invariably 

finish second” on “emotional awareness, understanding, and expression” but that “new born 

boys, on average, are actually more emotionally reactive than girls” (2000:10).  

They also provide evidence of the variety of ways in which boys display traits over 

time, indicating that biology is not correlated with expression of traits. Research shows that 

boys’ higher levels testosterone manifests in a variety of ways, and that males’ higher levels 

of aggression and violence are learned rather than caused by biology:  

Scientists over the years have tried without success to establish an 

unequivocal link between testosterone and violent behavior. The fact is that 

testosterone is just one of many biological factors (including serotonin) that 

have an influence on aggression. In addition, testosterone can have a variety 

of different effects on boys’ behavior (Pollack 1998:55-56). 

 

…we know that before and after puberty, the amount of testosterone in the 

bloodstream does not cause aggression. For example, all normal boys 

experience a huge surge of testosterone in early adolescence, but they do not 

all display increased aggression. Gender differences in aggressive behavior 

can be observed as early as eighteen months and throughout early childhood, 

and yet testosterone is present in boys and girls in roughly the same amounts 

before the age of ten (Kindlon & Thompson 2000:13). 

 

Research shows that traits like empathy, which “is considered to be one of the 

strongest attributes of girls” can also be expressed in boys, depending on their household: 

boys who were “raised in a two-parent household in which the father was the primary 

emotionally nurturing parent…showed a greater flexibility of personality and a positive 

attitude toward girls and the ability to connect with them” (Pollack 1998:63).  

 Finally, LBAs use empirical evidence to show that boys are not biologically inclined 

but rather learn to be tough. Surveys on boys’ attitudes indicating toughness correlated with 
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“how strongly they believed in ‘masculine ideology’” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:15-16). 

Pollack references his own research with boys and men that shows “many boys begin to 

toughen themselves up into little men” (1998:59).  

 Such evidence provided by LBAs “automatically endorse the claim they are designed 

to support” (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:47). Toulmin distinguishes between inartistic 

and artistic warrants, and identifies inartistic cases as those whereby “the data themselves are 

conclusive” and “approach the claim without aid from a warrant—are tantamount to the 

claim in the sense that to accept them is automatically to endorse the claim” (Brockriede and 

Ehninger 1960:47).  Such is the case with the current sub-grounds and sub-argument. In this 

case, an explicitly stated assumption is not necessary, given that if we accept that boys and 

girls are not born with but instead over time develop different traits, then we accept the claim 

that gender differences are not inborn. 

Part 1 Sub-Argument 2: Different Cultural Imperatives Exist for Boys and Girls 

LBAs describe widespread cultural beliefs, ideals, expectations and assumptions 

about gender that they argue are decisive in causing gender differences. Pollack identifies the 

imperatives of masculinity as “The Boy Code”: “The code is a set of behaviors, rules of 

conduct, cultural shibboleths, and even a lexicon, that is inculcated into boys by our 

society—from the very beginning of a boy’s life” (Pollack 1998:xxv). Kindlon and 

Thompson (2000) refer to these same imperatives of masculinity as “masculine ideology” 

(15), the “the dominant image of masculinity” (73), and the “standard of idealized 

masculinity” (257).  
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Part 1 Sub-Grounds 2: Explanation and Evidence of the Unique Cultural Imperatives 

for Masculinity that Boys Encounter 

 Pollack identifies the cultural imperatives of masculinity from his own social 

scientific research, while Kindlon and Thompson identify them based on their clinical 

experiences. Pollack writes that his evidence for his book is in part based on his empirical 

observations: “based on my twenty years of working with and thinking about men and boys 

as codirector of the Center for Men at McLean Hospital, a faculty member of the Harvard 

Medical School, and a fellow and founding member of the Society for the Psychological 

Study of Men and Masculinity of the American Psychological Association” (1998:xxii-xxiii). 

Much of his evidence is also “derived from [his] recent study called ‘Listening to Boys’ 

Voices,’ in which research colleagues at Harvard Medical School and [he] are studying 

hundreds of young and adolescent boys, observing them in various situations, conducting 

empirical testing, and talking with their parents” (xxiii). Kindlon and Thompson’s evidence 

primarily comes from their counseling sessions and interviews with boys both in their 

individual practices as therapists, and as therapists at an all boys’ private school. The 

evidence they provide is mostly descriptions and experiences provided by the men and boys 

they have interviewed, counseled and observed.  

 LBAs explain that masculinity is culturally defined as strong, daring, anti-feminine, 

homophobic, and seeking dominance. The masculine demand that boys be tough and strong 

is exemplified by “the ‘sturdy oak’” injunction of the Boy Code (Pollack 1998:23). Strength 

is a valued trait in boys: “you are either strong and worthwhile, or weak and worthless” 

(Kindlon and Thompson 2000:79). This imperative requires that boys and men show no 

physical and emotional vulnerabilities, acting like invulnerable superheroes (Pollack 
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1998:26) and display only strength and stoicism (Kindlon & Thompson 2000:73). Weakness 

is defined not only physically but emotionally as well: “A man never shows weakness. 

Accordingly, boys are not to share pain or grieve openly” (Pollack 1998:23; see also Kindlon 

and Thompson 2000:18). Emotional stoicism is part of the masculine “demand that a boy be 

in control, be on top of his emotional life” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:186). Further, the 

call for strength requires that boys achieve emotional independence and autonomy early in 

life, which requires boys “to pretend to be confident when they may feel afraid, sturdy when 

they may feel shaky, independent when they may be desperate for love, attention, and 

support” (Pollack 1998:24). To be strong requires boys to have few emotional needs, 

connections or expressions.  

 Another masculine imperative is that boys be daring and take risks—especially more 

risks than girls. This injunction is “the stance of some of our sports coaches, of roles played 

by John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, and Bruce Lee, a stance based on a false sense of extreme 

daring, bravado, and attraction to violence” (Pollack 1998:24). Unfortunately, this is “the 

misconception that somehow boys are biologically wired to act like macho, high-energy, 

even violent supermen” (24). This masculine requirement also encourages drinking and 

drugs: “Boys learn from the earliest days on the playground, jumping at dares, that the 

willingness to take risks is part of what it means to be a man. For adolescent boys, alcohol 

and drug use is the next step in the natural progression of risk taking” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:182). 

 LBAs also explain that masculinity is defined as the repudiation of femininity and 

homosexuality. Boys’ peer culture teaches boys that masculinity represents “be[ing] clearly 

not feminine—even perhaps anti-feminine” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:79—emphasis in 
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original). To be perceived as feminine can be humiliating for boys: “To be labeled a girl—a 

‘squaw’—is the most humiliating thing that can happen to a boy. To have the ‘honor’ of 

manhood withheld from him…Howard [a patient of Kindlon and Thompson] still carries this 

memory with him as one of the most unremittingly cruel and humiliating experiences of his 

life” (80). Pollack cites research by “Nancy Chodorow, a feminist sociologist” in order to 

evidence his argument that masculinity depends on repudiating femininity: “Becoming 

masculine is defined as avoiding the feminine. Being a boy becomes defined in a negative: 

not being a girl” (Pollack 1998:28—emphasis in original). In addition, boys and men must 

avoid emotional expression and vulnerability, which are defined as feminine. This “literal 

gender straitjacket…prohibits boys from expressing feelings or urges seen (mistakenly) as 

‘feminine’—dependence, warmth, empathy” (24).  

 Masculinity is also defined as rejection of homosexuality. Masculinity is decidedly 

heterosexual since “homosexuality…defies traditional norms of masculinity” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:184). Pollack explicitly equates the “gender straitjacket” of masculinity with 

homophobia: “Boys are frequently pushed away from one another when they exude even a 

modicum of overt genuine love or affection for one another” (1998:184). Homophobia is also 

the reason that parents fear their sons being gay, and that gay boys face constant harassment 

and alienation. 

 Finally, masculinity is about dominance and power. Pollack terms this injunction “the 

‘big wheel’,” explaining that masculinity requires that “men and boys…achieve status, 

dominance, and power” (1998:24, see also Kindlon and Thompson 2000:210). This 

imperative demands respect from others. Boys “feel they must be respected and will work 
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hard to maintain a masculine persona that they feel will achieve that end” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:xvi; see also Pollack 1998:166). 

 LBAs’ descriptions of masculinity equate the imperatives of status, dominance and 

power with the imperatives of stoicism (the “sturdy oak), daring risk-taking (“give ‘em hell”) 

and repudiation of femininity (“no sissy stuff”). In other words, masculine stoicism, daring 

risk-taking and repudiation of femininity are all in the service of, or to achieve, masculine 

dominance. With regards to power and stoicism, a critique of the media illustrates the 

prevailing cultural notion that power and emotional expression are mutually exclusive:  

We find a sad dearth of such images or opportunities for recognizing 

emotional courage in daily life for boys. Men, in particular, are rarely 

celebrated for moral or emotional courage. Men in the news are almost always 

there because they represent power, skill or wealth; men in entertainment 

programing are either dominators like Arnold Schwarzenegger, who is 

fearless, or good-natured nitwits like Tim Allen on Home Improvement, where 

the context of sitcom life simply doesn’t include emotional courage (Kindlon 

and Thompson 2000:250). 

 

With regards to dominance and the repudiation of femininity, “The Boy Code” 

requires that “boys…be tough,…demand respect from others, and…never act ‘like a girl’” 

(Pollack 1998:58). Furthermore, this masculine requirement entails domination over women. 

Not only are boys and men to repudiate femininity, they are to dominate femininity: 

“Masculine ideology” is “the attitude that manhood is primarily based on strength, stoicism, 

toughness, and dominance over women” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:15—emphasis 

added). Further, “By portraying vulnerable qualities as alien—undesirably feminine—the boy 

culture promotes the view of girls and women as ‘other’ and defines the eventual aim of sex 

relationships as domination” (210).  

This domination over women is closely related to domination over non-heterosexual 

men as well, because non-heterosexual men are perceived as feminine and thus weak and 
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subordinate. According to Pollack, homophobia is rooted in repudiations of femininity in that 

boys are discouraged from expressing feminine emotions with each other for fear that they 

will be perceived as gay because they are acting feminine, or “weak”. Boys are discouraged 

from expressing feminine emotions because, if they do, they face the prospect of being 

labeled less than masculine with the misogynist slur “wuss” or the homophobic slur “fag.” 

“In fact,” boys are: 

discouraged from talking about anything too serious, for fear of being seen as 

weak, vulnerable, or needy—in short, as not being a “man.” As twelve-year-

old Alan explains…”if we talked about that kind of thing at school, people 

would say we’re acting like girls.” Or as fourteen-year-old Scott offered: 

“They’ll say you’re a wuss if you’re a guy and start talking all mushy like 

you’re on Oprah or something.” Peter Egan, writer for the teen TV show 

Sweet Valley High agrees. He says that on his show few scenes show boys 

engaging in conversation on emotional topics. Egan continues: “It just 

wouldn’t be true. Boys just don’t act like that. Boys know that if they say 

anything sappy to each other they’ll be humiliated and called a fat” (Pollack 

1998:185).  

 

 As in the previous section, the move (or, warrant) from the sub-grounds that comprise 

descriptions of the unique cultural imperatives of masculinity to the sub-argument that 

different cultural imperatives of gender exist for boys and girls is an inartistic one 

(Brockriede and Ehninger 1960:47). That is, if we accept that boys but not girls encounter 

cultural imperatives for masculinity, then we accept the sub-argument that different cultural 

imperatives exist for boys and girls.  

Part 1 Sub-Argument 3: Adults and Peers Treat Boys and Girls Differently 

LBAs’ discussion of the imperatives of masculinity describe widely held cultural 

beliefs that boys and girls are fundamentally different and require different treatment. These 

boy advocates describe what other social scientists have termed “hegemonic gender beliefs”, 

which are, “in effect cultural rules or instructions…or schemas for enacting gender” 
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(Ridgeway and Correll 2004:511). These widespread cultural beliefs drive gender 

socialization and cause gender difference. In contrast to a biologically-determined account of 

gender, LBAs emphasize that boys and girls receive different messages and are treated 

differently. The unique messages and treatment that boys encounter are rooted in the 

prevailing cultural ideas about what it means to “be a man,” described in the previous 

section. 

In line with sex role theory, LBAs explain that boys learn and adopt the prevailing 

cultural definition of masculinity from various sources of socialization, such as their family 

(primarily their parents) and peers. Informed by cultural notions of masculinity and 

femininity, people approach boys and girls with different assumptions and expectations. 

Pollack explains that “the Boy Code continues to affect the behavior of all of us—the boys 

themselves, their parents, their teachers, and society as a whole” (1998:6). Further, 

“Traditional gender stereotypes are embedded in the way we respond to boys and teach them 

to respond to others” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:16). This different treatment of boys and 

girls leads to different behavioral, verbal, and emotional traits in boys and girls.  

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 3: Parents and Peers are More Harsh with and Cruel to Boys and 

Girls 

 LBAs explain that culturally-informed beliefs about gender lead to different 

assumptions of boys’ emotional and physical predispositions and thus the appropriate way to 

train boys to be. Peers and parents communicate to boys, albeit not necessarily explicitly, 

what it means to be a man, which include, among others, qualities that are emotionally 

constraining. Parents socialize boys into masculinity by oftentimes implicitly teaching boys 

which emotional expressions and behaviors are appropriate for them. Kindlon and Thompson 
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(2000) provide a typical scenario in order to describe the typical lessons that parents, more 

often mothers, tend to communicate to boys about emotional expression. This scenario serves 

as data (Toulmin 2003). The scenario summarizes psychology research findings published in 

peer-reviewed journals (e.g., Developmental Psychology) cited by Kindlon and Thompson 

(2000). “Here’s how gender socialization can look in its mildest, most ordinary form”:  

…in the park, when Brad points to a small boy who is crying and asks his 

mother why, she gives a much shorter and less animated answer. “I don’t 

know, Brad, he just is. Come on, let’s go. It’s not polite to stare.” 

 The truth is, Brad’s mother may not know why the little boy is crying, 

and she is teaching her son good manners when she tells him not to stare. But 

her short answer is less engaging, less informative, and less rewarding for her 

son. It subtly discourages him from thinking any further about why someone 

cries or what might have moved this particular child to tears. Her quick 

closure on the inquiry also may convey her own discomfort with the subject—

a message that boys frequently “hear” when fathers give short shrift to 

questions or observations about emotions (17) 

 

This scenario supports the notion that boys tend to be less emotionally expressive not 

because of innate processes, but instead because the cultural lessons they receive from adults 

about what is appropriate and inappropriate for boys and men. Whereas adults discourage 

boys’ emotional development with such cultural lessons, they cultivate and encourage girls’ 

emotional expression and empathy: 

Studies of parent interactions with boys and girls suggest that, when a girl 

asks a question about emotions, her mother will give longer explanations. 

She’s more likely to speculate with her daughter about the reasons behind the 

emotion or to validate or amplify her daughter’s observation: “Yes, honey, he 

does look very sad. Maybe he’s got a little hurt or he’s lost his toy…What do 

you think?” The message the daughter gets is that it’s okay to be concerned 

about another’s feelings; her natural concern and empathy are reinforced (17).  

 

Further, research out of Boston University demonstrates “that mothers not only speak 

more to daughters about feelings but actually display a wider range of feelings to them as 

well” (Pollack 1998:42-43). Thus, “boys,” but not girls, “experience this kind of emotional 
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steering constantly” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:17) because, perhaps without realizing it, 

parents and other adults transmit messages about what it means to be a man—and a woman: 

“these ‘natural’ styles of interaction tend to conform to ‘the cultural…stereotype that girls 

should be more emotionally expressive and that boys should be more emotionally 

constrained” (Pollack 1998:43).  

 Adults tend to socialize boys through unfairly harsh and emotionally distant 

treatment. Widespread cultural messages contribute to the tendency to believe that boys are 

biologically predisposed to become physically and emotionally tough or hardened, and that 

they should become tough and hardened. This tendency entails the belief that boys do not 

need emotional training and connection, but need instead strengthening. As a result, adults 

underestimate boys’ emotional capacities and needs, and treat them too aggressively, albeit 

perhaps unintentionally, in order to harden them. Adults also misunderstand and thus 

inappropriately respond to boys’ traits. Kindlon and Thompson (2000) claim that this 

misunderstanding of boys’ behaviors lead to inaccurate but influential “wild animal” 

archetype, which is one of the two “[a]rchetypal images of boys [that] limit our 

understanding of them” (36). Pollack explains that this misunderstanding contributes to “the 

prevalent myth that boys are in fact toxic” (1998:62—emphasis in original): “we tend to 

believe there is something inherently dangerous or toxic about boys—that they are 

psychologically unaware, emotionally unsocialized creatures” (62).  

These cultural stereotypes cause adults such as parents and teachers to erroneously 

assume that boys require more aggressive disciplining than do girls: 

Harsh discipline is presumed to make a man out of a boy: he needs tough 

treatment to whip him into shape. The assumption is that boys are impervious 

to subtle suggestion and more resistant to abuse. This gender split reflects our 

underlying cultural belief that boys are made of ‘different stuff’ than girls. 
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When it comes to their capacity for hurt and anger, this assumption is not true 

(Kindlon and Thompson 2000:53). 

 

Due to such assumptions, adults fail to fulfill boys’ emotional needs of connection and 

affection: “Boys are like lightning rods for harsh discipline, much more so than girls” (53). 

Teachers tend to “apply behavioral control techniques that are intended to somehow better 

‘civilize boys’” (Pollack 1998:17) rather than explore “the emotional reasons behind a boy’s 

misconduct” (17). Adults’ excessively harsh treatment is decisive in toughening up or 

hardening boys.  

 Part of this hardening process entails parents’ beliefs that boys must become 

independent and separate from them, especially from the mother, too early—much earlier 

than is believed for girls. The excessively early and traumatizing separation that boys, but not 

girls, are forced to undergo in order to become tough is damaging to boys’ development of 

emotional connection and expression: 

This painful separation process by which many very young boys are shamed 

into withdrawing from their mothers more than they naturally want to, and 

then are only partially nurtured by their fathers, is a devastating disruption in a 

boy’s emotional life. It is too often vigorously defended or even celebrated as 

a natural movement forward for the young boy, an inevitable step away from 

childlike dependency toward so-called “healthy” masculine identity. Yet 

many people who advocate this attitude toward boys believe it would be a 

tragedy if such a schism were to happen so early in a young girl’s life (Pollack 

1998:27).  

 

 LBAs further explain that fathers, themselves socialized into a tough masculinity and 

thus unaware of how to form a necessary close bond with others, reproduce the emotionally 

distant relationships with their sons. Because of the toughening up process they experienced, 

fathers “find it difficult to think in terms of ‘love’ or express the love they do feel for a son. 

Instead, they tend to fall back on what they have been taught to do with other men—namely, 

compete, control, and criticize” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:96). Fathers, who have 



 
 
 

97 

themselves been socialized into the stoic, emotionally distant form of masculinity, thus teach 

the same masculinity to their sons.  

 Cultural beliefs about boys as emotionally tough also cause adults to inadequately 

help emotionally pained boys. Because emotionally tough behaviors are culturally associated 

with masculinity, behaviors indicative of emotional distress and withdrawal are typically 

misunderstood as “normal” behaviors for boys: 

A boy’s depression is often ignored because he is meeting cultural 

expectations of masculinity. Stoicism, emotional reserve, or even a 

withdrawal into his fortress of solitude are accepted and sometimes admired 

male behaviors…Nobody wants to think of boys as depressed or emotionally 

needy. We feel embarrassed or uncomfortable with the shame it will bring 

them, and we feel more secure with the idea that these idealized ‘strong’ 

fathers-in-training can protect us with their strength (Kindlon and Thompson 

2000:159). 

 

This reaction to emotionally withdrawn boys contributes to their “train[ing] away from 

emotional interaction and steer[ing] instead toward emotional silence and stoicism” (160). 

 Toughening up boys also entails limiting boys’ emotional expressions to only anger: 

“While studies show that boys at a very early age are pushed to suppress their vulnerable and 

sad feelings, they also demonstrate that boys are pressured to express the one strong feeling 

allowed them—anger” (Pollack 1998:44—emphasis in original). Pollack references research 

that finds “that parents speak more about sadness with their daughters, but when it comes to 

sons, parents speak mostly about anger…When performing this task [to create a story with 

their children], mothers never used the word ‘angry’ with girls, but frequently used it with 

boys” (Pollack 1998:44). Research also finds that “parents not only focused on anger more 

frequently with their sons, but also when guiding their sons and daughters through conflict 

situations, they favored the reestablishing of harmony when their daughters were involved, 

but accepted retaliation as a reasonable solution for their male progeny” (44). According to 
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still other scientific research, “Mothers speak about sadness and distress more with their 

daughters and about anger with their sons” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:16).  

 Such cultural beliefs about tough boys contribute to a “distorted view of boys that 

ignores or denies their capacity for feeling, the view that colors even boys’ perceptions of 

themselves as above or outside a life of emotions” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:240). Boys 

are “left to manage conflict, adversity, and change in [their] life with a limited emotional 

repertoire” (4). Because adults inadvertently believe boys neither have emotional needs or 

vulnerabilities, nor should they have any, adults train them to become the tough men we 

believe they are predisposed to become.  

 Misinterpretation of boys’ needs is also rooted in other prevailing cultural beliefs: the 

“entitled prince” archetype, according to Kindlon and Thompson (2000:36), and the “boys 

will be boys” myth, according to Pollack (1998: 24). Boys are treated as “an entitled prince 

who isn’t held accountable to the same moral standards as the rest of us” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:36). Further, “When [boys] behave in cruel and thoughtless ways, we say, 

‘Oh, boys will be boys.’ We let them off the hook over issues of respect and consideration 

for others” (36). The “boys will be boys” myth is “the misconception that somehow boys are 

biologically wired to act like macho, high-energy, even violent supermen” (Pollack 1998: 

24), the misconception that boys are “prisoners of their biological makeup” (62).  

 These prevailing cultural beliefs that “boys will be boys” also influence adults’ 

discipline practices. Unwittingly, perhaps, adults train boys to be reckless and not responsible 

for their behavior. Such prevailing cultural beliefs cause adults to allow free reign for boys’ 

behaviors: 

When we view boys as entitled princes, we assume that a boy’s gender or 

talents entitle him to a future of leadership, success, and power, we excuse 
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him from the labor of learning to live and work wisely with others, protecting 

him from the consequences of acting badly, and hold him to a different, lesser 

standard of moral accountability in his actions and behavior toward others 

(Kindlon and Thompson 2000:37). 

 

Further, “The great danger in subscribing to the myth is that it tends to make people 

assume that they have less power to affect a boy’s personality, behavior or emotional 

development than in fact they do” (Pollack 1998:53). The common practice of excusing 

boys’ reckless behavior as biologically-determined reinforces boys’ destructive behaviors: 

“The unfortunate effect of the myth is that it allows us to shrug off a boy’s behavior when it 

crosses the line from active to aggressive. We are more inclined to throw up our hands and 

say, ‘We can’t do anything about it—that’s the way boys are!’” (53).11 

 Boys’ peer culture is also an important part of the gender socialization process. Boys 

learn the dictates of masculinity from their male peers, who pressure each other to conform to 

the ideals of masculinity and other cultural beliefs about gender: “Boys learn the Boy Code 

in sandboxes, playgrounds, schoolrooms, camps, churches, and hangouts, and are taught by 

peers, coaches, teachers, and just about everybody else” (Pollack 1998:23). This pressure 

occurs primarily through negative sanctioning of behaviors that are not deemed masculine: 

                                                      
11 While LBAs recognize the role of the widespread cultural retort that “boys will be boys,” they dedicate a 

larger portion of their argument to the consequences of the prevailing “wild animal” archetype and myth of 

“toxicity” than to the consequences of the “entitled prince” archetype and “boys will be boys” myth. For 

example, while Kindlon and Thompson (2000) blame prevailing “boys will be boys” attitudes as a contributing 

factor to rape, they limit this critique to only athletes: “Though many boys might be tempted by this idea…it is 

the athletes, especially prominent and successful athletes at the high school or college level, who are most often 

trained to think of themselves as entitled to the sexual attention of girls and women” (213). LBAs do not 

interrogate and critique the role that the “entitled prince” archetype and “boys will be boys” myth have on boys’ 

dominating behaviors to the same extent that they interrogate and critique the role that the “wild animal” and 

“toxicity” myths have on adults’ overly harsh reactions to boys. 

 As I discuss more in detail in Chapter 4, LBAs do not tend to interrogate the characteristic of 

domination that is fundamental to successful masculinity. They therefore do not interrogate the devastating 

consequence of this masculine expectation, beyond the realm of athletes. This is the case despite LBAs’ 

descriptions of boys’ dominating and oppressive behaviors to others. LBAs tend to argue that such behavior are 

innocent, harmless, and must even be maintained. They recommend, for example, that adults honor boys’ 

desires to be strong, heroic, and not feminine. This makes their own argument fall in line, at least to some 

extent, with the “entitled prince” archetype they seemingly critique.  
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“As soon as a boy behaves in a way that is not considered manly, that falls outside the Boy 

Code, he is likely to meet resistance from society—he may merely be stared at or whispered 

about, he may be humiliated, he may get a punch in the gut, or he may just feel terribly 

ashamed” (Pollack 1998:58). Pollack’s own research shows that boys fear any transgression 

of the rules of masculinity: 

In the “Listening to Boys’ Voices” study, even very young boys reported that 

they must “keep a stiff upper lip,” “not show their feelings,” “act real tough,” 

“not act too nice,” “be cool,” “just laugh and brush it off when someone 

punches you.” These boys were not referring to subtle suggestions about how 

they “might” comport themselves. Rather, they were invoking strict rules they 

had absorbed about how they “must” behave, rules that most of them seemed 

to genuinely fear breaking” (23). 

 

Kindlon and Thompson explain that teenage boy peer groups are characterized by a “culture 

of cruelty,” which entails “domination, humiliation, fear, and betrayal” (2000:73). The tenets 

of the culture of cruelty “impose a standard for masculinity that all boys accept and use to 

judge themselves” (79). The culture of cruelty parallels the story in Lord of the Rings: 

For the girls it is a powerful piece of fiction about the potential for cruelty. For 

the boys the story is real…It accurately captures their own, only slightly more 

civilized world. It is a place every man has been…most boys don’t face the 

potential of physical annihilation so much as they experience a 

marginalization—being made to feel worthless or virtually nonexistent—that 

can be emotionally debilitating (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:78). 

 

That is, girls, in contrast to boys, do not engage in a culture of cruelty with each other.  

 LBAs identify boys’ peers’ expectations as determinants of their behaviors. Kindlon 

and Thompson describe these as the “Male Sexual Script” (2000:207), while Pollack refers to 

them as “Peer Pressure” (1998:160). Domination and sexuality are central to this male script 

among peers. Because domination is an imperative of masculinity, boys police each other in 

efforts to be on top. Boys are quick to harass or assault any boy who deviates from the 

masculine ideal.  
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Among themselves boys engage in continuous psychological warfare. Older 

boys pick on younger boys—dominating them by virtue of their greater size—

and younger boys mimic them, creating an environment that pits the strong 

against the weak, the popular against unpopular, the power brokers against the 

powerless, and the conformity driven ‘boy pack’ against the boy who fails in 

any way to conform with pack expectations (Kindlon and Thompson 

2000:73). 

 

When boys act in less than conventionally “masculine” ways, their peers—

both boys and girls—can be quick to tighten the laces on their gender 

straitjackets. Some parents, teachers, coaches and other mentors also act in 

ways that reinforce society’s myths about masculinity by letting boys know 

when they are violating the Boy Code (Pollack 1998:58).  

 

 Boys’ actions of teasing, bullying and belittling others enables them to exhibit their 

own masculinity and remove attention from their own insecurities over their potential 

unsuccessful masculinity. Such harassment wards off any perceptions by others of weakness, 

worthlessness and prevents oneself from being the victim of bullying and attack—attacking 

others is boys’ own self-defense against appearing vulnerable. Kindlon and Thompson 

describe “a self-possessed and popular boy” from their own clinical work who confided: 

“Everybody thinks you’ve got it so easy when you’re on top, but being on top just means that 

you have to worry all the time about slipping or somebody gaining on you. All it takes is one 

mistake or a bad day, and all sorts of people are waiting to take you down” (2000:75). 

Pollack writes that many adolescent boys “are hiding their own tremendous insecurity about 

their masculinity behind a mask of coolness, and are all too willing to taunt and abuse anyone 

who drops the pose of cool” (1998:91). Boys recognize that they are constantly vulnerable to 

end up on the losing end of the power struggle, which leads them to conform to masculinity 

while simultaneously pressuring other boys to do the same. Boys learn from each other, then, 

what it means to be a man, and that they must perform the dictates of masculinity they have 
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learned. In this way, boys learn and measure themselves “against a standard of idealized 

masculinity” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:257). 

 In this sense, LBAs claim that boys perform masculinity in order to meet peer 

expectations and avoid negative scrutiny. “Performance is critical to boys” (209—emphasis 

added). Boys learn to portray the only form of masculinity that is socially acceptable: 

“Boys…show the world only their most conventional and acceptable self, so that the culture 

will neither be outraged by them nor attack them” (258). As a boy grows, “He feels pressure 

from society and his peers to perform as a man” (Pollack 1998:149—emphasis added). 

Pollack distinguishes between boys’ “Public and Private Selves”: there is a “disparity 

between how a boy privately wishes to behave and how he must behave when he is in 

public” (161). Pressures of social expectations shape boys’ “public” behaviors: 

He feels confused that the way he can act at home, when he’s among his 

family and closest friends, is often different from how his peers expect him to 

behave. What works in the privacy of his home may not fly in public peer 

settings. As the boy quoted earlier said, “You can’t be the same person at 

school as you are at home.” The school yard culture of cool or tough and the 

family-room culture of openness and authenticity often clash (162). 

 

Further, both Pollack and Kindlon and Thompson invoke the expression “The Big 

Impossible” from the Fox Indians of the Eastern Highlands of Papua, New Guinea to claim 

that American society’s expectations of adolescent boys are often impossible to obtain 

because in American culture, manhood must continuously be proven: “performance-based 

masculine identity is virtually impossible to achieve in any lasting way. ‘You’re only as good 

as your last game,’ they say in baseball. Boys understand this message on a personal level. In 

the boy’s world, you can never, ever be satisfied with your performance. You have to prove 

yourself anew, continuously” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:79). Manhood in American 

culture is the “big impossible” because in order to achieve it, boys must continuously engage 
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in the impossible feat of suppressing their natural emotional needs of connections with others 

(Pollack 1998:173). However, as difficult and as precarious as meeting the impossible 

standards may be, boys’ successful displays of masculinity give boys rewards in the form of 

status and power: “When masculinity is defined as an achievement…then manhood becomes 

‘a prize to be won or wrested through struggle’ and a ‘precarious artificial state’” (Kindlon 

and Thompson 2000:79—emphasis added). Successful masculine performance achieves the 

reward, the privilege, of manhood.  

Brockriede and Ehninger (1960) describe various types of warrants that underlie the 

move from data to claim. In reference to Toulmin’s typology of inartistic versus artistic 

arguments, Brockriede and Ehninger explain that those arguments in which “the data are not 

immediately conclusive…the role of the warrant in carrying them to the claim becomes of 

crucial importance” (47). Such class of arguments are artistic. Brockriede identify the variety 

of warrants that may appear in artistic arguments, classifying them in terms of the function 

they may play in the “function…to carry the data to the claim” (48). One such warrant is that 

of a “sign”, which occur when the “data consist of clues of symptoms” (49). This warrant fits 

with the move from the sub-grounds regarding adults and peers harsh and cruel treatment of 

boys to the sub-argument that adults and peers treat boys and girls differently. Specifically, 

adults and peers being more harsh with and cruel to boys is a sign (means) that parents and 

peers treat boys and girls differently.   

Part 1 Sub-Argument 4: Boys and Girls Adopt the Different Gender Traits Dictated by 

the Cultural Imperatives of Their Gender 

Based on evidence in the previous section, LBAs could interpret gender displays as 

situational, because their evidence demonstrates that much of boys’ gendered behaviors are 
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performed in order to meet situational (e.g., peer) demands and expectations. LBAs, 

however, claim that boys and girls adopt traits associated with the cultural imperatives of 

their gender. LBAs, then, represent masculinity and femininity as embodied in that males and 

females develop gendered traits. This idea is in line with early social science gender scholars, 

who argued “the idea that masculinity is the internalized male sex role” (Connell 2005:22-

23). According to sex role theorists, boys and girls learn the script of their gender role during 

the socialization process, and thereby adopt and internalize gender accordingly (Chodorow 

1978; Parsons 1951). Contemporary social science gender scholars have advanced their 

understandings of gender (see Chapter 4), but LBAs argue that gender is primarily an identity 

and set of traits internalized by individuals largely through the socialization process.  

The fact that LBAs claim masculine traits to be internalized by boys means that LBAs 

fall into the same ontological trap as NBAs. LBAs, like NBAs, treat gender as a property of 

individuals and sex to determine gender, since boys and girls adopt, and therefore embody, 

the characteristics that are associated with their sex. Boys are therefore essentially different 

from girls. LBAs are therefore similar to neoconservative boy advocates because they 

articulate gender as essential. 

Part 1 Sub-Grounds 4: Research, Anecdotes and Over-Interpretation of Other Traits as 

Evidence of Traits Embodied by Boys Versus Girls that Reflect Cultural Imperatives  

 I will now describe the gendered traits that LBAs claim to be socialized into boys 

(and girls). LBAs claim boys (and men) to have particular traits that they do not explicitly 

state are the result of socialization; however, such sub-arguments occur in the context of 

gender as socialized because these authors identify only physical activity and verbal abilities 

to be innate, along with other traits presumably based on them (discussed further below). The 
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traits described here are thus presumably adopted by boys and men over time through the 

socialization process. Liberal boy advocates articulate such traits to be “normal” and 

“natural” to boys and men.  

 LBAs do at times state that boys and girls are not necessarily categorically different. 

Gender varies by time and place: “boys have been defined very differently in other countries, 

other cultures, and other eras” (Pollack 1998:60). Also, “there is no single healthy path to 

mature masculinity” and “there’s no single definition of ‘goodness’ or ‘masculinity’” (139-

140). Further, gender groups are more similar than different: “As with any gender difference, 

there is a lot of overlap between populations of boys and girls: thus, there are girls who are 

more active than many boys” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:32), and “The greater attention 

paid to the gender differences skews our view of reality. If we had to sum up all the scientific 

work on sex differences in one finding, it would be that men and women are a lot more the 

same than they are different” (13). Further, there is much variation among boys: “It may 

seem that every boy wants to ‘be like Mike.’ But it isn’t so. Boys want different and 

complicated and conflicting things. Some want to ‘be like Will (Shakespeare); others yearn 

to be like Bill (Gates) or Al (Einstein); while still others want to be like Walt (Whitman)” 

(xiii). 

 Despite statements about variation within gender categories, and about greater 

similarity than difference between boys and girls, LBAs focus their discussions on gender 

difference. Consider LBAs’ claims of variations described above; they are all variations 

within masculinity. Indeed, although “there is no single path to mature masculinity,” we must 

“work to convince [boys] that [they are] indeed a hundred percent masculine—a ‘real boy’” 

(Pollack 1998:141—emphasis added). Also, “We have to teach boys that there are many 
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ways to become a man” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:257—emphasis added). That is, 

although not “every boy wants to ‘be like Mike’,” the anticipatory socialization models that 

LBAs invoke are all men; they do not claim that young boys want to be like Serena Williams, 

for example, or Marie Curie or Jane Austin. Although boys may “want different and 

conflicting things,” LBAs claim that they all want to be men (Jordon, Shakespeare, Gates, 

Einstein, Whitman). Further, all but one of these models are white. LBAs descriptions of 

variations all invoke notions of a masculine essence, and one based on a white, middle-class 

standard, as I describe later in this chapter.  

 Further, “there is a lot of overlap” in terms of energy, but the authors also insist that 

boys are characteristically different from girls in terms of energy: “by school age, the average 

boy in a classroom is more active than three-fourths of the girls, and the most active children 

in the class are very likely to be boys. And even the more active girls don’t seem to express 

their energy in the unrestrained way more characteristic of boys” (Kindlon and Thompson 

2000:4). Kindlon and Thompson later quote a teacher to reinforce their claim that boys and 

girls “really are different!” (30—emphasis in original).  

Kindlon and Thompson claim that boys and girls, or men and women, are so different 

that they are in fact unable to understand each other. Mothers often do not even understand 

their sons: “For many women, mothering a boy is additionally challenging, in a way that they 

feel they don’t understand boys, because they have never actually experienced the world as a 

boy” (2000:116). They call the inability of women to understand boys “the gender gap” and 

explain, “What any woman must do to bridge the gender gap is to understand that there really 

is a different way of thinking and…that her perspective as a woman will not always give her 
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a clear picture of her son’s motivations” (128). They also relate a counseling patient’s claim 

that it is difficult for boys to have all women teachers: 

Therapist: Is it difficult for boys to have all woman teachers? 

Alan: They’re pretty used to it, (he says of boys). 

Therapist: Is it easier for boys to have men teachers? 

Alan: Yeah. They understand us more or something. They understand what 

we’re trying to say (27). 

 

Gender differences also cause girls and women to be unable to understand boys’ sexual and 

emotional displays: “For most girls a boy’s sexuality is clearly communicated in those 

physical attributes and a heightened interest in the opposite sex, but the emotion he brings to 

his actions is obscured and is subject to interpretation by girls, whose understanding is 

naturally colored by their own distinctly female sexual and emotional development” (194—

emphasis added). 

 Part of boys’ gendered self is their gender identity. According to LBAs, all boys want 

to be masculine. LBAs represent boys’ desire to be masculine as inevitable and natural. In 

this articulation, the desire to be masculine is associated with the male body: “every boy…is 

faced with a complex set of internal demands: he wants sex, he wants love, he wants to be 

manly” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:195—emphasis added). Also, “For his part, a boy 

brings his need to feel competent and distinctly male” (116). Further, “During adolescence a 

boy naturally seeks to define his own identity, establish his independence, and determine 

what kind of man he intends to be” (Pollack 1998:145—emphasis added). Boys yearn for 

help to develop a masculine identity: “An important aspect of this process of affirmation has 

to do with the boy’s nascent sense of his identity as a man. Our boys yearn to have us 

provide clear balanced expectations about masculinity and to say supportive things that will 

help them build their confidence as they grow toward manhood” (178—emphasis added). 
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This notion that all boys want to be masculine men reifies biological sex as a determinant of 

gender identity, even if such element of gender results from socialization.  

 In addition to gender identity, other gendered traits are inculcated in boys due to the 

dominant ideals of masculinity. LBAs claim that competitiveness is a part of who boys are, 

an “attitude” that “pervades other parts of boys’ lives.” Regardless of time or place (“no 

matter what you do”), boys seek competition: 

This competitive attitude pervades other parts of boys’ lives. As one junior at 

an all-boys school told us, “Competition among guys is all over the place, 

whether in the classroom or athletic field. You see this kind of jockeying for 

position. Who is better than whom? Who’s the best-looking? Who is numero 

uno? No matter what you do, you’re always going to be competing with 

another guy for something” (Pollack 1998:188). 

 

 Boys also prefer physically rough and forceful action with many people in large 

spaces. This is in contrast to girls, who are cooperative, prefer smaller groups, less physical 

aggression, and less reliance on rules and structure: 

Boys, in general, like play that is competitive, physically rough, and forceful. 

They like games that involve interaction in large groups and take place in 

large spaces (such as playing fields, gymnasiums, stadiums) as well as those 

that follow rules and have a hierarchy of authority. Girls, on the other hand, 

generally enjoy play that is more interpersonal, often one-on-one, and less 

physically aggressive (Pollack 1998:55). 

 

Girls’ play usually centers more on talking and socializing within a small 

circle of friends. Girls’ friendships solidify through shared confidences. Girls 

are more likely to discuss quietly than to yell and taunt. When a conflict does 

arise, girls often stop the game until the problem can be resolved to each 

player’s satisfaction. Girls will generally talk it out before they consult the 

rule book. Their friends’ feelings are of greater concern than continuing the 

game (189). 

 

 Boys also desire dominance, status and power: “Among themselves, men compete for 

dominance, status, and power, often just for fun” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:109). This 

sub-argument makes boys’ and men’s pursuit of dominance, status and power seem not only 
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inevitable and natural, but harmless—“just for fun.” This notion of boys’ and men’s pursuits 

of power as natural and harmless is furthered by descriptions of boys as naturally needing to 

feel empowered, competent, heroic. Immediately after writing that the gifts of boys and girls 

“come wrapped in gender patterns that are recognizably different,” Kindlon and Thompson 

write: 

Boys’ need to feel competent and empowered leads them to express a keen 

power-based, action-oriented sense of justice, fairness, good and evil. 

Spiderman, Batman, Ninja Turtles—heroic action figures dominate the 

landscape of young boys because they want so much to be seen in heroic 

proportions—to be big instead of small, to have power in the world instead of 

the role of powerless child, and to be the arbiter of right and wrong rather than 

a negotiator or an observer (2000:30). 

 

Further, boys “love heroes; they all have dreams of greatness” (250). Within such sub-

arguments, Kindlon and Thompson never reflect on the relational aspect of dominance, status 

or power, but instead describe such traits as fundamental to “how boys are”—as inevitable 

and harmless. 

 For his part, Pollack is not as direct in arguments of boys’ purported unique desire 

and fascination with power, status and domination. He does, however, celebrate that boys 

“feel free to show their ‘heroic,’ tough, action-oriented side” (1998:13), indicating that being 

heroic is inherent to boys. He also describes boys as natural protectors: boys “show love 

through acts of protection. When they see somebody they love in a vulnerable position or in 

trouble, they leap to the rescue and do whatever they can to help their friend or loved one 

through the situation” (66). Further, being a protector is inherently male, since fathers desire 

to “be a competent ‘breadwinner’—to ‘feather the nest,’” and “this kind of nest-feathering 

may in fact be a natural instinct on the part of fathers” (127). Women, in contrast, have a 

natural nurturing instinct: Pollack refers to the “happy, nurturing world of women” (82) and 
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the “warm, loving environment to which a boy can retreat” that mothers are “still mainly 

responsible for creating” (82). Mothers must learn to trust “their best instincts” and not “curb 

the natural flow of love and empathy they feel for their young boys” or “participate in the 

push to prematurely separate from their sons” (88; see also 99-100). Thus, while men are 

naturally heroic, protective breadwinners, mothers are naturally empathic and comforting 

instinct.  

 LBAs argue that gender is mostly socialized and in such argument, articulate an 

“essence” of boys that is different from the “essence” of girls. According to their essentialist 

notion of gender, all boys share commonalities and all girls share commonalities, with each 

category embodying and displaying a coherent set of traits across time and place. LBAs treat 

boys and girls as unitary groups that are categorically different from each other. While, as 

described above, they reference interactional expectations of gender and the great variation 

within gender groups, LBAs articulate gender primarily as essential and dichotomous.  

Part 2 Sub-Argument 1: Biological Sex Differences Cause Some Gender Differences 

LBAs for the most part describe gender as a social construct into which boys and girls 

are socialized and even critique the public’s misguided fascination with biological 

differences (e.g., Kindlon and Thompson 2000:12-13). However, these boy advocates argue 

that gender is, to some extent, biologically-determined: “nature creates boys whose behavior 

and development are influenced by biological proclivities—more than we used to believe” 

(Pollack 1998: 57), and “There are…two clear biological differences between boys and girls 

that have been shown to have an impact on development and behavior” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:12). 
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 According to Kindlon and Thompson, but not Pollack, one biological difference “is 

that girls’ verbal abilities, on average, mature faster than boys’: they talk earlier and more 

fluently. Boys tend to catch up later, but in the early grades, especially, feminine superiority 

in this area is rapidly apparent to parents, teachers and researchers” (2000:12). According to 

both Pollack and Kindlon and Thompson, boys’ biology also makes boys more active: “The 

second [biological] difference is that boys tend to be more physically active than girls, 

moving faster and staying in motion longer…this propensity for activity and the 

consequences of it shape a boy’s every experience and the way others experience him” 

(Kindlon and Thompson 2000:12). Boys’ biologically-determined physical activity is also 

synonymous with their lack of impulse control: “boys are more active and slower to develop 

impulse control” (31).  Further, Pollack argues that while testosterone does not cause boys’ 

violence, “testosterone does in fact contribute to boys’ proclivity for action” (1998:55).  

Part 2 Sub-Grounds 1a: Empirical Findings that Boys and Girls are Born with 

Differences in Physical Activity and Verbal Ability 

  In order to buttress their specific argument that girls’ “mature faster than boys” in 

verbal abilities, Kindlon and Thompson cite two research articles published in academic 

journals (Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk et al. 1991; Shaywitz, Shaywitz, Fletcher et al. 1990). 

Huttenlocher et al. (1991) find that girls’ have greater vocabulary size and growth than do 

boys, even though caretakers do not tend to differ in how talkative they are to girls versus 

boys. The other research article (Shaywitz et al. 1990), however, does not investigate nor find 

gender differences in verbal ability; rather, the authors investigated whether school bias leads 

to higher identification of reading disability among boys than girls by schools despite 

epidemiological findings of “no significant differences in the prevalence of reading disability 
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in research-identified boys compared with research-identified girls” (Shaywitz et al. 

1990:998).  

With regards to activity or energy level, Pollack does not cite any empirical evidence. 

His claim that testosterone contributes to “boys’ proclivity for action” occurs in the context 

of his denial that testosterone causes violence and aggression; he nevertheless cites no 

empirical data for such claims. He does evince anecdotes, which I discuss further in the 

section below. Kindlon and Thompson cite, but do not discuss, research from an edited 

volume (Kohnstamm 1989). This research examines children in different nations, identifying 

correlations between gender (boys and girls) and behaviors, as indicated by standardized 

tests, laboratory observations and questionnaires completed by adults familiar with the 

children. Importantly, and as I discuss further in Chapter 4, although Kindlon and Thompson 

cite such empirical research, they contradict their own claim of a biological basis when they 

explain that “not many studies find sex differences until preschool” and “the main 

differences between boys and girls occur in social interaction” (2000:32), which I critique 

more extensively in Chapter 4.  

As more evidence for the biologically-based gender differences more generally, 

Kindlon and Thompson but not Pollack cite further empirical research. Kindlon and 

Thompson cite but do not describe the findings from two books (Blum 1997; Maccoby 

1998), one of which is also cited by Sommers (2000) as evidence that gender is entirely 

determined by biology (Blum 1997). Kindlon and Thompson also cite but do not describe 

findings from a books whose authors provide socio-cultural explanations for gender 

differences (Maccoby and Jacklin 1974; Maccoby 1998), which I discuss further in Chapter 

4. 
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Thus, although LBAs claim that research shows “two clear biological differences 

between boys and girls” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:12) or that “[t]estosterone does 

contribute to a boy’s natural patterns of behavior” (Pollack 1998:53), they provide minimal, 

if any, empirical evidence that biological sex determines activity level or, in the case of 

Kindlon and Thompson, verbal maturity rates.  

Part 2 Sub-Grounds 1b: Anecdotes, Perceptions and Over-Interpretation of Discrete 

Traits Show Gender Differences to be Biologically-Based 

In addition to the (scant) empirical evidence they provide, LBAs also provide 

evidence in the form of anecdotes, personal observations by individuals (e.g., teachers and 

parents) in order to buttress their argument about the biological basis to certain gender traits. 

What’s more, they root other traits in the biologically-determined traits of energy level and 

verbal maturity rates. Thus, anecdotes, perceptions, and over-interpretation of discrete traits 

serve as further evidence of a biological basis to some gender differences. 

Both Pollack and Kindlon and Thompson rely heavily on stories of individual boys 

and their relationships in order to buttress their argument of a biological basis to physical 

activity. For example, in “Ms. Alvarez’s kindergarten class…[o]n one side of the circle, the 

girls sit shoulder to shoulder, some with legs crossed, some with hands clasped in their laps, 

some waiting quietly…” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:21) while,  

as Justin walked toward the circle, and stopped to pick up the plastic pears and 

tomatoes in the play kitchen…Christopher negotiates the last few feet to the 

circle and sits down expectantly…Though the entire process of getting the 

boys to sit quietly in the reading circle has taken only two to three minutes, it 

is hard not to be annoyed at Justin and Christopher. They do waste a 

disproportionate amount of class time every day. The gender split is obvious; 

the girls bring energy and exuberance to the circle, too, but it is contained; 

they readily follow instructions. The boys have a much harder time sitting still 

(23). 
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Also, as evidence that “[t]o initiate or deepen a friendship…boys may take an indirect route, 

through an action or activity of some kind, as in the case of Brian” (Pollack 1998:68—

emphasis added): 

Wanting to be friends with David, Brian might plan an activity and 

offhandedly ask David if he wants to come along or join in, acting as if it 

doesn’t really matter whether David accepts. The activity may be a game of 

pickup basketball, a saxophone rehearsal, or simply hanging out at the local 

hub…Little boys, too may seek emotional bonds in indirect ways…these 

bonds may be forged through exuberant, rough-and-tumble play” (68). 

 

 LBAs also rely on an over-interpretation of the traits of energy as grounds for their 

claims about a biological basis to some gender traits. LBAs describe a particular “boy 

energy,” which refers to boys’ higher levels and unique expressions of physical activity, as a 

central component of boys’ selves. LBAs emphasize that boys’ unique expressions of energy 

determine much of boys’ behaviors and experiences: “boys tend to be more physically active 

than girls, moving faster and staying in motion longer…this propensity for activity and the 

consequences of it shape a boy’s every experience and the way others experience him” 

(Kindlon and Thompson 2000:12—emphasis added), and “a boy’s natural language is 

usually action language” (Pollack 1998:100).  

Thus because of their higher energy levels, boys are gendered in particular ways. 

Such higher energy levels determine boys’ higher levels of impulsivity, boldness and risk-

taking behavior: “some of the traditional virtues of boys” are “their enormous energy, how 

they revel in physical contact, their ability to compete with admirable gusto” (Pollack 

1998:77) and “[b]oys do play differently than girls…Boys, in general, like to play that is 

competitive, physically rough, and forceful” (55). Further, “higher activity level and lower 

level impulse control…is normal for boys” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:23), the “average 

boy’s gifts” of “high activity, impulsivity, and physicality” is “boy power” (31), and boys are 
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inherently “slower to develop impulse control than girls” (31). Boys’ higher energy levels 

translate into more “boldness,” which accompanies “physical energy…curiosity, and action” 

among the list of “some of the most impressive qualities a boy can possess” (15). Boys’ 

energy also translates into risk-taking, which prevents boys from thinking about the 

consequences of their actions: “energy is contagious, especially among other boys, and the 

physical energy can translate into a kind of psychological boldness. They often are the risk 

takers, seemingly oblivious to the potential hurt of a fall or sting of a reprimand…boys are 

often in the middle of an action before they consider the consequences” (30). 

Further, boys use more physical space because of their higher energy levels and 

distinct male bodies: “Boys…like games that involve interaction in large groups and take 

place in large spaces” (Pollack 1998:55). Also: 

Activity level isn’t just an issue with little boys. Teenage boys bump and push. 

When we sit down with a group of adolescent boys in almost any school 

setting, there is an inevitable physicality even to something as simple as 

finding a place to sit and sitting in it. If there are desks and chairs, then those 

get jostled about with plenty of scraping and bumping; if there is a couch, then 

there will be a moment of scuffling to see who sits where; if it’s on the floor, 

then there will be the big pile of boys, and others rooting for the right spot. 

We’re not talking about physical aggression, just a vibrant, active body 

language that’s always in use. They knock one another’s hats off; they sprawl 

across furniture and occupy dinner table and family room floors in a way that 

seems larger than necessary. Sometimes they don’t watch where they are 

going, and sometimes they just enjoy throwing their weight around. Wouldn’t 

you, if two years ago you used to weigh 100 pounds and now you weigh 175? 

When you’re a boy, it is just plain fun being big! (Kindlon and Thompson 

2000:246—emphasis added). 

 

Thus, boys are different from girls in that they are inherently more active, impulsive, 

risk-taking, and use more physical space than girls. They also, according to Kindlon and 

Thompson only, verbally mature more slowly than do girls. Such biological facts, combined 
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with misguided cultural beliefs about how boys are and should be, cause boys to be different 

from girls in a number of ways.  

LBAs’ Comprehensive Representations of Boys and Girls 

 Although LBAs differ from NBAs in their claims about the mechanisms of gender, 

LBAs like NBAs construct comprehensive representations of boys and girls in their 

arguments about the ontological status of gender. LBAs represent boys’ as having a coherent 

set of traits that result primarily from socialization, but also in part from biology. What 

emerges from LBAs’ claims about gender, as did from NBAs’ claims about gender, are 

concepts of “boy” and “girl” that come to represent all or “normal” boys and all or “normal” 

girls, respectively. 

 According to LBAs’ arguments, boys want to become masculine, “manly” men who 

are protectors. Boys are proactive and competitive in their desire to be heroic and achieve 

dominance, status, and power. Further, boys embody a boy energy, which itself causes boys 

to be impulsive, bold, risk-taking, physically rough and oblivious to consequences of their 

actions, and to take up more physical space. Girls and women, in contrast, are so different so 

as to not at times be able to understand boys and men. Girls and women are not competitive 

for power and dominance, but are instead cooperative, quiet, passive, empathic and 

nurturing. They also not embody a uniquely high level of energy nor are they impulsive or 

use a lot of physical space.   

 LBAs maintain that “there are two and only two genders, and bodies, sexualities, and 

personalities are lined up on one side or another (Lorber 2010:146). This articulation of 

gender as a binary system (Chatillon et al. 2018; Lorber 2010) reifies biological sex as 

dichotomous, a determinant of gender identity, and a determinant of gendered traits that 
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individuals acquire, whether by biology or socialization. This notion of gender is in line with 

that of liberal feminists who conceptualize gender as distinct from biological “sex,” but 

maintain that all members of the same category adopt gender roles by way of a set of 

socialized gender traits. LBAs are like liberal feminists in that they maintain that 

dichotomous sex determines gender and that gender is a coherent set of traits that individuals 

embody.  

 Further, the concept of “normal” or “real” boys that emerges from LBAs’ arguments 

adheres to the culturally idealized image of boyhood and masculinity. LBAs claim that 

because of biology and social pressures dictated by cultural imperatives of masculinity, boys 

internalize a particular masculinity. The “normal” or “real” boy and the cultural imperatives 

that LBAs describe, however, are based on white, middle- and upper-class, and heterosexual 

boys and masculinity. This is indicated first and foremost by the images on these authors’ 

book covers, of young, white boys. Furthermore, the focus of the authors’ analyses and 

descriptions are primarily white, middle- and upper-class, heterosexual boys, who are the 

primary subjects of their studies and interviews. Kindlon and Thompson explain that their 

analysis of boys’ problems is based on their interactions, as therapists, with privileged boys. 

Pollack does not so much describe the “hundreds of young and adolescent boys” he 

“observ[ed] in various situations” and about whom he “talk[ed] with their parents” about 

whom which “this book is derived” (1998:xxiii); however, like those of Kindlon and 

Thompson, Pollack’s anecdotes are primarily about white, economically privileged, 

heterosexual boys; LBAs only reference race, ethnicity, social class and sexuality in their 

descriptions of people of color, or of working class backgrounds, or who are not straight. 

This indicates that all other, which are in the majority, references are to white, economically 
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privileged, straight boys.12 LBAs do not interrogate how experiences of gender are mediated 

by, and depend largely on, dimensions like race, ethnicity, social class, and sexuality; 

instead, they articulate white, middle- and upper-class, heterosexual (and cis-gendered) boys 

as representative of “all” or “normal” boys. Such boy advocates thus cannot account for 

experiences of gender by those who are not white, straight, cis-gendered, middle- or upper-

class.13 This representation risks conclusions (solutions) for boys’ problems in schools that 

would only serve to further privilege an already privileged group. Indeed, this is the case, as 

described in Chapters 3 and 4.  

 Many gender scholars have moved beyond the notion that biological sex necessarily 

matches or determines gender. Gender theory also now emphasizes that the expression of 

gender is dependent on context, and that gender identity and experiences of gender are 

mediated through other identities and dimensions, such as race, ethnicity, social class, 

sexuality and social position (Charles 2008; Connell 2005; Crenshaw 1989; Ridgeway and 

Correll 2004). LBAs’ articulation of gender does not allow for such fluidity and 

                                                      
12 This fact also reflects LBAs’ tendency to associate race, ethnic, class, and sexual neutrality with “whiteness, 

middle-classness, and straightness.  
13 As an example, Kindlon and Thompson provide evidence for “all” boys’ troubles based on the experiences of 

working class boys of color. Yet, the authors do not address the issues of poverty and racism that plague such 

students’ lives and arguably cause most of the challenges such boys face. Instead, they equate the barriers such 

boys face with the “suffering” and “pain” the “average” boy feels. Michael Thompson writes his “experience 

working with children on the South Side of Chicago,” where he “saw so many boys whose education had 

already, by second grade, been so scarred that they were truly done with schools—and as good as done for in 

life because the gangs were ready to snap them up” (2000: 28). He then claims that the experiences such boys 

experienced in the “charged” school were the same as those faced by a boy, Alan, from a more affluent family: 

“The interesting thing about Alan is that the same principle applies, even though he comes from an educated 

and affluent family” (29). Later, these same authors equate the experiences of heterosexual boys with those of 

gay boys, without interrogating how experiences of boyhood may in fact be mediated by, and thus depend 

largely on, sexuality. They write that “the burden of coming to terms with a gay orientation in a hostile 

environment is a significant risk factor for suicide” (172) but nevertheless that while their “discussion of love, 

sexuality, and romance is limited to a heterosexual framework…many of the issues in this chapter apply equally 

to all boys” (194). 
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intersectionality, however; biological sex, according to their account, determines gender 

identity and gender expression.  

The Gendered True Emotional and Masculine Self 

 LBAs articulate the notion that boys have a true self, and that his true self is 

comprised, in part, of an emotional self. They argue that the cultural imperatives of 

masculinity limit the development of boys’ true emotional selves, which causes boys’ 

problems. The following are representative quotes that demonstrate LBAs’ notion that boys 

have a “true,” “real,” “genuine” emotional self, albeit one that is submerged due to the 

dictates of masculinity: 

Much of what [boys] experience makes them want to hide their true selves 

and show the world only their most conventional and acceptable self, so that 

the culture will neither be outraged by them nor attack them (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:258—emphasis added).  

 

Adam was doing what I find so many boys do: he was hiding behind a mask, 

and using it to hide his deepest thoughts and feelings—his real self—from 

everyone, even the people closest to him…Many of the boys I see today are 

like Adam, living behind a mask of masculine bravado that hides the genuine 

self to conform to our society’s expectations (Pollack 1998:5—emphasis 

added). 

 

One of the saddest consequences of the Boy Code is the creation of such 

pressure on a boy to mask his true identity that he loses touch with who he is 

and what really brings him joy in life. To ensure that he’ll be seen as cool, the 

boy may avoid acting in certain ways, expressing certain emotions, or 

engaging in certain activities that aren’t deemed appropriate anymore. In other 

words, by purposely changing his behavior to avoid the embarrassment of 

violating the Boy Code, he completely sacrifices his genuine self (159—

emphasis added).  

 

With this argument, it becomes clear that LBAs have a conception of boys’ true self that 

includes a masculine and an emotional self, the latter of which is insufficiently developed.14 

                                                      
14 The idea that masculine imperatives are oppressive to boys and men first appeared in the social sciences in 

the middle of the 20th century, when Talkcott Parsons (1951) theorized the male ‘instrumental’ role and the 

female ‘expressive’ role as complementary and socially necessary. Soon after, social scientists as well as 
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They make this particularly clear when they write that cultural imperatives of masculinity 

lead to boys’ suppressed emotional selves: “the Boy Code dictates…that [boys] should 

suppress all other emotions and cover up the more gentle, caring, vulnerable side of 

themselves” (1998: 13—emphasis in original), and “Stereotypical notions of masculine 

toughness deny a boy his emotions and rob him of a chance to develop the full range of 

emotional resources…even the youngest boy…learns quickly, for instance, that he must hide 

his feelings and silence his fears” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:4). Boys’ emotional selves 

are part of their “genuine self,” which boys hide in order “to conform to our society’s 

expectations” (Pollack 1998:5).  

 LBAs’ arguments that boys have suppressed their emotional selves indicate that, like 

liberal feminists, they conceive of boys as sharing a common humanity with girls. In LBAs’ 

formulation, this common humanity is rooted in the emotional self. Kindlon and Thompson 

maintain that “boys as they truly are” entails emotional needs that are universally human: 

boys and men have “fears, which are universal” (2000:252) and “it is…common sense and 

clinical wisdom that human beings almost universally want to be loved. Boy babies are as 

cute and beguiling and eager to please as are girl babies, and their desire to love and be loved 

is every bit as profound as that of girl babies” (202—emphasis added). Other indications that 

boys’ emotional selves are commonly human include: “it is imperative that boys be taught 

[emotional literacy], so they may share the essence of the human experience (217—emphasis 

added); “When boys and men rigidly deny their fears, they are less than fully human (252—

                                                      
leaders in the “Men’s Liberation Movement” began to argue that the internalized male sex role, often defined in 

traditional terms, was oppressive in that it constrains men’s emotional expression and connection (Connell 

2005:24-25). The male sex role, in other words, placed “constricting pressure…upon the self” (25).  
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emphasis added); and “Strong and healthy boys are made strong by acceptance and 

affirmation of their humanity” (258—emphasis added).  

 Pollack also indicates that boys share a common humanity with girls: “expressions of 

love and empathy are truly what most boys (like most girls) need” (1998: 42). Further, 

“every person needs…the human connections of love, caring and affection” (5—emphasis 

added) and, “like all human beings, [boys] particularly need caring support when their 

relationships are disrupted or come to an untimely end” (310—emphasis added). Thus LBAs 

identify boys’ emotional selves as commonly human—as universal, a part of both boys’ and 

girls’ true selves.  

 In addition to their universal human emotional self, boys also have a uniquely 

masculine self. Kindlon and Thompson say they ”have been…sometimes blown away by 

[boys’] ability to cut right through the artifice of gender stereotypes and tell us what it is like 

to be a human…and a boy” (2000:xix—ellipsis in original; emphasis added). Pollack also 

indicates that in addition to the common emotional self that boys share with girls, boys have 

a uniquely boy self. He asks about boys’ “natures”: “What is the fundamental nature of boys? 

How are boys different from girls? And how are they the same?” (1998:xxii). Indeed, Pollack 

argues that boys are only able to express their masculine half: “Until now, many boys have 

been able to live out and express only half of their emotional lives—they feel free to show 

their ‘heroic,’ tough, action-oriented side, their physical prowess, as well as their anger and 

rage” (13). According to LBAs, then, boys are distinctly masculine.  

 Importantly, the cause of boys’ problems is that their emotional selves are 

suppressed; the problem is not boys’ masculine selves. According to LBAs’ formulation, 

boys’ masculine selves are, with the exception of their emotional underdevelopment, 
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sufficiently and rightfully developed. Indeed, LBAs describe boys’ essential masculinity 

positively. Such descriptions, exemplified by the following quotes, demonstrate LBAs’ 

notion that boys’ developed masculine selves are valuable. Pollack describes that boys learn 

that they must follow the Boy Code and act tough, and then asks: 

Why is action empathy any less deep and meaningful than the verbally 

intimate moments shared among girls and young women? Why should John 

and Hal, shirtless, bending over John’s motorcycle, attempting to adjust the 

throttle while intermittently slapping each other on the back and spraying 

water on each other’s heads, be projecting a model of friendship any less 

meaningful than Amy and Ellen working out together at the all women’s gym 

and discussing Andrea’s difficulty telling her new boyfriend that she’s not 

ready for sex? (1998:194-195). 

 

In other words, boys and men are fundamentally masculine and this is beneficial—

“meaningful.” Kindlon and Thompson (2000) agree: 

It would be easy to criticize the boys for the predictable failure of their hurried 

and flawed first round catapults, easy to shame them by comparing their 

rambunctious work style to the calmer, more efficient style of the girls. But 

this teacher saw something different. In addition to the well-executed planning 

and building by the groups of girls, she recognized in the boys a risk-taking 

energy and enthusiasm that were of real value to the class (29-30—emphasis 

added). 

 

Further, as will be explained in more detail in the following chapter, LBAs advocate 

that we demonstrate compassion and empathy by attending to boys’ emotional selves, 

addressing and alleviating boys’ pained feelings that underlie their aggressive or exploitative 

behaviors. In order to eliminate boys’ problems, LBAs explain, boys must be allowed to 

express their whole—emotional and masculine—true selves. If not, “today’s angry young 

man is destined to become tomorrow’s lonely and embittered middle-aged man” (Kindlon 

and Thompson 2000:xii-xiii). Pollack adds that a boy who cannot “see his genuine attributes, 

his true self, in the mirror…may later become frustrated, depressed, angry, suffer low self-

esteem, fail to succeed in intimate relationships, or even turn violent” (Pollack 1998:xxv). 
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While LBAs argue that we must attend to boys’ emotional selves, they do not also advocate 

that we address the particular form that boys’ emotionally-pained behaviors take (e.g., 

aggression, exploitation of women). In this way, LBAs cite the imperatives of masculinity as 

the cause of boys’ inability to express vulnerable emotions, but they do not advocate that we 

destroy the imperatives of masculinity. Rather, we must simply understand the emotional 

effect of such imperatives on boys, and thereby respond to boys’ underlying emotional 

anguish. 

In this sense, LBAs differ from NBAs in their view that boys are to some extent 

inherently similar to girls, even if boys and girls become different through socialization. 

According to LBAs, both boys’ and girls’ true selves include an emotional self, comprised of 

emotional capacities and needs that make them human. Yet, LBAs are similar to NBAs in 

their articulation of masculinity as embodied and determined by sex (albeit primarily through 

socialization). While LBAs define “real” boys as embodying emotional capabilities that are 

not fully developed, they also define “real boys” as distinct from girls, in that boys want to be 

masculine, have a particular boy energy, and desire dominance, status and power.  

Thus, the liberal gender project is engaged in defining boys’ true selves—“real boys”—in 

order to ascertain and implement appropriate solutions for boys’ problems in schools. LBAs 

describe “real boys” “as they truly are” in order to explain how boys can live as “whole men” 

(Kindlon and Thompson 2000:xiii) and “in more successful and authentic ways” (Pollack 

1998:13).



 
 
 

124 

CHAPTER 3: CLAIMS THAT SCHOOLS ARE FAILING BOYS 

 

The articulations of gender within the two gender projects constitute the public 

discourse about the boys’ victimized status in the US education system. Proponents of both 

projects argue that there is a problem of gender inequality in schools today and that boys are 

the victims. Boy advocates discuss many institutions, including family, peers, schools and the 

median that contribute to this problem. My dissertation project focuses on the constitutions of 

gender as they relate to notions of equality and schooling. Therefore, I focus here on boy 

advocates’ account of boys in schools specifically. 

In this chapter, using Toulmin’s analytics (Toulmin 2003), I describe the components 

of boy advocates’ overall claim. As Toulmin et al. (1984) explain, a ‘claim’ refers to the 

“destination” of an argument: “When we embark on an argument, there is always some 

‘destination’ which we may arrive at for ourselves as a discovery, or else may be invited to 

arrive at by somebody else, as an assertion; and the first step in analyzing and criticizing an 

argument is to understand the precise character of that destination” (25). Boy advocates argue 

that boys are victims of educational inequality in order to assert, or “claim,” that schools 

must change in order to help boys. Boy advocates’ claim is that schools must change to 

accommodate and compensate boys’ masculinity. In this chapter, I describe the components 

of this overall claim.  

Figures 11-13 below show the “whole pattern of connections” (Toulmin et al. 

1984:75) that comprises boy advocates’ claim that schools must change to accommodate and 

compensate boys’ masculinity. Figure 11 outlines this original claim. It shows that this claim 

depends on the grounds that boys are victims of inequality—that is, that boys are 
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“disadvantaged”—and is warranted by contemporary beliefs about and values of equity and 

freedom.  

This original claim’s grounds serve as a “foundation claim” (73)—as a sub-argument 

(“sub-argument 1”)—that I break down even further (figure 12). Sub-argument 1, that boys 

are victims of inequality, depends on its own sub-grounds that boys have lower outcomes 

than do girls on academic measures (sub-grounds 1.1), and that that schools’ curriculum and 

pedagogy favors girls and not boys (sub-grounds 1.2). This “feminized” curriculum and 

pedagogy constitutes bias against boys’ true masculine selves, which suppresses boys’ 

academic performance.  

Boy advocates spend much time providing the reasons and ways in which schools’ 

curricula and pedagogy favor girls. Thus, sub-grounds 1.2 is also a foundation claim that can 

be further broken down; it thus becomes sub-argument 1.2 (figure 13). I break down the 

components of this sub-argument 1.2 into its own sub-grounds. According to boy advocates, 

schools favor girls at the expense of boys because the shift in the function of education has 

shifted, which has made schools less tailored to boys’ inherent needs (sub-grounds 1.2.1); 

equity programs that targeted girls have caused educators to ignore boys’ academic 

performance and problems (sub-grounds 1.2.2); erroneous understandings of gender 

permeate school curricula and pedagogy, and have caused educators to devalue and punish 

boys’ inherent masculinity (sub-grounds 1.2.3); and the fact that most teachers are women 

(sub-grounds 1.2.4) have created a feminized environment that works against boys.  

As also shown in figure 13, these sub-grounds warrant the sub-argument that schools 

favor girls over boys because of assumptions that gender and schooling resources are zero-

sum. These warrants are backed by boy advocates’ view of the essentialist nature of gender 
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(Chapters 1 and 2). The notion that gender is essential and dichotomous contributes to boy 

advocates’ assumption that gender and schooling are zero-sum; if schools adhere to the traits 

of one gender, then they are unable to adhere to the traits of the other. Such underlying 

assumptions (sub-warrant 1.2) contribute to boy advocates’ formulation (original claim) of 

what must be done to solve the problem of boys’ current victimized status in schools. 

This breakdown demonstrates that boy advocates’ argument that schools must change 

to help boys (original claim) because boys are “disadvantaged” in schools (sub-argument 1) 

depends on their articulation of gender. That is, as the theory of gender projects predicts, boy 

advocates’ articulation of in/equality—whether it exists and the form it takes—depends on 

their articulation of gender.    

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11 Boy Advocates’ Original Claim 
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Figure 12 Sub-Argument 1 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 13 Sub-Argument 1.2 
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I address each of these components, along with the relevant warrants and backing, in 

the sections that follow: 

Sub-Argument 1: Boys are victims of educational inequality 

(“disadvantaged”) 

Sub-Grounds 1.1: Boys have lower outcomes on academic measures 

Sub-Warrant 1.1: Lower Outcomes Constitute “Disadvantage” 

Sub-Grounds (Sub-Argument) 1.2: Schools’ curriculum and pedagogy 

favor girls, so are biased against boys 

Sub-Grounds 1.2.1: Shift in the function of schooling 

Sub-Grounds 1.2.2: Equity programs targeting girls 

Sub-Grounds 1.2.3: Erroneous understandings of gender 

permeate school curricula and pedagogy 

Sub-Grounds 1.2.4: Most teachers are women 

Sub-Warrant 1.2: Gender and Schooling are Zero-Sum 

Original Claim: Schools must change to accommodate and compensate boys’ 

masculinity 

Original Warrant: Appeals to the Values of Equity and Freedom 

In the second to last section of this chapter (“Original Claim: Schools Must Change to 

Accommodate and Compensate Boys’ Masculinity”), I describe in more detail the content of 

boy advocates’ claim—that is, the “destination” of their overall argument. This includes an 

overview of boy advocates’ educational proposals, which comprise their general 

pronouncement that schools must accommodate boys’ essential masculinity.  
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In the last section of this chapter (“Original Warrant: Appeals to the Values of Equity 

and Freedom”), I clarify that the essentialist, dichotomous articulation of gender contributes 

to boy advocates’ original claim that schools must now change to accommodate and 

compensate boys (figure 11). The original warrant—that is, the underlying assumption that 

moves us from the original grounds that boys are victims of educational inequality to the 

original claim that schools must change to help boys—is in part an appeal to the value of 

equity and to beliefs about what constitutes equity.  

The value for equity developed in the second half of the 20th century and directed 

focus onto the school, not the students, in explanations of educational inequality. Boy 

advocates argue that in the past, schools changed in order to compensate and accommodate 

girls’ gendered selves, and that now it is “boys’ turn” (Weaver-Hightower 2003a:472).  

In addition to appeals to equity, the original warrant also appeals to the value of 

freedom of expression. Boy advocates articulate the purpose of schooling to be to ensure that 

all students are equally free to express their true selves. Their articulation of gender as the 

determinant of the true self leads them to articulate equality of educational opportunity as 

boys’ and girls’ equal freedom to express one’s gendered true self.  

Sub-Argument 1: Boys are Victims of Educational Inequality (“Disadvantaged”) 

 Boy advocates argue that boys are victims of educational inequality—that is, that 

boys are “disadvantaged.” This argument serves as the grounds for boy advocates’ original 

claim that schools must now change to accommodate and compensate boys (see Figure 11). I 

identify this argument that boys are disadvantaged as “sub-argument 1” because it is also a 

“foundation claim” (Toulmin et al. 1984:73) that comprises its own grounds, which I identify 

as sub-grounds 1.1 and sub-grounds 1.2 (see Figure 12). Boy advocates ground this sub-
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argument in data showing boys’ lower academic outcomes on a variety of measures (sub-

grounds 1.1) and in their reasoning that schools’ curriculum and pedagogy favor girls and not 

boys (sub-grounds 1.2).  

In this section, I show that boy advocates constitute boys’ academic status as 

“disadvantaged.” I describe sub-grounds to this argument in the sections that follow (“Sub-

Grounds 1.1: Boys Have Lower Outcomes on Academic Measures” and “Sub-Grounds/Sub-

Argument 1.2: Schools’ Curriculum and Pedagogy Favor Girls”). 

Boy advocates argue that boys are “disadvantaged,” “at risk,” and “shortchanged” by 

the current education system that is “failing our boys” (e.g., Gurian 2001:54, 63; Gurian 

2005:23, 25, 82; Kindlon and Thompson 2000:23; Pollack 1998:21, 234; Sommers 2000:33, 

39, 165, 168). Boy advocates’ descriptions recall similar descriptions in past decades of other 

categories of students as similarly disadvantaged. Gurian explicitly identifies boys as 

disadvantaged: “boys and girls are victims of gender disadvantage in our schools,” but, “the 

harshest gender disadvantage fall[s] against boys” (2001:63—emphasis added). Sommers 

agrees: “A review of the facts shows boys, not girls, on the weak side of an educational gap” 

(2000:14—emphasis added). Kindlon and Thompson argue that “the average boy is 

developmentally disadvantaged in the early school environment” (2000:23). Pollack argues 

that “we have failed to analyze how boys are doing in our public coeducation system” 

(1998:233).  

Sub-Grounds 1.1: Boys Have Lower Outcomes on Academic Measures 

 In this section, I describe the data that boy advocates cite in order to show that boys 

have lower outcomes on academic measures. They cite data showing gender differences in 

academic performance, academic engagement, college enrollment and completion rates, 
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learning disabilities, and self-worth. I describe boy advocates’ data for each disparity in sub-

sections below. Boy advocates cite this data in order to ground their argument (sub-argument 

1) that boys are victims of educational inequality (see Figure 12).  

Both liberal and neoconservative boy advocates cite very similar quantitative data in 

order to argue that boys’ academic performance is a problem and thus constitute boys’ 

“disadvantaged” status. Both schools of thought on the boy crisis point to lower relative 

outcomes on traditional academic measures such as grades, academic placement, dropout 

rates, suspension rates, discipline rates, learning and behavioral disabilities, college 

participation, and academic engagement. Table 2 details the evidence that boy advocates 

deploy to show large gaps between male and female students on many academic measures. In 

Chapter 4 I critically analyze this evidence in more detail. 
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Table 2 Boy Advocates' Evidence of Boys' Victimized Status in Education 

Evidence Said by Whom and Where? 

Girls get higher grades; girls get most of the 

higher grades while boys get most of the 

failing grades 

Gurian 2001; Gurian 2005; Sommers 

2000 

Girls perform better in Language Arts Gurian 2001; Gurian 2005; Sommers 

2000; Kindlon and Thompson 2000; 

Pollack 1998 

Boys have higher drop-out rates Gurian 2005; Sommers 2000; Pollack 

1998 

Boys have higher suspension rates Gurian 2005; Sommers 2000; Pollack 

1998 

Boys make up the majority if discipline 

problems 

Gurian 2005; Pollack 1998 

Boys are more likely to be held back a 

grade 

Sommers 2000 

Boys make up most of the learning and 

behaviorally disabled, including ADD & 

ADHD diagnoses 

Gurian 2001; Gurian 2005; Sommers 

2000; Kindlon and Thompson 2000; 

Pollack 1998 

Girls have higher educational aspirations Gurian 2001; Gurian 2005; Sommers 

2000 

Girls follow a more rigorous academic 

program 

Sommers 2000 

Girls participate more in the Academic 

Placement program 

Sommers 2000 

Girls are more academically engaged Sommers 2000; Kindlon and Thompson 

2000; Pollack 1998 

Girls and women make up a higher 

percentage of the college population 

Gurian 2001; Gurian 2005; Sommers 

2000; Pollack 1998 

More girls and women have college degrees 

than do boys and men 

Pollack 1998 

Boys constitute most of those with serious 

drug and alcohol problems 

Gurian 2001; Sommers 2000; Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000; Pollack 1998 

Boys lack confidence and self-esteem as 

much as, or more than do, girls 

Gurian 2005; Sommers 2000; Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000; Pollack 1998 

Boys commit suicide at higher rates than do 

girls 

Gurian 2001; Sommers 2000; Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000; Pollack 1998 

Males are more involved in violence than 

are females  

Gurian 2001; Sommers 2000; Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000; Pollack 1998 
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Gender Differences in Academic Performance 

Boy advocates identify data that suggests girls perform as well as or better than boys 

in all subjects, even those typically dominated by boys such as math and science. Boy 

advocates do at times mention girls’ relative under-performance on math and science, but in 

doing so, make caveats for this. For example, in light of boys’ underperformance on reading 

and writing, Gurian (2005:22) states: “Girls are behind boys in math and science but to a 

lesser degree.” Pollack adds: “over the years, girls have steadily improved their performance 

in math and science. So, although they are still underrepresented in the very top echelon of 

performers, they are making steady progress. The same cannot be said of boys and reading” 

(Pollack 1998:234). Sommers (2000:33) cites NAEP data to show: “Throughout the past two 

decades, girls have been catching up in math and science, while boys continue to lag far 

behind in reading and writing, a gap that is not narrowing.” She even suggests that girls now 

outperform males in math and science:  “According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics, slightly more female than male students enroll in high-level math and science 

courses” (24).  

Gurian (2001) does discuss “Advantages for boys, Disadvantages for Girls” in math 

and science, along with other dimensions such as athletics, scores on college entrance exams, 

and general culture gender bias. He writes, for example, that “Boys are approximately 2 to 4 

points ahead of girls in math and science scores tracked by the U.S. Department of 

Education…Boys score slightly higher than girls on SAT and other college entrance exams” 

and that, “In some school settings, good-old-boy networks still exist, teaching males that they 

are inherently privileged and bestowing advantage upon them, especially in access to 

employment networks by which they can get ahead. This bias,” he writes, “leaves females at 
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a disadvantage in the workplace” (p. 55). However, Gurian then moves into “Advantages for 

Girls, Disadvantages for Boys,” to which he dedicates a much more of his argument. In this 

section, he more extensively describes the disadvantages boys experience in contemporary 

classrooms.   

Boy advocates cite data showing that boys get worse grades than do girls and 

comprise the majority of students who drop out of school: “American boys…get most of the 

failing grades and are more likely to be alienated from school” (Sommers 2000:15). 

Likewise, Gurian (2005:22) reports: “Boys get the majority of D’s and F’s in most schools, 

in some, as high as 70 percent.” He also cites research findings that show: “From grade 

school through college, females receive higher grades and obtain higher class ranks” (Gurian 

2005:312 endnote 1). He adds, “Of high school dropouts, 80 percent are young men” 

(Gurian: 2005:22). Pollack (1998:1) cites “Recent studies” that show “that boys are 

substantially more likely to endure disciplinary problems, be suspended from classes or 

actually drop out of school.”  Sommers (2000:25-26) cites data that “more boys than girls are 

suspended from school. More are held back and more drop out.” 

Another large male-female gap in academic performance exists in Language Arts 

subjects. Gurian (2001:56; 2005:22) and Hoff Summers (2000:14) say boys are an average of 

one and a half years behind girls in reading and writing. Pollack (1998) cites research 

findings (National Center for Education Statistics 1997) that in “reading comprehension, 

perceptual speed, or word association memory, boys outnumbered girls at the bottom of the 

scales by a margin of 2 to 1, and many fewer boys than girls scored in the top 10 percent of 

the groups” (234—emphasis in original). He adds: “females continue to outscore males in 

reading proficiency” (234). Kindlon and Thompson (2000:31-32) cite research that girls 
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“generally learn names for things sooner, such as the names of colors, and how to do simple 

counting” and “Because of this, girls are more ready when, in first grade, teachers commence 

with the first serious attempts to teach reading.”  

Gender Differences in Academic Engagement 

Sommers and Pollack also invoke quantitative data that suggests, “girls are 

academically more ‘engaged’” (Sommers 2000:28): “boys are less attentive” according to 

Sommers (23), and girls “have higher educational aspirations” (24). She cites research that 

shows “an equal proportion of males and females participated” in the “Advanced Placement 

(AP) program in 1984, “between 1984 and 1996, the number of females who took the 

examinations rose at a faster rate” and that by 1994, more females (144 per 1,000) than males 

(117 per 1,000) took the AP examinations” (24). She adds findings that show “Girls are more 

likely than boys to see themselves as college bound” and “are more likely than boys to want 

a good education” (36). She later cites evidence of “girls consistently reporting that they do 

more homework than boys. By twelfth grade,” Sommers (28-29) adds, “males are four times 

as likely as females not to do homework.” Further, Pollack and Sommers cite the same 

AAUW study (Lee, Chen and Smerdon 1996) that “showed that girls were more engaged 

academically than boys: they were better prepared for class, had better attendance records, 

and evidenced more positive academic behavior overall” (Sommers 2000:34). Pollack 

(1998:239-240) similarly writes about the “striking discovery” of the study “that eighth grade 

girls were more engaged academically than boys, evidenced better study habits and better 

attendance, were more likely to successfully complete their homework, and generally had a 

more positive set of academically oriented behaviors. 
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Kindlon and Thompson (2000) do not often cite quantitative studies to indicate boys’ 

lack of engagement in school. Instead, they invoke anecdotal evidence from their clinical 

experience, boys’ “emotional scars” (25) and “hidden hurt that the early school years inflict 

on so many boys” (24). As a result, “Many boys…are turned off to school at a young age” 

and “never re-find the motivation to become successful learners” (24-25). They 

“witness…boys who, often by third grade, have already disengaged their energy from the 

task of learning” (26). 

Gender Differences in College Enrollment and Completion Rates 

College enrollment and completion rates are also common indicators of the boy crisis. 

Since the late 1990s, they explain, girls have made up a higher proportion of all college 

students in the United States. Gurian and Sommers estimate that boys make up between 40 

and 45 percent of all college students while girls make up between 60 and 55 percent (Gurian 

2001; Sommers 2000). Gurian states that “Our colleges are now 60 percent female” 

(2001:56) and “Young men now make up less than 44 percent of our college population” 

(2005:22). “Given that college graduation is the most consistent indicator of stable future 

income, this figure is particularly troubling for males” (2001:56). Sommers (2000:30) adds 

that “in 1996 there were 8.4 million women but only 6.7 million men enrolled in college.”  

Pollack (1998:235) writes that a higher percentage (59%) of “all master’s degree 

candidates are now women,” adding “males’ percentages in graduate and doctoral training” 

are “shrinking each year.” He also cites the lower percentage of male high school graduates 

than female high school graduates who attend college: “Today, only 58 percent of male high 

school graduates make it to college, as compared with 67 percent of females” (235). He adds 
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that women earn a higher percentage of bachelor’s degrees (55%) than do men,” and that 

“the percentage continues to grow” (235).  

Gurian and Sommers also make dire predictions of extremely unequal college 

enrollment and completion rates between girls and boys. Gurian’s (2005) projections of 

future college enrollment rates lower the percentage of boys to 30 percent. Sommers 

(2000:30) claims: “The U.S. Department of Education…shows women holding on to and 

improving this advantage well into the next decade. According to one Department prediction: 

“by 2007 there will be 9.2 million women in college and 6.9 million men.”  

Gender Differences in Learning Disabilities 

Boy advocates indicate that boys make up 70-90% of students with learning 

disabilities, behavioral disorders, ADHD and ADD, brain disorders, and have more serious 

drug and alcohol problems: “More boys than girls are involved in crime, alcohol, and drugs” 

(Sommers 2000:25-26). “Boys are three times as likely as girls to be enrolled in special 

education programs and four times as likely to be diagnosed with 

attention/deficit/hyperactivity disorder” (25). Gurian (2005:22—emphasis in original) 

concurs: “Of children diagnosed with learning disabilities, 70 percent are boys;” “Of children 

diagnosed with behavioral disorders, 80 percent are boys;” and “Over 80 percent of 

schoolchildren on Ritalin or similar drugs are boys.” Pollack (1998:254) cites similar 

findings: “In the United States boys are up to ten times more likely than girls to be diagnosed 

with attention deficit disorder…Of the more than one million children taking Ritalin…three 

quarters of them are boys.” Further, “more than nine out of ten children diagnosed with ADD 

are boys!” (257) and “three times more boys than girls are enrolled in special education 

programs, with close to 70 percent of all high school ‘special classes’ are populated by boys” 
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(254). Kindlon and Thompson (2000:32) concur: “Our own experience is mirrored in 

research that indicates a boy is four times more likely to be referred to a school psychologist 

than is a girl.” They also assert, “the preponderance of boys among the learning disabled (60 

to 80 percent of learning disabilities occur in boys)” (32). 

Gender Differences in Self Worth 

Both schools of thought on the boy crisis reference boys’ confidence, aspirations and 

self-esteem levels, challenging earlier publications that girls face a crisis of self-esteem in 

adolescence. Sommers (2000:24-25) claims: “Girls, allegedly so timorous and lacking in 

confidence, now outnumber boys in student government, in honor societies, on school 

newspapers, and even in debating clubs,” adding that “Girls read more books…outperform 

males on tests of artistic and musical ability.” She mentions that “More girls than boys study 

abroad” and “join the Peace Corps” (25). Pollack (1998:235) reports that girls “feel more 

confident about themselves as learners.” He adds findings that more girls than boys “expect 

to pursue graduate studies, law, or medical school” (235). There is “an irrefutable yet under-

discussed reality: boys have a significant problem with their self-esteem as students” (236). 

This problem may be undetected because, of the imperatives of masculinity: boys behave 

more confidently than they actually are.  

Further, boy advocates explain that even though girls are more likely to attempt 

suicide, boys are much more likely than girls to actually succeed in their attempts. Sommers 

(2000:26) cites a startling statistic: “In a typical year (1997), there were 4,493 suicides of 

young people between the ages of five and twenty-four: 701 females, 3,792 males.” Gurian 

(2001:56—emphasis added) adds: “For every one boy who attempts suicide, four girls 

do…For every girl who actually commits suicide, four boys do.” Pollack (1998:311—
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emphasis added) cites similar studies: “While more girls attempt suicide, four times as many 

boys than girls actually succeed in killing themselves.” Pollack also summarizes “recent 

research” that shows “at least as many boys who are depressed as there are girls who are 

depressed” (305) and references findings that show even “more boys reported depression 

than girls” (311—emphasis in original). Kindlon and Thompson (2000:6) assert that boys 

“account for almost nine out of ten alcohol and drug law violations.”  

LBAs also cite data about higher rates of male violence as evidence of a boy crisis. 

Pollack (1998:340—emphasis in original) says a higher percentage of victims of vehicle 

accidents, violent crimes and homicides, firearm deaths, and suicide are boys and “the 

violence that surrounds us in this country increasingly involves young men and boys.” 

Kindlon and Thompson report (2000:6) “About 95 percent of juvenile homicides are 

committed by boys. Boys are the perpetrators in four out of every five crimes that end up in 

juvenile court.” 

In sum, both LBAs and NBAs point to unequal academic and daily life outcomes as 

evidence of boys’ disadvantaged status in schools. I will now describe the warrant that 

bridges this evidence (sub-grounds 1.1) to boy advocates’ claim (sub-argument 1) that boys 

are disadvantaged. 

Sub-Warrant 1.1: Lower Outcomes Constitute “Disadvantage” 

Evidence of boys’ lower outcomes warrants the argument that boys are victims of 

educational inequality (“disadvantaged”) because of widespread assumptions that students 

who have lower outcomes are “disadvantaged” (see figure 12). This warrant is backed by 

consensus over what constitutes “disadvantage,” which drove equity efforts for girls in the 

last decades of the twentieth century.  
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With the emergence of the equity paradigm after Brown v. Board of Education, 

consensus developed that ‘equality’ existed not simply when public school inputs (e.g., 

access and resources) were the same; rather, ‘equality’ exists when outcomes are the same 

(Minow 2010). Reference to indicators such as gender differences in performance fall in line 

with the equity paradigm that has used unequal outcomes as evidence for the disadvantaged 

status of other under-served groups, such as students of color and English Language 

Learners. Boy advocates’ evidence of unequal outcomes grounds their argument that boys 

are victims of inequality because of this equity-based consensus that unequal outcomes 

indicate disadvantage.  

Boy advocates’ indicators of boys’ disadvantage appear not unlike “feminists’ 

original formulation of indicators of gender equity in education” (Weaver-Hightower 

2003a:476). These are the “indicators now being used to make a case for disadvantaged of 

males” (576). The post-civil-rights reliance on outcomes as sufficient evidence of educational 

inequality and disadvantage now threaten to make feminist and civil-rights minded educators 

and advocates seem hypocritical in rejecting unequal measures as evidence of boys’ 

“disadvantaged” status. Indeed, indicators of unequal outcomes, taken out of context, can 

create the perception that feminists and other equity-minded scholars are self-serving for 

dismissing boy advocates’ indicators of “disadvantage” while upholding unequal outcomes 

as evidence of female, minority and lower-income students’ “disadvantage.” This lack of 

context is discussed further in the section below, Warrant: Appeals to the Values of Equity 

and Freedom. 
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Sub-Grounds (Sub-Argument) 1.2: School Curricula and Pedagogy Favor Girls and 

Not Boys 

In this section I describe boy advocates’ argument that school curricula and pedagogy 

favor girls and are therefore biased against boys. This reasoning serves as grounds for boy 

advocates’ sub-argument that boys are disadvantaged. It is also a “foundation claim” 

(Toulmin et al 1984:73) that comprises its own grounds, which I identify as sub-grounds 

1.2.1 to 1.2.4. (see Figure 13) and detail further in corresponding sub-sections that follow. I 

then describe boy advocates’ underlying assumption that gender and school are zero-sum and 

that, therefore, accommodating one gender group is inherently biased against another. This 

assumption is the warrant (sub-warrant 1.2) that bridges sub-grounds 1.2.1-1.2.4 to sub-

argument 1.2. 

According to both camps of boy advocates, schools favor and encourage femininity 

over masculinity, which constitutes an anti-male bias in schools. Schools are “rigged against 

boys” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:23). Boy advocates explain that schools compromise 

boys’ education because they are now structured to value girls’ fundamental feminine traits 

but do not value or accept boys’ fundamental masculine traits. Schools are “feminized” 

because they force students to be quiet, obedient, passive and cooperative, which are 

behaviors that boy advocates consider fundamentally feminine. Such schools do not allow 

boys to be their naturally active, rambunctious, impulsive, competitive, and aggressive 

selves. In short, schools meet the needs of girls, but not the needs of boys. 

Boy advocates continue to explain that educators are anti-male in that they perceive 

boys as toxic, deviant and as future harassers. Educators dissuade and punish boys’ 

masculine behaviors and preferences and thereby communicate to boys that they are 
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defective. As a result of this “bias”, boys are unable to develop and express their true 

masculine selves, which in turn depresses their academic performance.  

All boy advocates hold that schools create a hostile environment for boys, in which 

they feel unwelcomed and shamed, and eventually turn off to academic endeavors. 

According to Kindlon and Thompson (2000:23-24), “In this setting…a boy’s experience of 

school is as a thorn among roses; he is a different, lesser, and sometimes frowned-upon 

presence, and he knows it.” Further, “throughout their elementary school years,” boys, “learn 

only to feel bad about themselves and to hate the place that makes them feel that way” (26). 

Gurian (2005:20) adds: 

 After twenty years of study and countless pilot programs in school districts in 

nearly all the United States, as well as in Canada and Australia, we have 

concluded that whether the boy in your life is high performing or low 

performing, he is at risk of being taught, managed, and guided in a system 

that may find him defective and may not know how to fix either him or itself 

(Gurian 2005:25—emphasis added).  

 

Because schools are structured against boys’ purported fundamental traits, they are 

“anti-boy.”  

As shown in Chapters 1 and 2, neoconservative and liberal boy advocates disagree on 

the extent to which gender is biologically-determined, but both articulate gender as not only 

essential but a determinant of boys’ and girls’ “true” or “core” selves. Schools do not accept 

boys’ masculinity and therefore prevent boys from expressing their true selves. This kind of 

repression constitutes “disadvantage,” and even oppression, of boys today.   

Pollack and Kindlon and Thompson articulate schools’ repression of boys’ true 

selves: “Research shows that being part of a school that addresses who a boy really is and 

what he really needs can make a major difference in helping the boy…academically” 

(Pollack 1998:232—emphasis added). Unfortunately, “a lot of our schools simply don’t 
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know how to handle the specific challenges of teaching and supervising boys” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:233) and, as a result, “much of what [boys] experience makes them want to 

hide their true selves and show the world only their most conventional and acceptable self, so 

that the culture will neither be outraged by them nor attack them” (258—emphasis added). 

 Similarly, according to NBAs, schools’ philosophy that socialization led to “who 

boys and girls are” has led to a system that limits boys’ true self-expression: “to base a 

child’s education on the hope of altering a brain’s inherent method of self-development is an 

affront to freedom and ultimately leads to suppression or disengagement of the child’s true 

self and potential for success” (Gurian 2005:61-69—emphasis added). Schools now force 

boys to be more like girls, unfairly and forcibly assimilating them into femininity, which is 

incongruent with boys’ gendered true selves. Sommers argues that schools are “resocializing 

boys” (2000:74) to be more like girls, and equates such supposed efforts as “shaping the 

gender identities of schoolchildren” (85) and “constructing our children’s ‘gender identity’” 

(98). She constitutes such “initiative to change boys” as “an unwarranted and presumptuous 

attack on their boy natures” (96--emphasis added) and an “unacceptably invasive…deeply 

authoritarian” movement to “change our children’s concept of themselves” (98—emphasis 

added). Schools thereby limit boys’ freedom of expressing who they truly are. She cites a 

“high school teacher in London,” to argue that “Boys feel continually attacked for who they 

are” (57—emphasis added). As a result, schools are failing boys because they privilege girls’ 

biological needs and force boys to unnaturally assimilate into femininity, something not 

inherent to who they are.  

To summarize this sub-argument 1.2: Educators favor girls and thereby devalue and 

discriminate against masculinity. Devaluation of and discrimination against masculinity 
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constitute bias against boys because masculinity comprises “who boys are”—that is, boys’ 

“true selves.” As a result, boys are unable to freely express and develop their true masculine 

selves. This, in turn, causes boys’ relatively poor academic performance. In this strain of 

their argument, boy advocates thus define boys’ “disadvantage” as limited true self-

expression.  

According to boy advocates, schools’ anti-boy bias is due to a shift in the functioning 

of schooling over the 20th century, equity programs to help girls, erroneous understandings of 

gender that permeate curricula and pedagogy, and the fact that nearly all teachers are women. 

Sub-Grounds 1.2.1: Shift in the Function of Schooling  

NBAs Gurian and Sommers in part ground their claim that schools are biased against 

boys in an explanation of the changing function of schooling. They both argue that the 

origins of the boy crisis are at the turn of the twentieth century, although they disagree on 

which element of this shift causes the crisis.  

Gurian maintains that the crisis was caused by the shift from a pastoral to a 

technocratic education, a shift made necessary by capitalists who needed workers starting 

with the Industrial Revolution. This particular explanation simplifies the history of schooling 

and education and romanticizes a pre-industrial U.S. history. Gurian (2005) laments the loss 

of a traditional form of education of nomadic, pastoral, and agricultural societies of our 

“ancestors”:  “Whether your people came from Europe, Africa, Asia, or anywhere else,” he 

explains, “the boys and men in your ancestry mainly hunted, protected their families, farmed, 

worked inter-tribally, and mentored adolescent males into manhood” (29). 

With the advent of the industrial revolution, however, schools lost the ideal focus on 

“hands-on work” in groups and “natural environments” (29). In its place, schools instead 
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developed to “prepare children for factory lives” (30). Thus schools began to function like 

factories, where “[k]ids were to live by the bell, move through schools as if on conveyer belts 

and, especially, learn to follow instructions so they could work in the rapidly proliferating 

factories’” (cited in Gurian 2005:30). Certainly, many social scientists have criticized the rise 

of the technocratic function of schooling because it minimized the preparation for youth to be 

participants in a democratic society (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bowles and Gintis 1976; 

Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard et al. 1996; Oakes 1985). But Gurian criticizes this emerging 

function of schools not because it is harmful for all students, but instead because it has 

particularly harmed boys, who no longer received hands-on training and are confined to 

smaller spaces. 

Sommers blames progressive reformers of early 20th century K-12 education for 

eliminating the civilizing imperatives of education. This, she claims, had the direst 

consequences on boys, who require more civilizing than do girls. Under the influence of 

“[p]rogressive pedagogues” (2000:159), “the fashion in American education has been to 

downplay basic skills, knowledge acquisition, competitive grading, and discipline” (160). 

Now, she laments, schools “frown on teacher-led classrooms with fact-based learning, 

memorization, phonics, and drills…Drill and rote have no place” (159).  

Progressive reformers such as John Dewey and Horace Mann, enamored by 

Rousseauian romanticism, have been influential, despite their erroneous understanding of 

human nature. Progressive education is harmful because schools have moved away from “the 

traditional directive style of moral education” (192), which was successful in training 

children who were by nature “wayward, uncivilized, and very much in need of discipline” 
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(188).  Progressive methods “have been bad for all children, but they have been especially 

bad for boys” (192):  

British educators have become convinced that progressive methods in 

education are a prime reason their male students are so far behind the 

girls…Many British educational leaders believe that the modern classroom 

fails boys by being too unstructured, too permissive, and too hostile to the 

spirit of competition that so often provides boys with the incentive to learn 

and excel (160).  

 

Sommers does not clarify this seeming contradiction between her previous claim that 

teachers are too quick to discipline boys’ high energy and this claim that educators are “too 

permissive.” She does insist, however, that the loss of traditional moral education has 

eliminated the civilizing socialization influence that boys’ inherent masculinity requires so 

that they acquire “the manners, instincts, and virtues we associate with being a ‘gentleman’” 

(197). 

Sub-Grounds 1.2.2: Equity Programs Targeting Girls 

Another society-wide cause of schools’ tendency to fail boys is the increased 

attention on girls’ equity. Both schools of boy advocates claim that schools’ focus on girls 

has caused schools to ignore boys’ academic performance. Sommers goes on to argue that 

such attention on girls was never warranted, and has led to unfair attacks on boys. In this 

sense, all boy advocates claim that girls’ successes have come at the expense of boys’ 

successes.  

Kindlon and Thompson (2000:23) reinforce Sommers’s anti-equity view: “public 

discussion of fairness in schools…has focused almost exclusively on girls and the ways they 

have been shortchanged in a system that favors boys.” While they agree that this concern was 

warranted, they also implicate this “concern for girls” as the cause of boys’ academic plight: 
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“The unchallenged assumption” in attention to girls, “is that, if girls are suffering in school 

then boys are not” (23).   

Pollack (1998:233) elaborates this position: “in the past few years…[w]e have been 

told that schools shortchange girls, fail in providing gender equity and fairness, and actually 

hinder women’s intellectual advancement in society.” He adds: “While these objections have 

largely been substantiated…we have failed to analyze how boys are doing in our public 

coeducational schools” (233). “Teachers have become well sensitized to girls’ voices—

sometimes at the expense of their ability to recognize boys’ voices” (239—emphasis added). 

Pollack later directly blames equity efforts when he describes his observations “at a highly 

ranked suburban public elementary school where the teachers had received compulsory 

retraining in gender equity” (240).  

Gurian (2005:196) also explains that the equity-driven focus on girls has led to 

inattention on boys: “The pendulum has swung too far.” According to Gurian, the attention 

on girls has led to a lack of understanding of how to teach boys. He cites (2001:248) as 

evidence a teachers’ account: “Our educational system has been focusing on equal education 

for females since I started teaching twenty years ago. I have never been trained to focus on 

the male.” Gurian further claims that such attention to girls is now unwarranted: “girls are no 

longer shortchanged in many schools—they are high performers” (2005:63). Therefore, we 

must “chang[e] our educational system to help boys” (63). 

Sommers is much more direct and explicit in her claims that feminist and similarly 

equity-minded researchers and reformers are to blame for boys’ purportedly oppressed status 

in schools. She, much more than other boy advocates, constitutes feminists and like-minded 

scholars as villains and boys as victims (Loseke and Best 2003; Nelson-Rowe [1995]2003). 
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She largely blames the current boy crisis on second-wave feminists who, she argues, 

knowingly and self-servingly promoted not only unscientific notions of gender, but also false 

data on gender equality. Throughout her publication, Sommers challenges feminist scholars’ 

status as scholars and experts with rhetorical questions about their credentials (e.g., “what are 

her credentials?”: 48; see also 15) and evidence (e.g., “What is her evidence?”: 19). She also 

states directly that such feminist scholars lack evidence (e.g., “there is surprisingly little 

evidence”: 18; see also 136, 143). She also (incorrectly) asserts that such scholars’ research is 

not peer reviewed (e.g., 108), a claim that is buttressed by her referencing mostly reports 

from feminist organizations.  

Sub-Grounds 1.2.3: Educators’ Erroneous Understandings of Gender Permeate 

Curricula and Pedagogy 

To some extent, all boy advocates argue that educators’ erroneous assumptions about 

boys’ and girls’ socialization have contributed to schools favoring girls’ purportedly inherent 

femininity and devaluing boys’ purportedly inherent masculinity. This argument also 

grounds their claim that schools are biased against boys. Boy advocates argue that teachers 

fail to acknowledge that boys and girls are either born (NBAs) or raised (LBAs) differently, 

and thus erroneously assume that boys can and should learn like girls. Boys’ unique gendered 

traits are therefore unfairly measured against a feminine standard.   

Pollack (1998:233) explains that educators assume boys and girls learn the same and 

therefore schools “aren’t completely knowledgeable about boys, especially when they 

confuse the psychology of boys with that of girls.” Kindlon and Thompson (2000:240-241) 

also criticize teachers for having a limited understanding of boys’ difference from girls, but 

they tend to dedicate more of their critique to the damaging, erroneous cultural view that 
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boys have no “capacity for feeling” (240).  “Even caring teachers…wish that boys weren’t so 

different or that the parents of boys raised them differently” (30). They add, “the 

‘differentness’ of boys is not inherently bad, but it does present a challenge to teachers, to the 

school culture, and to boys themselves” (30). Thus, schools fail boys in part because of 

erroneous assumptions that girls and boys are the same, which causes inadequate knowledge 

about boys’ purportedly unique learning style and needs.  

Gurian and Sommers say that educators’ erroneous belief that gender is a social 

construction has led educators to believe that boys and girls are inherently the same 

cognitively and behaviorally. Educators have therefore mistakenly believed that schools can 

achieve gender parity in academic and occupational outcomes by way of coeducational 

education.  

Sommers (2000) criticizes schools for “feminizing boys” (84) and for trying to 

replace “the tolerant adage ‘Boys will be boys’” with “‘Down with la difference!’” (84). 

Similarly, Gurian intones: “One prevalent assumption of thirty years ago was that boys and 

girls learn the same way,” and that “there was little ‘male’ or ‘female’ about [the ‘human’ 

brain]” (2005:42-43), which has “compelled [us] to raise and educate kids without adequate 

information about them” (19). This “myth of gender plasticity” (61) has academically 

harmed boys because it has caused educators to believe they can teach boys the same as they 

teach girls, which has prevented boys from being able to express what is inherent to them. “If 

our civilization continues to buy into the myth of gender plasticity,” writes Gurian, “larger 

numbers of our sons will continue to do poorly in school” (61). 

Boy advocates further argue that teachers’ preconceived notions of boys as inherently 

dangerous also contributes to an anti-boy environment in which they are excessively 
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disciplined. A “dim view” (Sommers 2000:47) of boys predominates, and boys receive 

“many less positive messages” (Pollack 1998:263). An “anti-boy climate” (Sommers 

2000:40) predominates schools, as “[m]ore and more schoolboys inhabit a milieu of 

disapproval” (57). Schools’ curricula and programs, having been shaped by gender equity 

specialists, are inherently anti-male because such “girl partisans” “look on these perpetual 

motion machines [boys] as inherently dangerous, especially to girls” (47) and maintain 

“male-averse attitudes and anti-boy rhetoric” (59). “Today,” teachers “rarely give voice to 

their enthusiasm for boys, for that is not welcomed. More welcome and customary are the 

voices telling the public how boys are ‘a danger to themselves and to society’” (97).  

Pollack and Kindlon and Thompson claim that educators erroneously believe boys are 

emotionally different than girls by erroneously assuming that boys do not have emotional 

vulnerabilities, which causes educators’ anti-boy perceptions. Recall from Chapter 2 that 

LBAs argue that boys and girls are different, but in ways that are not culturally understood. 

They argue that educators mistakenly perceive boys as not having the same emotional needs 

and vulnerabilities as girls, and instead see boys as “toxic”, as wild animals that need to be 

tamed (e.g., Pollack 1998:243; Kindlon and Thompson 2000:36).  

Pollack explicitly identifies such mistaken perceptions on the part of teachers as 

“anti-boy attitudes” (1998:241). Teachers, according to Pollack and Kindlon and Thompson, 

thus take boys’ disruptive behavior at face value, as indications of boys’ toxic or wild nature 

and harshly respond to boys rather than attempt to understand and nurture boys’ true 

vulnerable selves. Pollack (1998) writes that the high (mis) diagnosis of ADD and ADHD in 

boys “is closer to MDD—male deficit disorder—with the deficiency lying not in our sons but 

within society’s inability to correctly perceive boys’ inner needs, yearnings, and pain” (257). 
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According to Kindlon and Thompson (2000:43), preconceived notions mean that boys’ 

“[n]ormal expressions of energy and action,” are “routinely [met] with negative responses 

from teachers and classmates.” As a result of pervasive and predominant cultural stereotypes 

about boys, educators exert excessively harsh discipline on boys, which limits the 

development of their emotional and academic capacities.  

Pollack (1998:240-241) presents an example from classroom interaction to support 

his claim that “vigilant, even obsessive” concern with girls’ voices led to excessively harsh 

disciplining of boys, who were “making a commotion in one corner near the computer,” and 

“too excitable.” The boys, in the words of the teacher, were disturbing “for the group 

process,” and “telling inappropriate jokes about Albert Einstein earlier in the day and 

distracting the entire class.” The teacher “clearly felt that they could not ‘fit in’ and that they 

were ‘unable’ to participate appropriately, when [Pollack] knew (as she did) that these were 

bright boys with a lot to offer.” According to Pollack’s representation, it was because of 

equity training, and a purportedly excessive focus on “girls’ voices,” that “the prevailing 

method in class that day was structured around the way girl students prefer to work, and that 

boys were at a disadvantage” (241). 

Boy advocates maintain that current school curriculum, teaching methods and 

materials are dominated by the gender-equity ideology and reforms described above that 

favor girls and women over boys and men. Following this logic, school curricula, materials 

and teaching practices exist as they do because educators and reformers have been guided by 

misunderstandings of gender and gender in/equality. Such misunderstandings have been 

largely generated by feminist and social science researchers’ misguided and anti-scientific 

notions of gender and strong influence on the education system. Boy advocates argue, albeit 
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to different degrees, that the devaluation of masculinity and anti-male bias are rooted, then, 

in erroneous understandings of gender which led to increased use of certain pedagogical 

practices such as cooperative learning, the choice of educational materials, and privileging 

certain learning styles. This discrimination can occur whether or not educators adopt these 

practices intentionally to advantage girls or whether they are even aware that they 

disadvantage boys. All of these practices reinforce girls’ but not boys’ fundamental traits and 

advantage girls and disadvantage boys in the classroom.  

The shift in pedagogical policy and practice toward cooperative learning is said to 

disadvantage boys. According to Sommers (2000:169), schools that adopt the “fashion” that 

“is the celebration of ‘cooperative learning’…do so at the detriment of boys’ academic 

performance.” Concomitantly, “boys have been adversely affected by the current trend to 

schools that cater to girls’ fundamental traits like…sedentary learning and deemphasize the 

competitive elements in learning.” She adds: “the modern classroom fails boys by being too 

unstructured, too permissive, and too hostile to the spirit of competition that so often 

provides boys with the incentive to learn and excel” (160). 

All boy advocates argue that boys and girls have different cognitive abilities and that 

schools’ emphasis on reading and writing adheres to girls’ but not boys’ cognitive abilities. 

Therefore, the emphasis on reading and writing “disadvantages” boys (see Gurian 2005:83; 

Kindlon and Thompson 2000:23; Pollack 1998:234; Sommers 2000:33).  

Boys’ difficulties in other subject areas as well as in reading, are furthered by the 

schools’ inattentiveness to boys’ interests because, boy advocates argue, schools fail to 

provide “boy-friendly material” (e.g., Gurian 2005:137-139; Pollack 1998:232). Boy 

advocates also claim that school classrooms favor feminine traits, and thus disadvantage 
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males, by expecting more sedentary behavior. Because schools are sedentary places, they do 

not value, and in fact punish, boys’ natural high energy, impulsivity and competitiveness 

(e.g., Gurian 2001:53; 2005:8, 63; Kindlon and Thompson 2000:24, 28; Pollack 1998:246-

247; 251; Sommers 2000:97). This likely unwitting adoption of quiet learning causes boys to 

“get in trouble for just being boys” (Gurian 2001:53) because it “pathologize(s) what is 

simply normal for boys” (Pollack 1998:257).  

Sub-Grounds 1.2.4: Most Teachers are Women 

Kindlon and Thompson, Pollack, and Gurian identify the fact that most K-12 teachers 

are female as another cause of bias against boys in schools. The predominance of women 

teachers, they argue, contributes to a “feminine” or “female-oriented” environment that 

inherently works against boys. According to Kindlon and Thompson (2000:23), “Grade 

school is largely a feminine environment, populated predominantly by women teachers and 

authority figures, that seems rigged against boys, against their higher activity level and lower 

level of impulse control that is normal for boys.” Pollack (1998:232) similarly argues that 

schools do not accommodate boys’ needs, interests or learning styles because “most of our 

elementary and middle schools have a dearth of male teachers. This sends an early and faulty 

message to our boys—that education and learning are primarily for girls and women.” He 

cites a student to argue that “Teachers, especially women teachers, always like girls better’” 

(261-262). Gurian (2001:57) complains: “The system comprises mainly female teachers who 

have not received training in male brain development and performance.” He adds, “if 

structural mistakes in classrooms are being made, girls—in a female-oriented environment—

can make natural adaptations more so than boys” (126).  
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Warrant 1.2: Gender and Schooling are Zero-Sum 

Underlying boy advocates’ argument that schools favor girls and are therefore biased 

against boys (sub-argument 1.2) is the assumption (warrant) that gender and schooling are 

zero-sum. Recall that, according to boy advocates’ formulation, gender is essential and 

dichotomous; in other words, boys are categorically different from girls. As a result of this 

articulation of gender, boy advocates assume that a focus on girls necessarily means a lack of 

focus on boys. This is an assumption that education is a zero-sum game with regards to 

gender. The notion that humans are categorically divided into dichotomous gender groups 

leads boy advocates to assume that any benefits to one gender group cannot also be good for 

the other gender, but are instead harmful to the other gender. Gurian (2005:63—emphasis 

added) provides a perfect example of this assumption of gender and education as zero-sum: 

“Changing our educational system to help boys will admittedly be harder, because the 

changes that have been made to help our daughters will actually make boys’ education more 

problematic.” Boy advocates assume this even though, as discussed further in Chapter 4, 

evidence shows that whatever equity-driven progressive reforms that have been implemented 

have not in fact harmed boys.  

Backing this sub-warrant is boy advocates’ essentialist and dichotomous account of 

gender (described in Chapters 1 and 2). Thus, boy advocates explain that boys underperform 

because schools do not accommodate their unique learning needs, which are determined by 

boys’ fundamental masculine traits. Pollack and Gurian describe boys’ learning styles as 

determined by boys’ fundamental gendered traits, and argue that school demands and values 

do not meet boys’ learning needs. Schools “fail to recognize that many boys may actually 

learn differently than girls do and thus need to be taught differently too” (Pollack 1998:245). 
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Pollack calls out classroom organization:  “the very structure of most coeducational schools 

tends unwittingly to favor females students…many educators do not understand boys’ 

characteristic learning styles” (239—emphasis in original).  

According to Gurian (2001), males and females have different biologically-

determined learning styles: “Differences between boys and girls,” he claims, “show up as we 

observe intelligence styles” (52). The problem is that “institutionalized educational systems 

today are often a mismatch with the way boys naturally learn” (2005:10). He asserts “now, 

with the actual nature of the male brain in mind, parents and educators can confront a crucial 

mismatch between how our boys learn naturally and how many of our schools are set up” 

(52).  

Although neither Sommers or Kindlon or Thompson use the term learning style, they 

too argue that schools do not meet boys’ unique learning needs. Kindlon and Thompson 

(2000) claim that the structure of mainstream classrooms meet girls’ but not boys’ 

fundamental abilities, and this causes unequal learning opportunities for them: “As much as 

we would like the school environment to be just a place where instruction and expectations 

present both boys and girls with the same opportunity for success, the fact that it's clearly 

easier for girls to adapt to it means that, in some unseen way, the expectations reflect girls' 

abilities and sensibilities” (24). Along these lines, teachers value girls over boys because they 

value cooperation and discourage competition, which inherently means that teachers work 

against boys’ natural masculine tendencies (e.g., Gurian 2001:193-194; Sommers 2000:169).  

Original Claim: Schools Must Accommodations and Compensate Boys 

Based on their claim that boys are disadvantaged in schools, boy advocates conclude 

that schools must change (figure 11 Original Claim). I will now describe in more detail the 
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content of this original claim. Boy advocates make some concrete suggestions, such as 

employing single schools and classrooms, and resorting to direct instruction and strict 

discipline. Most of their proposed solutions, however, are general pronouncements about the 

need for schools to accommodate boys’ essential masculinity.  

The solution to boys’ academic problems is not to change boys, but rather to change 

schooling. “When normal boy activity levels and developmental patterns are accommodated 

in the design of schools, curricula, classrooms, and instructional styles, an entire stratum of 

‘boy problems’ drops from sight” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:47). Schools must do for 

boys what they have done for girls: “Just as we’ve implemented specific measures to help 

girls benefit maximally from their school experiences, there’s a lot we can do to create school 

connectedness and help boys succeed at school” (Pollack 1998:250). Sommers similarly 

concludes that schools must take “constructive action to aid the nation’s underachieving 

boys” (165) by eschewing the “progressive methods in education” that “are a prime reason” 

for male students’ falling behind girls (160).  

Gurian (2005) argues that we must “press our educational culture to change not the 

boys, but rather the myth of gender plasticity under which we labor against our sons’ natural 

energy and learning style” (56—emphasis added). Educators must create an educational 

system that “accommodate[s] the hardwiring of boys’ brains…provide[s] them with an 

appropriate system of learning” and “do less to try to change our boys and more to help them 

learn naturally” (61). He adds that female teachers need to “‘stretch their minds’ to 

accommodate the normality of some boyish behavior” (2001:158).  

Although Gurian claims some children have “bridge brains” (see Chapter 1), he 

provides only a few, scant recommendations. He suggests a discussion about gender 
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stereotypes in the classroom. Teachers he investigated “found it essential to talk about gender 

stereotypes in nearly every area of study, from science to gym class, from math to literature” 

(2005:223). This “ongoing middle school mentoring,” he writes, “relieves a great deal of 

stress” because it leads “students to understand how culture is trying to create gender 

uniformity, and then leading children to see through the uniformity to individuality” (223). In 

making such comments, Gurian is rather unmindful to his own representations of gender as 

uniform.  

Schools can accommodate boys by understanding and allowing for their fundamental 

masculinity rather than punishing and suppressing it. Schools, they argue, must become more 

“boy-friendly” (Gurian 2001:196; Gurian 2005:61; Kindlon and Thompson 2000:47-48; 

Pollack 1998:266), which means that schools must tailor education to boys’ energy levels 

and impulsivity, competitiveness, and masculine interests.  

With regards to energy level, Gurian, Pollack, and Kindlon and Thompson argue that 

schools must “Guy-ify” (Pollack 1998:150), “[r]ecognize and accept the high activity level of 

boys” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:245) and allow boys “to be mentally, physically, and 

socially active” (Gurian: 2001:116; see also Gurian 2005:104-105). To do so, classrooms 

must be environments “with a high tolerance for a lot of movement” (Kindlon and Thompson 

2000:46) and that give “[boys] safe boy places to express” their “high activity level” (245). 

Classrooms must become places in which boys can “engage in action-oriented tasks” 

(Pollack 1998:252) with “creative, high-energy, hands-on learning” (252).  

Much of boy advocates’ solutions center on increasing boys’ interest and 

achievement in reading and writing by employing materials and assignments that adhere to 

boys’ purportedly fundamental preferences for competition, action, adventure, dominance, 
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visual stimulation and problem-solving. Teachers “can inspire boys to learn to write,” writes 

Gurian, “by having them compete with each other in teams (2005:149). Gurian also 

advocates reading material with “a faster-moving story line…that is…filled with spatial-

kinesthetic action…technical and mechanical in content” and that is “graphic and visual” 

(Gurian 2005:138-139; see also Gurian 2005:92-93).  

Boys need “adventure stories with male heroes,” according to Sommers (2000:16) 

and Gurian (see 2005:92-93). Traditionally masculine reading material with themes of 

competition, adventure and problem-solving will improve boys’ reading: “I’ve also seen boys 

who, though they were known to be ‘lazy readers,’ became very active, proficient readers 

when given reading matter on subjects (such as sports, adventure stories, murder mysteries) 

that actually interested them” (Pollack 1998:246). 

Schools must also accommodate boys’ fundamental preference and need for pride, 

domination and hierarchy. For example, Gurian suggests that teachers must accommodate 

boys’ manly quest to be dominant when he suggests that (female) teachers should avoid 

displays of authority over boys. Accordingly, he praises a woman teacher’s explanation that 

“So many of these boys are competing for manhood,” and rhetorically asks, “who wants 

everyone to notice they are controlled by a woman?” (2001:234). He calls the teacher’s 

“insight…compelling” (2001:233), adding that “Middle school boys are…caught up in 

battles of pride and hierarchy with classmates” (233-234) and thus that teachers “turning 

away from conflict [with boys]…can stave off a lot of misbehavior” (234). 

Kindlon and Thompson (2000:30) similarly argue that boys’ purported unique power, 

heroism and leadership are valuable gifts that teachers should embrace: “boys need to feel 

competent and empowered,” and “want so much to be seen in heroic proportions…to have 
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power.” They go on to say the value of “[t]he average boy’s gifts…boy power…depends on 

the teacher, the boy, and the moment” (30-31), and later advocate that adults “Talk to 

boys…in a way that honors their pride and their masculinity” (247), and respect a boy’s 

“wish to be strong, and his need to appear stronger than he feels” (249). In making these 

recommendations, however, Kindlon and Thompson contradict their claims about boys’ 

emotional difficulties; they recommend accommodating traditional masculinity—e.g., the 

“need to appear stronger than he feels” that conveys power and dominance—that they have 

argued throughout as the cause of boys’ emotional problems.  

Much of the above recommendations entail curriculum, materials and methods that 

both boys and girls will be exposed to, but that will ultimately accommodate boys’ 

masculinity. Often, however, boy advocates conclude that boys need different and even 

sometimes more educational resources, not only in coeducational classes but also in single-

sex education. Boy advocates’ justification is that different educational resources are 

necessary to compensate for boys’ disadvantage.  

Gurian is explicit in the need to make special accommodation for boys: “A Boy-

Friendly Model” in education includes “Compensation for areas of inherent disadvantage of 

fragility” (2005:61). Sommers advocates for compensatory single-sex education for boys, 

while criticizing legislation that has only allowed compensatory single-sex education for 

girls. She references purportedly successful single-sex education programs in England as a 

model for all-boy classes in the U.S., arguing that, to improve boys’ academic performance, 

such classes must be traditionally masculine in content and pedagogy (2000:172).  

Pollack (1998) similarly describes a school in England with all-boys classes as a 

model for U.S. education. Kindlon and Thompson also praise an administrator of a boy’s 
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school for “welcome[ing] a full range of boy behavior as normal and healthy and creat[ing] 

an environment in which boys feel the acceptance” (48). Pollack (1998:249) and Kindlon and 

Thompson (2000:48) describe such model classes as accommodating boys as they are, 

because they are taught by traditionally masculine teachers who emphasize sports, and 

employ teacher-centered methods, clear-cut discipline with “sharp questions and answers” 

(Pollack 1998:249) and a “boy-centered curriculum” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:48). 

Sommers and Gurian also advocate for moral or character education in order to teach 

boys how to self-discipline their inherent aggression. They argue that part of accommodating 

boys’ fundamental traits includes guiding rather than suppressing or preventing boys’ 

fundamental traits like aggression. In installing this practice boys’ aggression must not be 

stigmatized (Gurian 2001:95-96; Sommers 2000:94-95) because masculine aggression is not 

inherently bad. Instead, healthy behaviors rooted in aggression must be embraced as 

expressions of boys’ natural selves, while unhealthy behaviors of aggression must be 

channeled into socially acceptable masculine behaviors.  

Discipline, then, according to Gurian and Sommers, means not punishing boys’ 

“natural” aggression, but teaching them so that they learn when aggression is appropriate and 

to measure their expression of it. Sommers and Gurian conclude that schools must help boys 

distinguish between healthy masculine aggression from aberrant hyper-masculine violence 

and, consequently, embrace healthy masculine aggression. For example, Gurian explains 

(2005:95-96), “It’s better for aggression to be interwoven in to the ultimate classroom” (see 

also 2001:96).  

The moral or character education that Gurian and Sommers describe includes more 

structure and stricter disciplining: “male hormones and the male brain cry out through their 
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violence for a different classroom and school culture…one with…better discipline systems, 

more authority” (Gurian 2001:62-63). Gurian (2001:168) later explains further:  

For a generation or two our schools have emphasized ‘soft’ values, such as 

self-esteem. It is important to nurture self-esteem, but unless it is grounded in 

‘hard’ values such as respect, honesty, and integrity, it can easily become a 

path of self-indulgence for a child. A school system or classroom that does not 

emphasize character development is not fully serving the growing moral needs 

of a child. 

 

Sommers and Gurian thus celebrate reformers who uphold the tenets of traditional 

masculinity and emphasize discipline (e.g., Sommers 2000:201 and 204-205; Gurian 

2001:168-170 and 237). This includes favoring zero-tolerance policies in cases of “actual 

violence and gang attire” (Gurian 2001:173) and installing programs such as the “Behavior 

Instruction Support Team developed by Ozanam School in Kansas City” (2001:164). 

Embracing such moral or character education will allow for more free expression of boys’ 

true self.  

Boys need not only different education and resources, but also more resources in 

order to compensate for their disadvantage. More workspace for boys than for girls can 

accommodate their higher energy levels and avoid “discipline problems” (Gurian 2005:92). 

Kindlon and Thompson praise teachers who “have described rearranging the play areas in 

their classrooms to accommodate a greater range of boy activity with more open spaces” 

(2000:48). Gurian (2005:61-62) similarly explains the justification for space that is “roomier” 

for boys: “The young male brain,” he writes, “tends toward spatial-mechanical play and 

learning, so it tends to ‘use more space’ than girls often will…It takes more space to engage 

the world through the spatial centers of the brain, and males tend to cry out for that space—

even in undisciplined behavior.”  
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Gurian and Pollack also praise teaching methods, activities and technologies that 

should be tailored to boys’ purported inherent differences and consequently provide more 

resources to boys. These include smaller “teacher-student ratios” (Gurian 2005:89), “hands-

on” (2001:190) activities in all-boys groups, and activities that, in his description, engage 

boys and girls in traditional gender roles, with “boys…be[ing] loggers and cut[ting] down 

trees,” and “girls” as “conservationists trying to save the spotted owl and stop the loggers 

from cutting down the owl’s habitat” (2001:209). 

Pollack (1998) recommends more resources such as computers for boys. He suggests 

that boys, who are, unlike girls, are “so resistant to reading books in class that they’ll literally 

toss them aside” (246). He suggests that boys can be “appropriately motivated to read by 

letting them use a computer, which allows them to have fun scrolling through the pages using 

the keyboard or mouse” (246).  

Original Warrant: Appeals to the Values of Equity and Freedom 

In this final section I spell out the assumptions that underlie the move from the 

grounds that boys are “disadvantaged” (a.k.a. sub-argument 1) to the original claim that it is 

schools, and not boys, that must change (see figure 4.1). The warrant for the overall 

argument entails an appeal to the value of equity, including beliefs about what constitutes 

equity, and an appeal to the contemporary post-modern values of freedom of expression. 

The prevailing equity model defines equality of educational opportunity as dependent 

on equal academic outcomes among all categories of students. Sociological research, starting 

with the “Coleman Report” (Coleman, Campbell, Hobson et al. 1966), has emphasized that 

educational outputs (e.g., grades, high school completion, college enrollment, economic 

welfare, etc.) determine whether equality of educational opportunity across race, ethnic and 
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class lines has been achieved. The equity model’s reliance on unequal outcomes as evidence 

of “disadvantage” is rooted in the now implicit recognition that “disadvantaged” students are 

those who have suffered historical and contemporary injustices of marginalization and 

oppression (Clayton and Crosby 1992; Minow 2010; Schement 2001).   

The equity model also rejects the notion that underperforming categories of students 

are “deficient”; instead, student achievement is dependent on schools. Schools are 

responsible for ensuring fairness in education by providing “disadvantaged” students with 

necessary resources to redress prejudicial historical legacies (Coleman 1968; Minow 2010; 

Schement 2001). In other words, equity is rooted in the notion that, to achieve equality of 

educational opportunity, disadvantaged students often need more or different resources and 

that schools should therefore provide such different resources. This would guarantee equal 

outcomes among all categories of students (Salomone 2003). 

Boy advocates’ constitution of boys as disadvantaged depends in part on the measure, 

as understood by the equity model, that unequal outcomes indicate disadvantaged status. As 

described above, boy advocates constitute boys as “disadvantaged” by employing evidence 

of unequal academic outcomes in-and-of themselves. In doing so, however, boy advocates 

rearticulate “disadvantage” to not be dependent on past and present marginalization and 

oppression. Boy advocates blame different outcomes on the relatively recent purportedly 

widespread equity driven curricular and pedagogical reforms that have caused a devaluation 

of and bias against boys.  

Also, in line with the equity framework, boy advocates do not blame the student—or 

category of students—but rather the school for such inequalities in outcome. They argue that 

schools view boys as defective, in a way that is seemingly analogous to equity-minded 
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researchers and educators who charged that schools unfairly perceive underperforming 

categories of students as “deficient.” Boy advocates begin with the assumption that 

masculinity is how boys inherently are and thus rationalize that boys underperform not 

because something is wrong with masculinity, which is, after all, fundamental to boys’ true 

selves. All boys and men share an essential masculinity that is different from femininity, 

itself essential to all girls and women. Once boy advocates constitute all boys as essentially 

the same, they constitute boys’ essence as comprised of fundamental traits that are different 

from those of girls, and different from expectations and demands of the “feminized” 

classroom. They thus reason that the classroom does not accommodate boys: boys 

underperform because boys’ masculinity, and thus boys themselves, face bias. Thus, as 

equity-minded scholars and reformers have argued about other “disadvantaged” students, boy 

advocates argue that schools, not boys, must be blamed and must change for boys’ academic 

troubles. Because such changes were purportedly undertaken to help girls, it is only fair that 

schools now do so for boys: it is now boys’ turn. 

Boy advocates also rely on their essentialist notion of gender combined with their 

vision of schooling to evoke the widespread value of freedom of expression. As shown in 

Chapters 1 and 2, both NBAs and LBAs articulate gender as an essence that determines boys’ 

and girls’ true selves. Boy advocates combine post-modern widespread values of freedom of 

individual expression with gender essentialism (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Charles 

and Bradley 2009) to argue that the purpose of schools is to ensure that all individuals are 

equally free to express their true gendered selves. Boy advocates’ arguments constitute past 

efforts to achieve equity for girls, and schools more generally, as disadvantageous and even 

oppressive to boys. Gender essentialist ideology and the post-modern cultural emphasis on 
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free “true” self-expression are simultaneously at work in boy advocates’ claims about what 

constitutes gender inequality in schools, and what must change in order to achieve gender 

equality in schools.  

The reasoning that underlies boy advocates’ claim that schools must change to 

accommodate boys thus invokes equity-informed assumptions about the role of the school in 

remedying students’ disadvantage and contemporary values for freedom of self-expression. 

NBAs’ solutions to accommodate and compensate boys are “hopefully…liberating,” because 

children “are already naturally inclined toward this way of being” (Gurian 2001:203—

emphasis added). Sommers (2000:93—emphasis added) calls upon schools to adopt “tolerant 

policy that allows the sexes to freely pursue their different tastes and play.” Her solutions are 

“[f]ar from being oppressive, controlling or constricting,” but instead “in the case of 

males…are liberating. To educate, humanize, and civilize a boy is to allow him to make the 

most of himself” (197—emphasis added). 

Summary 

The notion that gender is essential and dichotomous contributes to boy advocates’ 

assumption that if schools adhere to the traits of one gender, then they are unable to adhere to 

the traits of the other. Boys are currently disadvantaged in schools because of misguided 

theories about the purpose or function of schools, misinformed gender equity efforts, and 

inappropriate internal school practices and policies. As a result, boys encounter a classroom 

environment that favors girls and thus works against their learning needs and limits boys’ 

true-self development. This essentialist, dichotomous articulation of gender contributes to 

boy advocates’ charge that schools must now accommodate and compensate boys. To 

remedy the current problem of gender inequality, schools must accommodate boys’ 
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fundamental masculine traits and compensate for boys’ disadvantage by providing different, 

and at times more, resources and attention.  

The logic that underlies this claim is partly line with widespread assumptions about 

what constitutes equality of educational opportunity today, informed by the equity model and 

widespread post-modern values for freedom of self-expression. Boys’ relative 

underperformance on academic measures in-and-of-itself indicates boys’ disadvantage. 

Further, boys’ underperformance is not due to faulty, or “deficient” masculinity; indeed, to 

blame masculinity is equivalent to blaming boy students and, as established by the equity 

paradigm, educators must not blame the student. Rather, boys’ underperformance, or, 

“disadvantage,” is due to “feminized” schooling that suppresses boys’ natural ways of being, 

and that thus oppresses boys. That is, equity-minded educators’ and reformers’ erroneous 

notion that boys and girls are essentially the same, and efforts driven by such erroneous 

notion, have denied boys the freedom to express their inherently true self. As the equity 

model requires, schools must take responsibility for students’ disadvantage. In the case of 

boys, schools must accommodate boys’ masculinity, as they have purportedly done for girls’ 

femininity, in order to allow boys and girls equal opportunities to freely express their 

individual gendered selves.  

As such, boy advocates claim that schools must remedy boys’ disadvantage by 

accommodating boys by understanding and allowing for their fundamental masculinity. 

Specifically, teachers must allow for boys to be physically activity, employ traditionally 

masculine materials and assignments, and not override but instead embrace and even 

encourage boys’ quest for power and dominance. Further, schools must compensate boys by 

providing not only different but at times more educational resources in the form of more 
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physical space and technology in coeducational classes, and in the form of single-sex 

education, whereby boys encounter uniquely traditionally masculine curricula and pedagogy.
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CHAPTER 4: CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF BOY ADVOCATES’ PARADIGM 

 

“They say, ‘boys will be boys.’ When they say ‘boys,’ they not talking about us.  

They talking about other boys from other places.” – When They See Us (DuVernay 2019) 

 

Michael W. Apple (2006), in his analysis of conservative movements in education, 

explains that the selection of certain discourse categories rather than others impacts common 

sense notions, thereby producing real political consequences. “One of the most important 

objects of the rightest agendas,” writes Apple, “is changing our common sense, altering the 

meaning of the most basic categories, the key words, we employ to understand the social and 

educational world and our place in it  . . . The task is to radically alter who we think we are 

and how our major institutions are to respond to this changed identity” (8). In his discussion, 

Apple refers to concepts like “markets, standards, God and inequality” (8). By extension, I 

argue here that boy advocates influence common sense notions about “gender” and thereby 

influence notions of how major institutions like education should respond. In line with the 

theory of gender projects, I assert that such notions of gender in turn constitute different 

‘common sense’ notions of educational equality and inequality.   

Apple’s (2006) discussion of the social construction of “common sense” knowledge 

about “the most basic categories” is in line with the theory of gender projects that guides my 

analysis. Boy advocates’ representations of gender are part of the process of “fixing” the 

meaning of gender: masculinity and femininity are represented as a set of stereotypical 

attributes that are essential to all males and all females, respectively, and, what’s more, 

fundamental to males and females’ “core” or “true selves.” Boy advocates represent boys and 

girls as two distinct, homogeneous groups, each typified by a “norm” or “average”. That is to 

say, despite variability in terms of gender among humans, neoconservative and liberal boy 
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advocates articulate gender lines, or “gender rules”—even though “there are exceptions” 

(Gurian 2001:92)—as clear and decisive in terms of who boys and girls are and who they 

should be. If indeed “there is immense overlap between the genders” (8-9) and “[b]rain 

development is best understood as a spectrum of development rather than two poles, female 

and male” (16), we should ask why we must understand abilities, behaviors and preferences 

in gendered terms and arrange practice accordingly. This particular articulation of gender has 

consequences in terms of practice and social structure. Boy advocates are engaged in a 

process of imbuing gender with a particular meaning, which has potential results of 

configuring practice and structure accordingly.   

In this chapter, I provide a critical analysis of boy advocates’ articulation of gender 

(Chapters 1 and 2), and their claims about boys’ problems in schools and what must be done 

(Chapter 3). That is, while Chapters 1, 2 and 3 provide a descriptive analysis of boy 

advocates’ claims about the ontological status of gender and about the causes of and 

solutions for boys’ problems in schools, this chapter provides a conceptual critique of all 

such claims. Toulmin’s model of argumentation that I employed to identify the components 

of boy advocates’ arguments allows me to critically analyze the soundness of their 

arguments.  

In the first section, “Challenging Boy Advocates’ Constructions of Gender,” I 

evaluate the quality of the evidence that boy advocates provide to ground their claims of 

gender. In this section I critique their essentialist and individualized articulation of gender. 

This includes a critique of boy advocates’ failure to consider the relational aspect of gender. I 

show that their claims of gender privilege white, middle- and upper-class cis-hetero boys, 

and marginalize others.  
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In the second section I critically analyze boy advocates’ explanation for all boys’ 

disadvantage in education. I show that boy advocates’ limited articulation of gender 

contributes to their overly simplistic arguments that boys are victims of educational 

inequality. This is because, as shown in Chapter 3 (e.g., Figure 13), boy advocates’ claims of 

gender serve to back their underlying assumptions that gender and education are zero-sum, 

and thus that girls doing well in school means that boys face bias. My critique of boy 

advocates’ claims of gender thus allows my further critiques of boy advocates’ solutions. 

Boy advocates do not consider variations in experiences of gender and in outcomes in 

schooling along the lines of race, ethnicity, social class and sexual orientation. As a result, 

boy advocates’ solutions for boys’ purported disadvantage serves to reproduce the racial, 

class and gender/sexuality hierarchical social order.  

Such discussion moves us into the third and final section of this chapter, in which I 

address the warrant that bridges boy advocates’ claim that boys must be accommodated in 

schools to their grounds that boys are disadvantaged, the latter of which is further grounded 

in boys’ lower academic outcomes and “feminized” schools (e.g., Chapter 3, Figures 11, 12, 

and 13). The warrant of this overall claim comprises assumptions about what constitutes 

“disadvantage” today (informed by the equity paradigm) combined with the post-modern 

value of freedom of expression. This warrant makes boy advocates’ arguments potentially 

acceptable by the audience, while simultaneously undermining equity-informed goals of 

recent decades.  

Challenging Boy Advocates’ Constructions of Gender 

Boundaries of the social constructions of “truth” are influenced by the values, beliefs, 

and established meanings, as well as the epistemic norms of the cultural system of any 
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particular historical period. We can consider these factors employed in social constructions in 

order to evaluate their consistency and legitimacy. Both liberal and neoconservative boy 

advocates show commitment to the conventions of the scientific method: they rely largely, 

although not exclusively, upon scientific research and empirical data in order to support their 

arguments about gender and educational disadvantage. Therefore I assess the legitimacy of 

their constructions about gender and academic achievement in light of the scientific method 

they value and evidence they employ (Toulmin 2003). 

Boy Advocates’ Evidence for a Biological Basis of Gender 

Despite many problems with their evidence, boy advocates make seemingly 

convincing claims about gender because they resonate with and reinforce widespread cultural 

beliefs (i.e., “common sense” knowledge) that boys and girls are essentially different. 

Although historically some researchers have highlighted more similarities than differences 

among the gender groups (Hyde 2005:581), the search for and emphasis on gender 

differences has gained increased traction and popularity. “The science has changed, but the 

arguments have not” (Bing 1999:4).  

Neoconservative boy advocates (NBAs) insist that differences between males’ and 

females’ brains conclusively explain many cognitive, psychological, and behavioral 

differences between gender groups. Liberal boy advocates (LBAs) also argue that while 

gender is primarily socialized, biology determines higher activity levels in boys and, 

according to Kindlon and Thompson only, faster verbal maturity rates in girls. As a reminder, 

the description of LBAs’ evidence in Chapter 2 demonstrated minimal empirical evidence 

that biological sex determines activity level or verbal maturity rates, given that Pollack did 
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not cite any empirical evidence and much of the empirical evidence Kindlon and Thompson 

cited did not in fact conclude what Kindlon and Thompson argued about biology and gender.   

Here I review of much evidence cited by both NBAs and LBAs, combined with other 

scholarly insights into such biological research in general (Bing 1999; Fausto-Sterling 1985; 

Fausto-Sterling 2000b; Hyde 2005; Kimmel 2000), in order to show that most if not all 

arguments about inherent differences are not substantiated by universally accepted data—

even though such data have been used productively in support of an ideological position 

(Fausto-Sterling 1985; Fausto-Sterling 2000b; Gould 1981).  

Overgeneralizations of Findings from Research with Small Samples 

Many of the conclusions drawn by boy advocates are compromised by 

methodological issues that limit generalizability. The research that boy advocates cite as 

evidence for clear and conclusive differences between boys and girls is often based on small 

samples, which makes generalizability of findings to all boys and girls difficult. In cases 

where statistical difference is found in small samples, researchers usually caution against 

overgeneralization of the results (Fausto-Sterling 2000). A detailed examination of some of 

the evidence cited by boy advocates, however, shows that their conclusive statements about 

gender differences are often based on research with equivocal findings due to small and 

homogeneous samples.  

For example, in order to buttress their argument that biology determines girls’ earlier 

verbal maturity relative to boys, Kindlon and Thompson (2000) cite research by Huttenlocher 

et al. (1991). For their research, Huttenlocher et al. collected data “on 22 children from the 

ages of 14 months to 22 months to estimate vocabulary size, vocabulary growth over the 

period, and the relationship between exposure to speech and vocabulary growth” (236). 



 
 
 

173 

While the researchers find gender difference even though “[t]here was no significant 

difference in how talkative girls’ versus boys’ parents were” (236), the small sample size 

should caution conclusive statements about girls and boys verbal maturity rates more 

generally.  

Similarly, Sommers (2000:87) cites research by Witelson, Glezer and Kigar (1995), 

Gur et al. (1995), and Shaywitz et al. (1995) in order to claim that scientific developments 

“all but refute the social constructionist thesis and point to certain inborn gender differences.” 

Gur et al.’s study (1995:528) used positron emission tomography (PET) on only “61 healthy 

right-handed volunteers (37 men and 24 women)” in order to evaluate sex differences in the 

distribution of cerebral metabolism in the limbic region.” Witelson et al. (1995) examined the 

brain specimens of only five adult women and four adult men. In fact, contrary to Sommers’ 

conclusions, the researchers caution, “Due to the small sample size and homogeneity of the 

cases studied, generalizability of the results requires replication from other studies” 

(Witelson et al. 1995:3418—emphasis added)  

Likewise, citing the biological research of Cordero, Y Valenzuela, Torres et al. 

(2000), Gurian (2005:41) claims, “boys and girls are intrinsically not the same.” Cordero et 

al.’s (2000) results were based on autopsies of brains of only four male infants, between the 

ages of two days old and 210 days old, and four female infants, between the ages of two days 

old and 150 days old. Cordero et al. (2000:51) acknowledge “This study has to be replicated 

and extended, using larger samples and focusing on other brain regions as well.” 

Such small, unrepresentative samples in these studies complicate generalizability. 

This point is often recognized by the studies’ authors, but not acknowledged by boy 

advocates. Further, studies cited by Gurian and Sommers do not examine the same portion of 
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the brain, which further limits their generalizability and complicates NBAs’ conclusions 

about the innate sex differences in the brain. 

Focusing on Biological Differences Despite Biological Similarities 

Many biology researchers that NBAs cite often emphasize findings of difference over 

findings of similarity, even if their own research finds more similarity than difference. “Not 

surprisingly, when researchers ask these questions [that presuppose (as well as seek) 

differences], they discover answers showing differences” (Bing 1999:9). Consider research 

that Sommers (2000:87) cites to argue “inborn gender differences.” Witelson et al.’s (1995) 

results show difference in only one of four cortical areas they examined. Even though the 

sample consisted of only five women and four men, with a mean age of 50 years, the 

researchers emphasize conclusive sexual dimorphism and presume it to be consequential 

(Witelson et al. 1995:3423).  

Similarly, Shaywitz et al. (1995) studied gender differences in three language tasks 

and found gender difference on only one of them. Shaywitz et al. nevertheless conclude that 

“Our data provide clear evidence for a sex difference” (607) and emphasize, as does 

Sommers, findings of gender difference over findings of gender similarity. As Bing (1999) 

explains about Shaywitz et al. (1995), “claims of ‘remarkable’ and ‘essential’ differences by 

sex were based on…a single rhyming task. Patterns of 42% of the women and the results of 

the two other tasks, which showed no variation between the sexes, were minimized or 

ignored, both in the authors’ report in Nature and in subsequent reports” (5—emphasis 

added). Lack of variation was also ignored in Sommers’ account of the findings; instead she 

represents such studies as empirical proof that males and females are inherently different.  
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Biological and Gender Differences: Confusing Correlation with Causation 

Another fallacy complicating boy advocates claims about gender is the fallacy of 

confusing correlation with causation (see e.g., Chapter 1, Figure 4). For example, Gurian 

(2000:45—emphasis added) infers causality: “When you look at a scan of male and female 

brains doing any kind of task, you see different parts of the brain light up, with differing 

levels of brain activity in these cortical sections. This is a primary way we’ve been able to 

discern the nature of boys and the nature of how boys learn. “  

Boy advocates attribute boys’ propensity for particular behaviors to boys’ 

testosterone levels. Pollack (1998) claims that higher testosterone levels in boys cause gender 

differences—specifically higher activity levels in boys than in girls. NBAs invoke 

testosterone, the “Male steroid sex hormone” (Gurian 2001:26) and “male hormones called 

adrenal androgens” (Sommers 2000:88), as the cause of higher aggression levels in males 

than in females. Sommers cites, for example, observations of both humans and nonhumans 

that males are more aggressive than females, that young males engage in more rough-and-

tumble play, and that females are more nurturing and asks: “How do these and other sex 

differences come about?...It appears that perhaps the most important factor in the 

differentiation of males and females is the level of exposure to various sex hormones early in 

life” (Sommers 2000:76). Importantly, this quote does not specify among which 

“nonhumans…males are more aggressive than females,” but evidencing behaviors among 

nonhuman species is a common strategy by gender essentialists. Although Gurian and 

Sommers do not tend to evidence much research on nonhuman animals to support their 

claims, it is important to note that such evidence is suspect because investigators often 

emphasize species that confirm preconceived ideas about boys/men and girls/women, while 
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ignoring research on species that do not confirm or that contradict those preconceived ideas 

(Fausto-Sterling 1985; Kimmel 2000).  

Many issues compromise claims that correlations between biology and gender prove 

that cognitive, psychological or behavioral differences are innate. First, in order to attribute 

any biological basis of cognitive, psychological or behavioral factors, we must first 

acknowledge that human biology, is incredibly complex. There are a host of biological 

factors that can together cause any outcome. Therefore, any outcome is rarely caused by a 

single factor (Fausto-Sterling 1985:63-71). Claims for a “male” brain and a “female” brain 

that manifest in different sets of “boy” and “girl” traits simplify processes that are 

“bewilderingly complex” (72). Second, current research shows that human behavior and 

other environmental factors can change biology, which complicates claims of unidirectional 

causation. Further the human brain does not stop developing at the point of birth, but instead 

continues to mature “for quite a number of years after birth” based on experience (73-74). 

Fausto-Sterling (1985) makes this point with regard to any found gender differences in verbal 

abilities, which Kindlon and Thompson (2000) argue are innate: “it is also possible that if 

girls learn to talk earlier than boys it is because adults in their environment interact with them 

more often and more intensely with the spoken word” (Fausto-Sterling 1985:52-53).  

NBAs often use correlational evidence in order to challenge gender research that 

attributes gender differences to socialization. Yet, “gender difference feminists” cite nearly 

the same differences in psychological and cognitive traits between males and females, but 

attribute them to socialization (Gilligan 1982; Tannen 1991; Wellesley Coll 1992). In fact, 

both Sommers (2000:94) and Kindlon and Thompson (2000:264) cite researchers who 

provide socio-cultural explanations for these differences (Lever 1976; Maccoby and Jacklin 
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1974; Tannen 1991); however, Sommers and Kindlon do so as part of their claims that 

gender differences are innate. In sum, the difficulty with correlational evidence is not that it 

points to gender difference. Rather, the problem is that boy advocates use it as evidence that 

gender differences are innate.  

Emphasizing Gender Differences Despite More Gender Similarities 

I now move away from questions of biological difference to questions of gender 

difference. As described in Chapters 1 and 2, neoconservative and liberal boy advocates 

disagree on the extent to which gender differences are caused by biology or socialization; 

both neoconservative and liberal boy advocates do, however, write about gender differences 

as if they are established scientific fact. Investigations into the research, however, show little 

agreement on whether and to what extent such differences exist. While some research has 

found differences, many others have found few (Fausto-Sterling 2000b).  

Meta-analysis of gender shows people are more similar than different. For example, 

based on her “review of 46 meta-analyses” (Hyde 2005:581). Hyde found more 

psychological similarities among than differences between males and females. She proposes 

a gender similarities hypothesis, which “holds that males and females are similar on most, 

but not all, psychological variables” (581). Hyde finds no or small differences in most 

cognitive abilities, communication, social and personality variables, psychological well-

being, motor behaviors or moral reasoning and moral orientation and large gender 

differences in motor performance, in measures of sexuality, and physical aggression (586).  

Further, the presence of gender difference does not necessarily mean that gender 

difference is inherent. Some of the moderate and larger differences that Hyde finds are 

dependent on age and context, suggesting that gender differences are not stable or fixed and 



 
 
 

178 

are, arguably, not innate or hardwired. Meta-analyses of gender suggest that people differ 

minimally, if at all, on most cognitive, psychological and behavioral variables.  

Despite the high level of similarities among gender groups, those boy advocates who 

report on such research tend to emphasize differences rather than similarities. Such emphasis 

on difference contributes to Kindlon and Thompson’s (2000) claim that biology causes boy-

girl differences in activity level despite the fact that they contradict this very claim when they 

explain that differences in activity level only appear in preschool and in social interaction, 

and that there is more overlap than difference in this trait: 

In terms of activity level—and by this we mean motor activity, as in moving 

one’s body around while running or walking—not many studies find sex 

differences until preschool. Or put slightly differently, gender differences in 

activity level between boys and girls become more pronounced as children 

approach school age. Recent research suggests that the main differences 

between boys and girls occur in social interaction. Boys in a group behave 

quite differently than boys alone, and boys are stimulated by the challenges 

presented by other boys. As with any gender difference, there is a lot of 

overlap between the populations of boys and girls: thus, there are girls who 

are more active than many boys (32). 

 

Indeed, if differences on activity level depend on social interaction, then differences on 

gender expression could arguably very well be dependent on situational demands and 

expectations (e.g., “challenges presented by other boys”) rather than any purportedly 

biologically-determinants. Further, if there is “a lot of overlap between populations,” one 

must wonder why Kindlon and Thompson insist that activity level is determined by 

biological sex. Their only assurance is “But by school age, the average boy in a classroom is 

more active than about three-fourths of the girls, and the most active children in the class are 

very likely to be boys” (32). 

Such emphasis on gender difference also allows for the simplistic reliance on 

unsubstantiated evolutionary explanations. As described in Chapter 1, NBAs, particularly 
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Gurian, invoke such evidence to buttress their claims about gender. Many criticisms have 

emerged of evolutionary accounts for gender differences (Kimmel 2000). One major 

criticism is that they tend to be “just so,” tautological accounts that rely on minimal evidence 

other than (perceived) current patterns of gender differences. While Gurian’s evolutionary 

account of gender difference at least superficially adheres to common knowledge about 

human history, namely that human society was at once hunter and gatherer, he does not 

account for why the division of labor along gender lines was necessary. Gurian writes, for 

example, that males and females used to be quite physically similar:   

It is interesting to note that male and female hormones were not as far apart in 

their constitution a million years ago as they are now. We know this because 

testosterone level is directly related to bulking, or muscle mass, and fossil 

records show us that male and female bodies used to be closer in size than 

they are now (2001:40) 

 

Because males and females were originally quite physically similar, presumably both males 

and females could have initially engaged in hunting and gathering. After all, according to 

Gurian’s evolutionary account, engagement in different activities (hunting versus gathering) 

caused gender differences in size, ability and behavior. Gurian’s evolutionary explanation for 

purported inherent differences between males and females cannot account for why, if males 

and females were initially so similar, they necessarily had to engage in different 

responsibilities, and in the responsibilities they presumably did.   

In order to claim that inherently “Males…have, on average, better spatial reasoning 

than females,” while “[f]emales, on the other hand, have better verbal skills” (Sommers 

2000: 87), Sommers cites one of the meta-analyses (Hedges and Nowell 1995) that was 

reviewed by Hyde (2005). The effect size of each cognitive variable that Hedges and Nowell 

(1995:44) evaluated are minimal. Further, while Hedges and Nowell do find large gender 
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differences in writing, they suggest that such differences are not innate, but are due to 

differential training and treatment. This observation, of course, contrasts with Sommers’ 

claim that the difference is inherent. Sommers (2000:76) also relies on Kimura’s (1999) 

research to claim innateness in cognitive ability, yet Kimura (1999) herself acknowledges 

that “men and women overlap enormously on many cognitive tests that show average 

differences” (28).  

In sum, people are more similar than different in terms of both sex and gender. Any 

statistical significance in mean differences does not negate the fact that males and females 

overlap more than not. This finding must give pause to boy advocates who claim that sex 

dictates gender, whether due to biology or socialization, and that gender is dichotomous.  

Science is often a political endeavor, used as a political tool to make claims that there 

are indisputable, universal, unchangeable truths around which we must [re]structure political, 

social, and economic patterns. This is the case with boy advocates’ claims of gender and, by 

extension, gender in/equality. Articulating gender as dictated by sex, and as categorical, 

unitary and mutually exclusive is a strategy upon which to make claims about the nature of 

gender equality and how to achieve it. The problem, however, is that boy advocates make 

conclusive statements about gender that are not in fact conclusively supported by science. 

The fact that biological science tends to be widely perceived as objective without any 

ideological undertones makes its use all the more insidious.  

As we will see, boy advocates’ reliance on seemingly conclusive scientific “facts” 

about gender has consequences on such advocates’ understanding of equality that is not 

neutral or benign. Indeed, based on their articulations of gender, boy advocates argue that 
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schools underserve boys in particular ways, and claim that very particular changes must 

occur to accommodate boys’ purportedly essential masculine selves. 

Privileging an Essentialist View of Gender 

My critique of boy advocates’ articulation of gender will now expand beyond the 

realm of biology and gender difference and show that boy advocates’ essentialist, categorical 

representations of gender are centered on a particular type of boy and masculinity. Such 

articulations privilege some boys and men over all others (girls, other categories of boys, and 

those who are non-gender conforming), and lead to conclusions about social organization 

that privilege some over others. Boy advocates’ essentialist view of gender also reifies a 

culturally idealized form of masculinity. However, their articulation of gender as an 

internalized “self” lacks an analysis of gender and power, of “the subordination of women 

and the hierarchy of power among men” (Connell 2005:24).15  

The following brief discussion of gender theory informs my critique of boy 

advocates’ notion of gender as an essence and foundation of the individual’s true self. 

Theories of gender tend to fall into one or a combination of three categories: gender as 

embodied, gender as performance or gender as structure (Charles 2008; Chatillon et al. 

2018). Early biological and social science theory and research on gender assumed that 

individuals become gendered and that gender is determined by sex, either because biological 

                                                      
15 As described in Chapter 1, much of NBAs’ essentialist account of gender is based on the conclusions they 

draw from biological research, including an over-interpretation of discrete traits, as well as anecdotes and 

individual observations of their own, or of teachers, parents or students. As I describe in Chapter 2, LBAs’ 

essentialist claims of gender are based on their own empirical research, in the case of Pollack (1998), or clinical 

interviews with patients, in the case of both Pollack and Kindlon & Thompson (2000), anecdotes and 

perceptions from individuals (e.g., teachers, parents, students) in addition to the scant biological research they 

cite. I do not examine the anecdotes, perceptions and over-interpretations boy advocates use as evidence to the 

same extent that I examine their biological evidence. The reason for this is because: (1) to do so would take the 

focus from my overall point and (2) those familiar with scientific methods presumably recognize that such 

evidence is not generally accepted as robust or reliable evidence from which to draw valid conclusions about 

social phenomena.  
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sex determines gender or because individuals are socialized into gender based on their 

biological sex (Bryson 1999:46-47; Connell 2005:22-23). While biological theories of gender 

continue to be popular, social science gender scholars have come to theorize that gender is 

not simply embodied, but that gender is performance. In the tradition of Goffman’s (1959) 

dramaturgical model, the notion of “doing gender” articulates that gender is performed in 

order to meet pervasive gendered expectations, norms and values (West and Zimmerman 

1987). Boys/men and girls/women perform gender-specific behaviors over and over to the 

point that they may feel natural and become a basis of our identity. Gender, then, comes to 

feel as something we “have”—as embodied and natural.  

In Chapter 2 I showed that LBAs at times describe interactional expectations on boys’ 

displays of gender, but nevertheless primarily articulate gender as a set of internalized traits. 

In other words, LBAs’ evidence suggests that boys may behave in ways not because gender 

is essential, but rather because of the situation. Nevertheless, LBAs interpret such displays as 

“how boys are”, of boys’ “true self”. A reinterpretation of some of their evidence shows that 

a central gender differences they represent as internalized (energy level) is shaped by 

interactional features. For example, as described in Chapter 2, Kindlon and Thompson 

(2000:31) explain that “boys are more active and slower to develop impulse control than 

girls,” and that “[t]his developmental difference appears largely biological.” However, they 

also describe research that strongly suggests that activity level is in fact dependent on 

situation. They write that gender differences do not occur until school age and that such 

differences are more pronounced in social situation: 

In terms of activity level—and by this we mean motor activity, as in moving 

one’s body around while running or walking—not many studies find sex 

differences until preschool. Or put slightly different, gender differences in 

activity level between boys and girls become more pronounced as children 
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approach school age. Recent research suggests that the main difference 

between boys and girls occur in social interaction. Boys in a group behave 

quite differently than boys alone, and boys are stimulated by challenges 

presented by other boys (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:32—emphasis added). 

 

Kindlon and Thompson do not rely on the “recent research,” however, to articulate the 

performative aspect of masculinity; instead they maintain that boys are inherently more 

active than girls.  

Social science gender scholars have also come to understand gender as structure. 

Social science research has further demonstrated that the social processes that “produc[e] and 

maintain[n]” (Lorber 2010:244) gender performance are those that also structure the social 

world: “it is the constant performance of normative gender and sexuality that maintains the 

gendered social order” (268). Gender, then, is more than gendered traits; society’s major 

institutions are structured around gender (Chatillon et al. 2018; Ridgeway and Correll 2004; 

Risman 2004). Gender as structure means that not only do individuals become gendered and 

not only is gender interactional; but social positions are also gendered and resources are 

distributed based on gender: “gender involves cultural beliefs and distributions of resources 

at the macro level, patterns of behavior and organizational practices at the interactional level, 

and selves and identities at the individual level” (Ridgeway and Correll 2004:510). 

As research and theory of gender has moved into what is often termed the “third 

wave” of feminism, gender scholars explain that there is not one, unitary fixed form of 

masculinity or femininity. Cultural understandings of masculinity and femininity vary by 

culture, historical time period, place, and groups (Chatillon et al. 2018; Connell 2005; 

Kimmel 2000; Kimmel 2006b). Further, experiences and understandings of gender are 

mediated through the intersection of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and sexuality 

(Connell 2005; Crenshaw 1989; Ferguson 2000; Settles, Pratt-Hyatt and Buchanan 2008). 
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This notion of gender allows for an understanding of the fluidity, instability and multiplicity 

of gender (Charles 2008; Connell 2005; Pascoe 2007).  

Masculinities and femininities are not all equally culturally valued or equally 

privileged; rather, cultural ideals about gender inform and privilege displays of hegemonic 

masculinity. As described in the Introduction, hegemonic masculinity refers to a “pattern of 

practice” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:832) that “ideologically legitimate[s] the global 

subordination of women to men” (832). The theory of hegemonic masculinity emphasizes 

what is done, as opposed to what men are, to maintain men’s dominance. 

Theoretical and empirical insights (e.g., Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Connell 

2005) into masculinity demonstrate that not all boys enact hegemonic masculinity: important 

to the concept is “the combination of the plurality of masculinities and the hierarchy of 

masculinities” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:846). Hegemonic masculinities wins some 

men power over other men and women: “certain masculinities are more socially central, or 

more associated with authority and social power than others…the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity presumes the subordination of nonhegemonic masculinities, and this is a process 

that has now been documented in many settings, internationally” (846).  

Further, an important component of hegemonic masculinity is dominance through by 

consent rather than force (Connell 2005:7). Its enactment is aided by the fact that social 

members tend to believe, whether consciously or not, that hegemonic displays are inherently 

better than non-hegemonic displays, and thus merit more status and privilege. These cultural 

dynamics tend to benefit all men, albeit to differing degrees depending on their level of 

conformity with the hegemonic ideal; hegemonic masculinity refers to the “practice[s] that 

permit men’s collective dominance over women” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:840). 
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“Not many men actually meet the normative standards” of hegemonic masculinity, but “the 

majority of men gain from its hegemony” (Connell 2005:79).  

Hegemonic masculinity benefits “the majority of men” because it consists of 

practices culturally defined as typically male (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005; Connell 

2005). Connell (2005) explains, “hegemonic masculinity is . . . highly visible. It is likely to 

be what casual commentators have noticed when they speak of ‘the male role’” (209). The 

belief that the “ideal man” in the US is, for example, “level-headed” or “physically strong” or 

“athletic” contributes to belief that all men are at least more “level-headed” or “physically 

strong” or “athletic” than are women. Because hegemonic masculinity is believed to deserve 

more social, political and economic rewards, and because hegemonic masculinity comprises 

“models of admired masculine conduct” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:838) that come to 

be associated at least to some extent with all men, hegemonic masculinity benefits all men to 

some extent and justifies the patriarchal system. Further, from an intersectionality 

perspective, hegemonic masculinity legitimates a particular racial, class and sexuality 

hierarchical system and privileges a certain type of man more than others, as white, middle-

class, heterosexual, cis-gendered masculinities are those that are “more associated with 

authority and social power” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:846).  

 Boy advocates represent all boys as exhibiting and conforming to hegemonic 

masculinity, and treat hegemonic displays as fixed qualities essential to boys. Boy advocates 

treat this conformity as harmless, which limits their analysis of power in gender and other 

social relations. For example, Sommers writes that “male-female differences, beyond the 

obvious physical ones, are natural, healthy” (2000:75), and that “political and social equality 

can exist even though men and women are essentially different” (92). Kindlon and 
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Thompson (2000:30) concur: “The ‘differentness’ of boys is not inherently bad.” They add 

that boys’ and girls’ “gifts come wrapped in gender patterns that are recognizably 

different…The average boys’ gifts are wrapped in...boy power” (31). 

However, the masculinity that boy advocates describe is about practices that create 

and perpetuate power differences between white, middle- and upper- class, heterosexual boys 

and everyone else. Boy advocates do acknowledge that boys’ behaviors can at times be 

harmful for others, like girls and women, yet NBAs attribute such harm to a lack of moral 

discipline while LBAs attribute it to emotional illiteracy rather than to masculinity itself. 

Sommers (2000:63) explains, “Of course, when boys are violent or otherwise antisocially 

injurious to others, they must be disciplined.” Similarly, Gurian (2001:208) attributes 

behavioral problems at schools, such as “sexual harassment” to the loss of “moral 

imperatives” (see also Gurian 2001:207).  

LBAs’ account of gender may appear to be more sociological. Compared to that of 

NBAs, LBAs’ analysis is refreshing in that it challenges the harmful consequences of 

traditional masculinity and advocates increasing boys and men’s emotional expression and 

connection with others in a way that can contribute to more meaningful lives and egalitarian 

relationships. In this sense, there are benefits to redefining masculinity to include qualities 

that have traditionally not been valued. Further, their descriptions of the harrowing world of 

the culture of cruelty (Kindlon and Thompson 2000) and the Boy Code (Pollack 1998) are 

important if we are to understand how cultural imperatives of masculinity harmfully 

constrain boys’ experiences and harm girls and women.  

However, while LBAs provide helpful and important insight to the discussion of 

boys’ problems, they stop short in interrogating gender and power. LBAs’ individualized 
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account of gender suffers from the same limitations as sex-role theorists more generally. 

“Ambivalence” about power is “inherent in the ‘sex role’ framework,” Connell explains 

(2005:25). He continues,  

For the logical presupposition of sex role analysis is that the two roles are 

reciprocal. Roles are defined by expectations and norms, sex roles by 

expectations attaching to biological status. There is nothing here that 

positively requires an analysis of power. On the contrary there is a basic 

tendency in sex role theory to understand men’s and women’s positions as 

complementary (25). 

According to LBAs, boys’ harmful displays of aggression and dominance result from 

emotional illiteracy rather than boys’ attempts to oppress or hurt others. Their descriptions of 

boys’ violence and aggression encourage readers to feel sympathy for boys but not to 

recognize or address boys’ violent behaviors as power-driven and oppressive to others. 

According to LBAs, then, the imperatives of masculinity are ‘oppressive’ only in that they 

oppress boys’ expression of their emotions and longings. In LBAs’ formulation, if the 

imperatives did not require boys to constrict their expressive self, there would be no problem 

with boys; unnecessary violence and mistreatment of women, for example, would cease to 

exist. 

Both neoconservative and liberal boy advocates’ analyses are limited because they 

conceive of violence as “a by-product of boyhood socialization” (Real 2002 in hooks 

2004:60--emphasis added). LBAs argue that the imperatives of masculinity constrict boys 

and men, but do not interrogate how such imperatives buy boys and men power over others. 

NBAs discuss patriarchy, but in neutral terms, denying that men’s dominance harms others; 

they articulate patriarchy as harmonious and beneficial for all. In boy advocates’ 

explanations, boys’ aggressive and dominating behaviors can be checked with moral 

discipline (NBAs) or emotional education (LBAs). But such behaviors need not be 
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eliminated—they are, after all, essential to boys. Thus, according to boy advocates’ accounts, 

boys and men can continue to seek power and dominance, and yet not constrain or oppress 

others. If only boys were more morally disciplined or emotionally literate, they would not 

exploit or mistreat others.  

Boy advocates’ articulations of masculinity are in fact oppressive, not harmless, to 

others. Contemporary gender scholars have been instructive in showing that masculinity is 

defined in relation to what it is not and socioculturally privileged in relation to all that it is 

not. Hegemonic masculinity is that form of masculinity culturally perceived as inherently 

superior and thus to merit power and prestige. As Kimmel (2008) reminds us, power is a 

relationship. Kimmel writes that boys do not simply “‘have’ power,” adding, “Some do, 

some don’t. Some are powerful in some settings, but not in others” (59). Importantly, he 

adds, “power isn’t a possession, it’s a relationship. It’s about the ability to do what you want 

in the world” (59).  

In this way, those who conform to hegemonic masculinity are rewarded with power 

and privilege over others. Successful performance of hegemonic masculinity depends on 

repudiation and degradation of that against which it is defined. Because patriarchy, by 

definition, necessitates that men and masculinity acquire power, gender is inherently about 

power in a patriarchal society. With this view of gender as relational and hierarchical, we can 

see that the boys that boy advocates reference as representative of “all” boys are in fact the 

boys that conform more closely with the hegemonic form of masculinity, which depends on 

the exclusion and oppression of others.  

Kimmel (2006b:4-5) explains that masculine pursuits of domination largely depend 

on the evaluations of other men: “Throughout American history American men have been 
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afraid that others will see us as less than manly, as weak, timid, frightened.” As a result, “it’s 

other men who are important to American men; American men define their masculinity, not 

so much in relation to women, but in relation to each other.” He later adds “American men 

want to be a ‘man among men…Masculinity is largely a ‘homosocial’ experience: performed 

for, judged by, other men” (Kimmel 2008:47).  

This is not to say that women are irrelevant to this process, only that women’s 

evaluations matter less than those of other men because women have such low social status. 

Quoting “Noted playwright David Mamet,” Kimmel writes: ‘‘Women have, in men’s minds, 

such a low place on the social ladder of this country that it’s useless to define yourself in 

terms of a woman. What men need is men’s approval’” (2008:47). Kimmel further explains 

that women and femininity do matter to masculinity in that it is “the ‘idea’ of women, or 

femininity—and most especially a perception of effeminacy by other men—that animates 

men’s actions. Femininity, separate from actual women, can become a negative pole against 

which men define themselves” (Kimmel 2006b:5). Boy advocates’ descriptions show that 

successful masculine performance depends on demonstrating power over femininity. 

Importantly, in order to gain approval in the eyes of boys and men, in order to achieve 

masculinity, the rejection of femininity often includes using girls and women. Kimmel 

(2006:5) explains that in relation to masculinity, “women themselves often serve as a kind of 

currency that men use to improve their ranking with other men.” Disparaging women in front 

of other boys and men is part of the process of achieving dominance. “Hooking up,” for 

example, “is a way that guys communicate with other guys—it’s about homosociality. It’s a 

way that guys compete with each other, establish a pecking order of cool studliness, and 

attempt to move up in their rankings” (Kimmel 2008:207). Sexual conquest and exploitation 
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of women is therefore more than a result of individual characteristics—such as a lack of 

moral discipline or emotional literacy, for example. Instead, sexual conquest, exploitation, 

and other disparaging behaviors towards girls and women are part of the processes of 

structuring social relationships based on hegemonic masculinity.  

These insights contribute to an alternative interpretation of boys’ hurtful and 

exploitative behaviors. Boy advocates’ descriptions suggest that boys use girls and women as 

currency in their attempts to achieve masculine status in the eyes of other boys, even though 

boy advocates do not attribute boys’ harassment of girls and women not to attempts at 

masculine domination but to something else.  

Sommers (2000:64) describes the case of a girl who was taunted by boys “on the bus 

with comments such as ‘Oh, Katie, do me,” and “Are you as good as everyone says?” and 

another who “faced a gauntlet of malicious boys who would moo at her whenever she passed, 

making remarks about the size of her breasts.” She also writes about instances of boys 

sexually assaulting girls at swimming pools (181), “popular high school athletes viciously 

rap[ing] a retarded girl” (ibid), and “a gang of high school boys known as the Spur Posse 

[who] turned the sexual exploitation of girls into a sport” (ibid). However, Sommers 

attributes such behaviors to “normal” teenage boy behavior or to “bullying” rather than 

oppressive gender relations. For example, she describes a seventeen-year-old’s verbal 

harassment of a girl at school (“’Why don’t you give so-and-so a blow job’”) and “licking his 

lips in a suggestive way” (55) as “the antics of teenage boys, however natural or 

understandable” (55). “He’s being punished for being an adolescent boy” (55). She argues 

that such “school behavior problems have very little to do with misogyny, patriarchy, or sex 

discrimination. They have everything to do with children’s propensity to bully and be cruel” 
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(65). She later blames such behaviors not on “macho-patriarchal ideals” (185), “contempt for 

women” (185), “masculinity in itself” (186), “‘patriarchal culture gone haywire’ or ‘ground 

zero of the American masculinity crisis’” (186), but rather on “the failures of moral 

education” (186).  

LBAs also describe boys taunting, harassing, and exploiting girls, but attribute this 

behavior to emotional vulnerabilities. In explaining the “Male Sexual Script” in the “Culture 

of Cruelty” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:207), Kindlon and Thompson (2000) describe the 

pressures boys feel to boast to their male peers about their sexual exploits of girls: “to 

boys…an important image to maintain” is  

an aura of sexual pride that proves their masculinity to other boys. This is 

reflected in the cocky conversations we hear among boys today, reminiscent 

of the ones we heard among boys of our own adolescence a few decades ago, 

and similar to those we’ve seen captured in some truthful coming-of-age films 

about adolescent boys…In the adolescent male culture of cruelty, boys feel 

that they have to talk about power; they have to talk about disrespecting 

women—they have to in order to display their strength (208-209).  

 

Pollack (1998:150) adds “there is locker-room talk, reducing girls to objects, and bragging 

about conquests.”  

Kindlon and Thompson and Pollack do not conceive of such masculine behaviors as 

attempts to achieve domination through the use of girls’ and women’s bodies. Pollack claims 

boys’ demeaning and exploitative behaviors regarding women do not reflect boys’ true 

respect for and desire to connect with girls. “In coeducational peer settings…boys may 

sometimes behave, on the surface at least, as though they do not respect girls…boys may 

tease girls, taunt them, or brag to other boys about their interactions with girls or women” 

(Pollack 1998:75). But, he claims, “when they are placed in an environment where they 

believe they won’t be harassed for showing respect to girls . . . boys show a natural 
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inclination to honor . . . girls and women with compassion and respect” (75). Thus, Pollack 

does not interrogate how boys’ performance of masculinity depends on oppressing girls and 

women.   

Kindlon and Thompson (2000:209) flip the gender and power script; they deny that 

boys have power and they maintain that it is girls who have power. They blame boys’ 

denigrating behaviors on a “response to the impressive physical presence, social power, and 

perceived sexual aggression of adolescent girls.” Pollack (1998:149-150) adopts a similar 

stance: “Much of the fear and uncertainty [a boy] will feel may have to do with the difference 

in physical maturation rates between boys and girls in general” because “around the ages of 

twelve to fifteen, girls are physically and, sometimes, emotionally more mature than boys.”  

LBAs characterize these behaviors as a result of nothing more than boys’ fears and 

anxieties: “Boys are so scared,” writes Pollack (1998:149), yet are “seen as such aggressors.” 

Boys’ exploitative behaviors towards girls and women are due to “the risk of rejection and 

humiliation by girls” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000: 207), “anxiety or fear of rejection” 

(208), “fears of rejection, additionally fueled by unconscious shameful fears of earlier 

abandonment” (Pollack 1998:151), “tremendous performance anxiety” (Kindlon & 

Thompson 2000:209), “the fear of impotence—the ultimate humiliation—[that] runs through 

every boy’s mind” (Pollack 1998:150). Boys’ bragging to their male peers is nothing more 

than “purely insecure bluster” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:209), and “compensatory 

bravado” (Pollack 1998:150).  

According to LBAs, such behaviors are harmless. Kindlon and Thompson (2000:209) 

claim, “most boys have no intention of actually treating girls this way.”  Pollack (1998:152) 

concurs: “Most boys are honestly seeking connection and are capable of real relationships.” 
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According to LBAs, then, boys’ disrespectful behaviors are not the result of oppressive social 

relations, nor are they structurally consequential.  

Masculine displays of denigrating femininity are also closely aligned with 

repudiations of homosexuality. Kimmel explains that since the turn of the 20th century 

sexuality became increasingly central to masculinity: “Middle class men increasingly 

conceived of their sexuality—their heterosexuality, or exclusive desire for women—as one of 

the hallmarks of a real man” (Kimmel 2006:68-69). The repudiation of femininity along with 

the definition of homosexual men as not “real men” contributed to masculinity being defined 

as the absence of homosexuality. Fears of emasculation by other men intensified the 

masculine repudiation of homosexuality: “Masculinity defined through homosocial 

interaction contains many parts, including…homophobia. Homophobia is more than 

irrational fears of homosexuals…Homophobia is the fear of other men—that other men will 

unmask us, emasculate us, reveal to us and the world that we do not measure up, are not real 

men” (5).  

The insight that homophobia is endemic to masculinity helps us begin to understand 

much school violence against boys. LBAs agree that homosexuality threatens boys’ sense of 

masculinity: “Boys fear homosexuality because it defies the traditional norms of masculinity 

and invites terrifying pack retaliation” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:81). They describe this 

“fear [of] homosexuality,” as the cause of violence against boys perceived to be, in any way, 

gay. Adolescent boys’ “peers will…reproach or reject them if they act in ways that appear 

feminine or could possibly suggest homosexuality” (Pollock 1998:158). Kindlon and 

Thompson (2000) add: “The amount of teasing that goes on among early adolescent boys 

about possible homosexual leaning is staggering” (81) and reference “The 1998 killing of 
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Matthew Shephard, a gay college student Wyoming” as the “brutal proof of the power of 

homophobia” (82).  

Sommers and Gurian point to the fact that many victims of harassment are boys in 

order to deny that gender is the reason for such harassment. “It is essential to understand that 

males primarily victimize other males than females…although girls are the likely victims of 

sexual violence, boys are far more likely to be victims of physical violence” (Gurian 

2001:62). Sommers (2000:65; see also 66-67) adds, “According to the [Hostile Hallways] 

study, 85 percent of girls and 76 percent of boys surveyed say they have experienced 

unwanted and unwelcome sexual behavior that interferes with their lives.” While gripping 

emotionally, these accounts fail to recognize that successful masculinity depends on the 

denigration of non-hegemonic boys in addition to girls.  

Boys’ taunting and harassment of boys perceived to be “gay”, however, is not only 

about homophobia per se. Boys’ displays of homophobia are largely about policing boys’ 

masculinity—that is, they are more about gender than sexuality. Although not deliberately, 

boy advocates descriptions suggest that homophobic behaviors serve “as a disciplinary 

mechanism” such that conformity to masculinity is rewarded with status and power” (Pascoe 

2007:53).  

In her study of adolescent masculinity, Pascoe describes the “fag discourse” that 

serves as a method of disciplining masculinity. The “fluidity of the fag identity is what makes 

the specter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary mechanism” (Pascoe 2007:54). Indeed, 

boy advocates illustrate that boys’ achievement of masculinity is tenuous and that being 

victims of homophobic taunts can easily lead to a loss of their tenuously achieved masculine 

status. Boy advocates’ descriptions demonstrate that homophobic taunts are not necessarily 
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rooted in perceptions of actual gay sexual inclinations; they are, instead, leveled at any boys’ 

behaviors deemed unmasculine. For example, “‘Gay’ or ‘fag’ is a constant taunt, whether a 

boy’s ‘crime’ is his hairstyle, his accent, his clothes, a good grade, or a bad pitch” (Kindlon 

and Thompson 2000:81). Also, “Kenny” was a “fifteen-year-old boy whose peers were 

constantly teasing him about the kinds of fancy shirts he liked wearing and calling him a 

‘sissy’ and ‘faggot’” (Pollack 1998:219). Finally, “the child who risks flunking out because 

he refuses to wear glasses to avoid taunts of ‘four eyes’; or the child who refuses to go to 

school because the school bully calls him a ‘scaredy cat’ at recess” (Sommers 2000:70).  

Wittingly or unwittingly then, boy advocates’ descriptions confirm that masculinity is 

achieved in relation to—in opposition to and as dominant over—femininity and male 

homosexuality. Hegemonic masculine performance is always in relation to—domination 

over—others. Boys’ disciplining discourses and practices maintain masculine dominance; 

sexist and homophobic taunting and bullying serves to reproduce gender inequality because it 

reinforces heterosexual masculinity as superior to femininity and less successful masculine 

displays.  

However, boy advocates do not explicitly reflect on how homophobic gender policing 

is part of maintaining hierarchical social relations. LBAs lament the effect of gender policing 

on the boys’ emotional expressions and connections, while NBAs rearticulate it as a form of 

bullying not rooted in gender. Boy advocates do not interrogate how homophobia buys power 

and privileges for straight boys; boys’ successful performances of masculinity depend on the 

exclusion and degradation of gay and effeminate boys. Such homophobia creates and 

reproduces power differentials between straight and non-straight (and non-cis-gendered) 

boys.  



 
 
 

196 

Finally, the masculinity that boy advocates articulate depends not only on domination 

over girls, women and non-straight boys, but also on racialized and classed practices and 

discourses. Recall that boy advocates only describe the masculinity of white, middle- and 

upper-class, heterosexual boys; such boys serve as representative of “all” boys. Boy 

advocates’ descriptions demonstrate, although not necessarily deliberately, that achieving 

successful masculinity depends on racial, ethnic and social class privilege because it is 

primarily minority and working class boys that are victims of the taunting that boy advocates 

describe. With regards to teasing and bullying, Kindlon and Thompson (2000:75) write, that 

“all boys know they are vulnerable” but “[s]ome boys are more frequently targeted than 

others.” Although boy advocates do not specify who is targeted more, their anecdotes show 

that it is racially, ethnically and socioeconomically marginalized boys who are more likely to 

be victims of adolescent boys’ aggression:   

Leon has pretty much stayed out of it. Because he is black, he is sometimes on 

the receiving end of a kind of indirect cruelty—ignorant comments, even in 

class, about African-Americans that he usually endures silently (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:86-89). 

 

His Jewish identity had never been a matter of comment before, he said, but 

that year, at the small, predominantly non-Jewish school he attended, it 

became a red flag for ridicule.  

"When the 'Jew jokes' started up, I didn't know whether to ignore them 

or fight back," Gary said” (90-91). 

 

Being a biracial scholarship student in a predominantly white school made 

Jihan a mark for cruel comments from those in the majority. For the white 

students, his browns kin made him ‘black’; to the African-American students, 

he was neither. He also did not fit the affluent profile of the school population. 

He attended the school on a scholarship designed to attract promising low-

income minorities, and provisions included busing from his inner-city 

neighborhood to this community of stately homes and wealth (173) 

 

Adam was being picked on at school, heckled on the bus, goaded into fights in 

the schoolyard. “Hey, White Trash!” the other boys shouted at him. “You 

don’t belong here with us!” taunted a twelfth-grade bully. “Why don’t you go 
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back to your side of town!” The taunts often led to physical attacks, and Adam 

found himself having to fight back in order to defend himself (Pollack 

1998:4). 

 

As an African American boy living in a predominantly white town, Shawn has 

had to face prejudice and ignorance. Small in stature, he has encountered a 

great deal of teasing from the other boys (Pollack 1998:182). 

 

Performances of dominant masculinity comprise repudiations of and domination over 

racial, ethnic minority and working class statuses. Yet boy advocates do not interrogate this 

racist and classist behavior. LBAs articulate such behavior as symptoms of emotional 

illiteracy. Kindlon and Thompson (2000:154) attribute a boy’s (named Ascher) “blast[ing]” 

of “Pedro (a Latino classmate)” to “shields of various forms to keep others away: irritability, 

sarcasm, nonchalance, stoicism, and others. Whether they use offensive intellectualism and 

honor or muscle and meanness, boys like Ascher…seek to camouflage their fears with an 

exaggerated image of strength.” Elsewhere they write that a boy “Seth’s racism was one 

more symptom, an affectation, of his anger looking for a target” (232). They thus represent 

racist and classist behavior as an individualized phenomenon rather than as a system of 

power relationships. They do not interrogate how marginalized and subordinated boys have a 

different, disempowered experience of gender. 

The masculine behaviors boy advocates attribute to a lack of moral discipline or lack 

of empathy are very well instead born of a definition of masculinity that sustains particular 

power relations in a racist, heterosexist, capitalist patriarchy. As Pascoe explains, referencing 

Judith Butler, gender is a process through which individuals become gendered beings by 

engaging in repeated practices that are defined as masculine and feminine. Further, this 

process depends on identifying and excluding those who are constituted as outsiders to 
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successful gender performance. Butler refers to those considered as failed gendered selves 

“abject identities” (Pascoe 2007:14-15; see also Hall 2013:248).  

The gendered masculine self is thus dependent on the continuous identification and 

repudiation of others in order to reproduce the power relations between the “normal” and 

“other.” Gender, then, is an achievement that is based on a process of exclusion in interaction 

(Pascoe 2007:14-15). This process maintains the hierarchical social order. In this sense, 

behaviors of exploitation, violence, teasing and harassment against girls, women, gay, 

minority, and working class boys occur not simply because masculinity must be reigned in 

through moral discipline or because masculinity must become less constricting through 

emotional education. Such behaviors exist precisely because they are born of hegemonic 

masculinity. “Taken together,” writes Pascoe (2007:87), these ritualized interactions 

continually affirm masculinity as mastery and dominance.”  

Kimmel and bell hooks’ account of masculinity and patriarchy provide insight into 

the role of violence and aggression. These help us see that the anger and violence boy 

advocates describe are not symptoms of faulty socialization—either as a lack of moral 

education or a contradictory male role—but rather are hegemonic masculine behaviors 

because they maintain masculine dominance. Boys are rewarded for their lack of empathy 

with power and dominance (hooks 2004). This is because while it is “not a boy’s world,” 

according to Pollack, “someday it [will] be. Someday” (Kimmel 2008:59—emphasis added). 

Boys who adhere to the model of hegemonic masculinity may “feel powerless,” but “unlike 

women…feel entitled to power” (Kimmel 2008:60). A sense of entitlement necessitates a 

lack of empathy: harassment of girls and non-hegemonic boys is rooted in a sense of 

entitlement to girls’ bodies and to power over girls and non-hegemonic boys.   



 
 
 

199 

Further, male violence is born out of a sense of aggrieved entitlement (Kimmel 

2008:60). As Kimmel (55) explains, “every single one of us will feel, at least at moments, 

‘unworthy, incomplete, and inferior. It is from those feelings of inadequacy and inferiority 

that we often act recklessly—taking foolish risks, engaging in violence—all as an attempt to 

repair, restore, or reclaim our place in the sacred box of manhood.” Violence is the method 

through which male domination is maintained; those whose masculine expressions are not 

rewarded respond with explosive rage. “Having dutifully subscribed…young men often feel 

cheated—and pissed off—when the rewards associated with power are not immediately 

forthcoming…Rage is the way…to restore the entitlement” (55). Thus, violence and 

aggression may well be due to emotional underdevelopment, as LBAs explain, but 

importantly, violence and aggression acquire and reproduce male domination (hooks 2004).  

Thus, boys’ aggressive response to girls may be due to insecurity and fear and may be 

because anger and aggression are the only culturally acceptable “masculine” responses, as 

LBAs claim. But, violence and aggression are the only culturally acceptable “masculine” 

responses because they are the methods through which the patriarchy is reproduced. Boys 

fear “that they will not measure up to the standards of patriarchal masculinity” (hooks 

2004:48), that they will not be rewarded with the dominant position to which they feel 

entitled. Violence is thus not simply a by-product of emotional illiteracy or failed moral 

discipline, but is instead the patriarchal method of dominance (hooks 2004). 

Boy advocates’ articulations of gender justify patriarchy, whether implicitly or 

explicitly. Sommers (2000) explicitly praises patriarchy, defending masculine domination as 

good for women. She cites “the dissident feminist writer Camille Paglia,” for whom 

“‘Masculinity…the most creative cultural force in history” (63). “‘It is patriarchal society 
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that has freed me as a woman,’” she continues, quoting Paglia, “Men…‘created the world we 

live in and the luxuries we enjoy’“(Sommers 2000:63-64).   

LBAs also, albeit more subtly and inadvertently, encourage continued masculine 

domination. Their view that gender is socialized lends to the possibility that they demand a 

change not only in the imperatives of masculinity, but also in gender relations that privilege 

masculinity. LBAs do not, however, critique the cultural processes that privilege 

(hegemonic) masculinity; rather, they critique only that boys’ emotional potential is 

sacrificed in order to meet the cultural demands of that masculinity. “Boys feel extremely 

vulnerable in their efforts to live up to the ‘’Big Impossible,’” Kindlon and Thompson 

(2000:224) write, adding, “and there is much emotional inner territory that they need to 

protect.” LBAs lament the absence in contemporary American society of rites of passage that 

would establish boys’ rewarded status in society. “Unfortunately, this achievement doesn’t 

affect his status in the broader culture and certainly not in the secular subculture of boys” 

Kindlon and Thompson (2000:182). It is because their social status is not fixed, but is rather 

continuously vulnerable, that boys “test the limits of strength and endurance, figuring out 

who is strongest and most daring” (182). Thus, according to LBAs, the pressure to 

continuously achieve masculine dominance makes boys vulnerable and thus it is this pressure 

that LBAs criticize. The problem, according to LBAs, is not that masculinity achieves 

dominance in the gender order; rather, it is that boys suffer emotionally as they must 

continuously struggle to achieve and maintain masculine dominance.  

LBAs seek to make boys more emotionally adept rather than destroy the gender 

binary system that privileges hegemonic men and masculinity. Rather than critique the fact 

that being “labeled a girl” (Kindlon and Thompson 2000:80) is humiliating for boys and 
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thereby advocate that boys no longer reject femininity, LBAs present this fact as something 

we must understand and accept (“Being labeled a girl…the most unremittingly cruel and 

humiliating experience in life itself” (80)).  

LBAs articulate a new hegemonic ideal—one that includes emotional self-expression. 

Indeed, it is not masculinity per se that causes boys’ problems; instead “[b]oys suffer from a 

too-narrow definition of masculinity, and it is time to reexamine that message too” (Kindlon 

and Thompson 2000:256—emphasis added). The traditional ideals of masculinity must be 

changed so that boys can express their whole—both emotional and masculine—true selves. 

Thus, LBAs at first glance may appear to be challenging the hierarchical notion of gender in 

their arguments that boys, like girls, have emotional vulnerabilities and needs. However, in 

their articulation, it is only emotional characteristics that must be redefined as not only 

“feminine” but also masculine; all other masculine traits must continue to be embraced and 

defined as appropriately masculine.  

This is evidenced in their reassurances that allowing boys’ emotional self-expression 

will not turn boys into girls, which reifies the notion that manhood is an “honor,” absent of 

and superior to femininity:  

“We want to stress that this book is not . . . an attempt to ‘turn boys into girls’ 

by helping them become more attuned to their emotional lives” (Kindlon and 

Thompson 2000:xix—emphasis added). 

 

“You cannot ‘spoil’ your son with too much love or attention. You will not 

make him “girl-like” or “feminine” by maintaining a close relationship” 

(Pollack 1998:59—emphasis added). 

 

“But most important, far from making a boy act in “girl-like” ways, a loving 

mother actually plays an integral role in helping a boy develop his 

masculinity” (Pollack 1998:81—emphasis added). 

 

“We witnessed the phenomenon of well-adjusted families headed by mothers 

during World War II, when many sons had fathers who were absent for years. 
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The boys did not become emasculated or effeminate in the predominantly 

female world in which they lived, but were perfectly able to develop healthy 

attitudes about their masculinity” (94-94—emphasis added) 

 

Rather than rejecting the cultural gender binary system that privileges masculinity over 

femininity, LBAs instead reassure readers that masculinity redefined to include emotional 

literacy will still be privileged—it is not feminine, and it is still heroic, strong and dominant. 

Power, then, still depends on not being feminine and masculinity is still stronger and more 

heroic than, superior to, femininity. LBAs’ claims about gender (and resultant articulations of 

gender equality) thus appear more progressive than those of NBAs, but this further analysis 

demonstrates that their articulations “just seem,” to use the words of bell hooks, “like the old 

patriarchal message dressed up in a new package” (hooks 2004:112-113)  

Further, hegemonic masculinity refers to those cultural dynamics that legitimize not 

only men’s dominance, but particular men’s dominance. In this sense, violence is enacted by 

those who feel entitled to power over others in a white supremacist, heterosexist, capitalist 

patriarchy. Violence is thus the mechanism through which race, sexuality, class, and gender 

relations and structure are reproduced. There are relations of dominance and oppression 

among boys that boy advocates do not interrogate. These boy advocates articulate the 

experiences of white, middle- and upper-class, heterosexual boys as representative of “all” 

boys, and yet, based on boy advocates’ own accounts, one can see that such boys achieve 

dominance by subordinating others. Boy advocates inadvertently describe only hegemonic 

masculinity, demonstrating that the boys they care about are those who tease, harass and 

assault others in order to acquire their “rightful” place at the top of the pecking order. Rather 

than articulating sexist, racist, homophobic denigrations as outgrowths of a racist, capitalist, 

patriarchal system in which white, middle/upper class, heterosexual boys and men learn that 
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their masculine performance entitles them to dominance, they articulate such behaviors as 

incidental to “normal” masculinity.  In doing so, boy advocates legitimize the existence and 

reproduction of hegemonic masculinity. 

Summary 

Despite the logical fallacies in their assumptions, the methodological issues with their 

evidence, the myriad empirical research that reveals there is more similarity among than 

between gender groups, boy advocates articulate “all” or “normal” boys as a homogeneous 

group which purportedly face the same challenges in schools. Boy advocates define white, 

middle- and upper-class, heterosexual boys’ as representative of “all” boys and constitute 

such boys’ behaviors as natural and harmless expressions of masculinity. In doing so, boy 

advocates constitute hegemonic masculinity as “normal” masculinity and, simultaneously, 

marginalize non-hegemonic boys as inhabiting a “not normal” masculinity. Boy advocates 

constitute “normal” or “real” boys as high energy, aggressive, and competitive, which 

constructs boys who do not fit this mold as “abnormal” or “unnatural.” That is, articulating 

hegemonic masculinity as “normal” establishes a standard against which all others are 

measured.  

Furthermore, boy advocates’ definition of gender adds to a cultural compliance with a 

hegemonic form of masculinity to which other expressions of gender are subordinated. 

Constituting white, middle class, heterosexual boys who are competitive and power-driven as 

“normal” means that any masculine oppressive practices will be brushed off as “normal”, 

without interrogating who loses in such practices. Articulating competitive, power-driven, 

athletic boys as “normal” constitutes cooperative, peaceful, non-athletic boys, for example, 

as naturally, inevitably and rightfully subordinated. It further reproduces the power relations 
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between boys who inhabit hegemonic masculinity and all others. In schools, for example, 

personnel who buy into this articulation of “normal” boyhood may very well defend and even 

courage competitive, power-driven behaviors, even as such behaviors denigrate and 

marginalize others. Such personnel may also admonish boys who do not conform to this 

“norm,” believing it is those boys that need to change.  

Finally, boy advocates’ articulations of gender as dichotomous and categorical 

privilege gender as the fundamental social division in experience and access to resources, and 

do not consider how experiences of gender are mediated by race, class, and sexuality (among 

other factors). As described above, boys’ experiences are informed not only by gender, but 

also by their race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality, in addition to other socio-cultural 

dimensions. Thus, any oppression boys may experience is arguably not because of gender per 

se, but rather because of real intersecting systems of oppression that affects their lives 

differently (Hill Collins 1990). The descriptions of racist, classist, homophobic practices and 

discourses that I presented here suggest that non-white, poor and working class, non-straight 

boys have a more disempowered experience of gender (e.g., Ferguson 2000; Pascoe 2007).  

Marginalized boys’ problems in schools are arguably, then, not the same as the 

purported problems of the white, middle- and upper-class, heterosexual boys that boy 

advocates describe. Rather, the hegemonic practices of the boys on which boy advocates 

focus in fact buy such boys power and status, now and in the future. In contrast, minority, 

working-class, non-straight, and non-gender-conforming boys—as well as girls—face racist, 

gendered, sexualized practices and policies, themselves legitimized by a system that 

privileges white, middle- and upper-class, heterosexual masculinity. As a result, boy 

advocates’ solutions for purportedly “all” boys’ problems in fact protect the current race, 
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gender, sexuality and capitalist order. It is to a critical analysis of these solutions to the boy 

crisis that I now turn.  

Challenging Boy Advocates’ Evidence of Boys’ “Disadvantage” 

In their arguments of boys’ “disadvantage,” and in line with their articulations of 

gender, boy advocates make minimal, if any, references to differences in achievement among 

boys along socioeconomic and/or racial and ethnic lines. When they do acknowledge boys of 

color and/or poor backgrounds (e.g., Gurian 2005:21-22; Kindlon and Thompson 2000:28; 

Pollack 1998:236-237; Sommers 2000:29-30), they do so in order to buttress their arguments 

that all boys are equally disadvantaged, and thus that boys’ disadvantage is rooted in boys’ 

gender. In this section, I critique boy advocates’ representations of which boys (i.e., white, 

middle- and upper-class, straight boys) are currently disadvantaged. 

While some social scientists agree that there is a crisis with boys’ academic 

performance in school, there is little agreement on the causes of and solutions for this crisis 

(Kimmel 2008). The issue of boys’ academic performance is complex. Research shows that, 

on the whole and as a group, boys are not socially or educationally “disadvantaged”, at least 

not in the way “disadvantage” been widely understood. Social scientists point out that boy 

advocates provide statistical data to prove boys’ “disadvantage,” without adequate analysis of 

the statistics themselves.  

Subject-Area Achievement and College-Going Rates 

Both liberal and neoconservative boy advocates suggest, either explicitly or 

implicitly, that feminist and other equity-minded efforts have now harmed boys in schooling 

(see Chapter 3). They explain that girls are achieving at more rapid rates. They do not, 

however, recognize this as caused by the removal of historical barriers to girls’ success. As 
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Boaler argues (cited in Epstein et al. 1998:106—emphasis in original), the decrease in 

barriers that have historically blocked girls’ access to academic success now prevents boys’ 

“overachievement . . . gained at the expense of the oppression of girls.”  

Further, boy advocates’ critics explain that girls’ academic success has not come at 

the expense of boys’ academic success (Hochschild 2018; Kimmel 2008). They demonstrate 

that overall, boys are also performing at higher rates than in previous decades. If recent 

changes in schooling had harmed boys, boys would be worse off than before; but in fact, 

since the 1970s, boys are achieving at higher rates than ever before. This finding implies that 

reforms have in fact helped girls and boys. As Kimmel (2008:72) explains: “These reforms—

new initiatives, classroom reconfigurations, teacher training, increased attentiveness to 

students’ processes and individual learning styles—actually enable larger numbers of 

students to get a better education, boys as well as girls.” 

Boy advocates’ critics also address the gender gap in grades by pointing out that even 

when boys and girls have the same placement scores, girls are placed in lower classes or 

ability groups than boys. This sorting practice affects the grade outcome of girls versus boys. 

Contemporary gender researchers contend that while females may achieve higher on 

standardized and placement exams, they still face biases that work against them in course 

placement. Studies show that teachers and counselors may choose to “play it safe” (Reed 

1999:97) by placing girls in lower level math classes, for example, than boys with 

commensurate scores (see also Kimmel 2008; Oakes 1990). 

Tragically, the imperatives of masculinity often encourage boys to overestimate their 

abilities while girls underestimate theirs, particularly “in more traditionally ‘masculine’ 

educational arenas such as math and science. As a result, only the most able and most secure 
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girls take such courses” (Kimmel 2008:73). This practice increases the grades and scores of 

girls in such courses, whereas “too many boys who overvalue their abilities remain in 

difficult math and science courses longer than they should” (73). Consequently this “pulls the 

boys’ mean scores down” (73). The overestimation of boys’ abilities on the part of school 

personnel and boys, and such underestimation of girls’ abilities on the part of school 

personnel and girls may lead to girls’ higher grades and scores. This insight challenges boy 

advocates’ claims that higher grades are indicative of their “disadvantage” in school.  

Much criticism has also been directed toward the college data that` boy advocates 

reference. With regards to national college-going rates: “more people—both male and 

female—are enrolling in college than ever before. Female rates are going up faster than male 

rates, but both are increasing” (Kimmel 2008:72). Indeed, the proportion of both men and 

women attending and earning college degrees is at an all-time high (Corbett, Hill and St. 

Rose 2008; U.S. Department of Education 2019)   

There is, nevertheless, a gender gap in national rates. There are more women than 

men on college campuses. However, at the time boy advocates’ wrote their books, much of 

this gender gap was due to men’s and women’s attendance rates among non-traditional aged 

college students. Among all traditional aged students—that is, students enrolling in college 

immediately after high school—nearly the same percentage of men (65.5%) and of women 

(66%) tend to go to college (Corbett et al. 2008). Among older, non-traditional aged college 

students, however, women outnumbered men during the early 2000s. Older, non-traditional 

aged college students now make up a substantial proportion (40%) of the undergraduate 

student population. Among such students, the majority (61-62%) are women (King 2006). 



 
 
 

208 

Further, “many of these students [are] African American or Latina, attending community 

colleges to improve future earnings in health-related fields” (Rosser 2005).  

In order to identify reasons for this disparity, researchers have cited women’s desire 

to “catch up” educationally now that barriers to women’s educational opportunities, such as 

different sociocultural expectations and demands, have been removed. They also explain that 

men who are the primary family bread-winner may find it more difficult to return to college; 

doing so would cut their family’s earnings (Corbett et al. 2008; Lewin 2006). As Jacqueline 

King, who was 2005 director of the Center for Policy Analysis at the American Council on 

Education in Washington, D.C., concludes, “This story is not one of male failure, or even 

lack of opportunity…but rather one of increased academic opportunity and success among 

females and minorities” (cited in Rosser 2005). Rosser (2005) adds, “there has been no 

decline in bachelor’s degrees awarded to men; the numbers awarded to women have simply 

increased.” Indeed, in general, among the U.S. population, a higher percentage of men than 

women hold a bachelor’s degree.  

Further, when discussing data on college enrollment, the type of institution, as well as 

race, ethnic and socioeconomic demographics must be considered (Hochschild 2018; 

Kimmel 2006a; Lewin 2006). National level data on college enrollment show boys on the 

lower side of a gender gap, but a breakdown of data by type of institution reveals a different 

story. Among public research institutions, men and women make up nearly equal proportions 

of the student body. Further, at more prestigious (mostly private) universities, the majority of 

the undergraduate student population is male (Lewin 2006). ln 2006, for example, about 65% 

of Cal Tech undergraduates were male; about 62% of MIT undergraduates were male; about 

56% of Harvard and Amherst undergraduates were male; about 54% of Princeton and 
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University of Chicago undergraduates were male; about 52% of Duke and UC Berkeley 

undergraduates were male; and about 51% of Yale undergraduates are male (Kimmel 2006a).  

The predominance of women among college undergraduates in the 2003-04 academic 

year, nationally, is largely because more women enroll in community colleges and private, 

for-profit institutions. Further, while women made up a larger share (60%) of master’s 

degrees awarded in the 2003-04 academic year than do men (40%), women predominate in 

the fields of education, nursing, health and social work. Men, in contrast, dominate in 

degrees that tend to be more lucrative and prestigious: law degrees, business degrees and 

non-education doctorate degrees (Lewin 2006). 

A demographic breakdown of college data suggest that the college attendance gap has 

less to do with gender and more to do with race, ethnicity and socioeconomic status (Corbett 

et al. 2008; King 2006; Miller 2019). Among all racial and ethnic groups, without 

considering socioeconomic background, more females than males are in college, but that gap 

is largest among African Americans and Latino/a students. In an AAUW report, Corbett et al. 

(2008) cite 2003-04 academic year data that shows that among white undergraduates, 44% 

are male while 56% are female.  Among Asian American undergraduates, 46% are male 

while 54% are female. The gender gap is greater among Hispanic/Latino undergraduates, 

59% of which are female, even larger among American Indian undergrads, 63% of which are 

female, and even larger still among African American undergrads, 64% of which are female 

(57).  

Once college enrollment data is further disaggregated by income, the picture of a 

gender gap becomes even more complicated. A larger proportion of all highest income, 

traditional-aged undergraduates are male (52%). Further, in the 2003-04 academic year, 
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among high-income white, Hispanic, African American, and Asian American students, a 

higher percentage are males (51%, 51%, 54%, and 54% respectively) (King 2006).   

Among middle-income and lower-income undergraduates, a larger proportion overall 

are female (47% and 44%, respectively) (Corbett et al. 2008; King 2006). A larger proportion 

of middle-income white, Hispanic and African American, but not Asian, students in college 

are female. Among lower-income students, a larger proportion of all race and ethnic groups 

are female (King 2006). The gender gap is largest, however, among middle-income African 

Americans, and lower-income white, African American and Hispanic (but not low-income 

Asian American) students.  

Specifically, the gender gap among middle-income whites reflects a 6% difference 

(47% male vs. 53% female), among middle-income Hispanics reflects an 8% difference 

(46% male vs. 54% female), and among low income Asian Americans reflects a 4% 

difference (48% male vs 52% female). But the gender gap is a 12% difference among low-

income whites (44% male vs. 56% female), a 14% difference among low-income Hispanics 

(43% male vs. 57% female), a 12% difference among middle-income African Americans 

(44% male vs. 56% female) and a 16% difference among low-income African Americans 

(42% male vs. 58% female) (Corbett et al. 2008:60).  

This research suggests that as far as college is concerned, higher income male 

students of all racial and ethnic groups are doing fine in comparison to their female 

counterparts. Further, middle-income white, Hispanic and Asian American males and lower-

income Asian American males, are not nearly as far behind their female counterparts as are 

middle- and lower-income African American males and lower-income males of all racial 

groups (except Asian Americans).  
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In short, the biggest gender gaps are among lower-income groups and among students 

of color.  The overall gender gap in college rates is not nearly as large as the socioeconomic 

and race and ethnicity gap (Corbett et al. 2008; King 2006; Rosser 2005). This demonstrates 

that boy advocates erroneously represent white, middle and upper class boys as those 

suffering from “disadvantage.”  

Challenging Claims of Boys Disadvantage in K-12 Education 

The gender gap is also not consistent in K-12 academic achievement across race, 

ethnic and socioeconomic lines. In the school years before college, white, middle-class males 

are not at a clear disadvantage compared to their female peers. The boys who are at a 

disadvantage in K-12 education seem to be boys of color and low-income boys. Studies show 

that working class and minority boys are disproportionately tracked into lower-level courses; 

are disproportionately policed, monitored and disciplined; score lower on standardized tests; 

and graduate from high school at lower rates than their white and Asian peers (Corbett et al. 

2008; Ferguson 2000; Wellesley Coll 1992).  

The same relationship holds for working class girls and/or girls of color (Crenshaw, 

Ocen and Nanda 2015). While poor and working class boys and/or boys of color overall 

perform lower than their female counterparts, both boys and girls from these backgrounds 

substantially underperform relative to middle and upper class, white students. The gap 

between white students and their African American and Hispanic peers is larger than any 

gender gap (Corbett et al. 2008).  

In sum, while some boys are disadvantaged due to limited opportunities, this 

disadvantage is rooted in their gender as it intersects with their race, ethnicity and/or social 

class. Feminists have been instructive in the importance of identifying such intersectionality 
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(Carbado et al. 2013; Crenshaw 1989). Along these lines, feminists have demonstrated the 

role of gender as it intersects with race, ethnicity, social class and sexuality in schools 

(Corbett et al. 2008; Crenshaw et al. 2015; Ferguson 2000). In the case of boys who face 

limited opportunities in schooling and beyond, they are disadvantaged not simply because 

they are boys, but rather because they are boys of color and/or of low-income backgrounds. 

The disadvantage if some boys, in other words, is rooted in their gender as it intersects with 

race, ethnicity, social class, and/or sexuality, not in gender itself. In this sense, girls must be 

considered in claims of disadvantage as well.  

 Challenging Boy Advocates’ Ignoring the Role of Masculinit(ies) 

Contemporary gender scholars also challenge liberal and neoconservative boy 

advocates’ lack of consideration of the role of masculinity in boys’ academic performance. 

Boy advocates describe boys as a homogeneous group and represent them as embodying a 

fundamental masculinity that clashes with schools’ norms and practices, and blame schools 

rather than masculinity for this clash. Yet, contemporary gender scholars demonstrate that it 

is hegemonic masculinity itself that seeps into schools and limits boys’ academic 

performance. Schools may serve as active agents in or passive settings for the construction 

and expression of masculinity by boys (Connell 1996), as administrators and teachers engage 

in practices that encourage among boys a particular form of heterosexual masculinity defined 

against the “other” (Chatillon et al. 2018; Connell 1996; Connell 2005; Epstein 1997; 

Kenway and Fitzclarence 1997; Mac an Ghaill 1994; Renold 2001).  

Schools’ gendered separation of students; verbal and physical reproaches of boys 

exhibiting culturally-labeled feminine traits; brushing aside the sexual harassment of girls 

and non-hegemonic boys; and intense praise, admiration and economic support of male 
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aggression through sports like football exemplify this practice (Connell 2005; Epstein 1997; 

Kenway and Fitzclarence 1997; Mac an Ghaill 1994; Renold 2001). Contemporary gender 

researchers thus identify in the schools dominant yet legitimated patterns of masculinity that 

often pressure boys to engage in overly misogynistic and homophobic behaviors against their 

peers. This pressure particularly occurs when boys feel compelled to distinguish themselves 

from girls and less masculine boys, lest the traits of those “others” be ascribed to them 

(Epstein 1997; Mac an Ghaill 1994). These displays of masculinity, of course, have 

debilitating effects on girls, women, and non-hegemonic (e.g., gay, poor, of color) boys.  

Contemporary gender scholars further demonstrate that attempts to conform to 

hegemonic masculinity may also work against boys’ academic performance because of 

cultural definitions of studiousness and reading and writing as “feminine.” Indeed, boys have 

historically received lower average grades than girls and have had lower achievement rates in 

reading and writing, which challenges boy advocates’ grounds that recent equity-driven 

efforts and reforms have harmed boys. In her study of primary boys’ academic behaviors, for 

example, Renold (2001:369) demonstrates that because boys perceive studiousness as 

“something that girls do,” they often avoid behaviors and attitudes that would be conducive 

to their academic success. Such avoidance emerges not necessarily from boys’ inherent 

preferences, but rather from the physical and verbal abuse that studious boys are more likely 

to encounter. In an effort to avoid such verbal and physical derision, boys may choose to 

avoid studious behaviors and attitudes all together, to avoid active effort in reading and 

writing activities, and/or to engage in disruptive behaviors during academic activities 

(Epstein 1998; Kimmel 2008; Renold 2001). In this regard, then, boys who feel pressure to 
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avoid culturally defined feminine behaviors in order to prove their masculinity may in fact 

limit their own academic outcomes.  

While accepting the finding that young boys may actively reject explicitly academic 

behaviors and attitudes, other researchers have suggested that into adulthood, studiousness 

among men no longer invites verbal and physical reproach. Rather, among the middle- and 

upper-class men who continue education at the college or university level, hard academic 

work and academic success eventually become “marker[s] of hegemonic, middle-class 

masculinity” (Epstein 1998:103). Epstein (1998) describes the culturally valued behavior 

among such older, hegemonic males as “muscular intellectualness,” which is defined by 

Redman and Mac an Ghaill (in Epstein 1998:103) as “the ability to ‘push people about with 

one’s mind.’”  

Furthermore, the activities boys engage in during early school years in order to 

detract attention from their studiousness may in fact work in later years in favor of some 

males, again those from the middle- and upper-classes. As Connell (2005:223) poignantly 

explains: 

Literacy practitioners suggest that the restricted cultural interests associated 

with hegemonic masculinity—fathers pushing their boys to concentrate on 

sports, for instance—are a major reason [for lower average scores for boys]. 

To the extent that this is true, the gender differences in reading scores is not a 

measure of boys’ “disadvantage,” but an index of the short-term cost of 

maintaining a long-term privilege. 

 

Those hegemonic traits that may work against boys’ K-12 academic success are those that 

confer socioeconomic success and power to adult men. Further, the socioeconomic success 

and power that result from engagement in hegemonic masculinity in school is not available to 

all men. Indeed, it is primarily available to middle- and upper-class, white men. In contrast, 

poor and working class boys who are shown to engage in hegemonic behaviors in school 
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tend to encounter barriers to both academic success and socioeconomic success later in life 

(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Connell 2005; Mac an Ghaill 1994). 

After students complete schooling, evidence paints a picture of male privilege, 

particularly white male privilege. As of 2009, among full-time, year-round workers, women 

still earn, on average, about 77 cents to every man’s dollar. Only one year out of college, 

such women earned on average 80 cents to comparable men’s dollar while such women ten 

years out of college earned 69 cents on average to comparable men’s dollar (Corbett et al. 

2008). Among full-time workers, women earned, on average 82.5% of all males’ earnings in 

2014 and 80.5% of all men’s earnings in 2017 (Hegewisch, Ellis and Hartmann 2015; 

Hegewisch and Williams-Baron 2018). 

The occupational market is still markedly segregated along gender lines, with men 

concentrated in higher paying jobs. At all education levels and even within the same 

occupation, men are paid more, on average (Blau and Kahn 2006; Charles and Bradley 2009; 

Corbett et al. 2008). What’s more, men disproportionately occupy powerful positions and 

receive higher wages in areas that are typically defined as feminine (Alloway and Gilbert 

1997; Williams 2013). 

The gender pay gap is even more stark when race and ethnicity are considered. In 

2009, among full-time workers, white women earned 81.8% of white male earnings while 

Asian American women earned 77.9% of Asian American male earnings and 93.8% of white 

male earnings. In contrast, full-time working black and Hispanic/Latina women have earned 

significantly less than their white and Asian female and male counterparts. In 2009, black 

women earned 89.9% of black male earnings and 68.1% of white male earnings and Hispanic 

women earned 89% of Hispanic male earnings and 61.1% of white male earnings 
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(Hegewisch et al. 2015). The gaps between white male earnings and women of color grew by 

2017, during which black women earned 60.8% of white male earnings and Hispanic/Latina 

women earned just 53% of white male earnings (Hegewisch and Williams-Baron 2018).  

Black and Hispanic men also earn much less than do white men. Among full-time 

workers in 2014, black men earned 75.8% of white men’s earnings while Hispanic/Latino 

men earned 68.7% of white men’s earnings (Hegewisch et al. 2015). These gaps also grew 

over time. Among full-time workers in 2017, black men earned about 70% of white men’s 

earnings while Hispanic/Latino men earned 64.3% of white men’s earnings (Hegewisch and 

Williams-Baron 2018). 

Boy Advocates Re-Articulate Equity as Antithetical to Freedom 

Articulations of social problems lead to particular articulations of their solutions. So it 

is with the “boys’ crisis.” Boy advocates’ claims about boys’ educational problems help 

configure recommendations about ways to achieve equality. In this section, I critique boy 

advocates’ claim that boys require more compensatory educational measures, which, as 

described in Chapter 3, are warranted by values of equity and freedom. Recall that boy 

advocates’ argue that schools must accommodate boys’ masculinity in order to allow boys 

and girls equal opportunities to freely express their individual gendered selves. In this 

section, I explain that boy advocates’ claims constitute equity, as boy advocates rearticulate 

it, as incompatible with freedom. Omi and Winant Omi and Winant (2015:165) define 

“rearticulation” as “a practice of discursive reorganization or reinterpretation of ideological 

themes and interests already present in the subjects’ consciousness, such that these elements 

obtain new meanings or coherence.” Boy advocates’ arguments rearticulate equity by 

employing considerations of freedom.  



 
 
 

217 

Traditionally, equity efforts have aimed to achieve equal opportunities for all 

categories of students such that there is parity in results (Chapter 3). Underlying such equity 

efforts are notions that all categories of students are essentially the same. Educational 

“disadvantage” occurs when school curriculum or pedagogy prevents students from 

achieving the same outcome; schools must remedy such disadvantage by taking affirmative 

steps to accommodate such students and compensate for the barriers they face. Boy 

advocates, however, constitute boys and girls as essentially different. Further, they constitute 

gender as a determinant of boys’ and girls’ “true selves.” Thus, according to boy advocates, 

schools driven by notions of gender sameness have denied boys the freedom of true gendered 

self-expression.  

Boy advocates’ arguments rearticulate equity as antithetical to freedom of individual 

self-expression. According to boy advocates, true equality exists when everyone is allowed 

the same opportunity to freely express their true selves. Equality as parity thus hinders our 

arrival at true equality because it inherently means that boys have not been allowed equal 

freedom to express their gender difference. Further, according to boy advocates’ arguments, 

equality is evidenced by different, not similar, outcomes. Educational equality requires 

different resources, curriculum and pedagogy in order to allow gender differences to freely 

flourish. Equality, so constituted, is achieved with differences in outcomes; any attempts at 

parity are thus constituted as oppressive…to boys. 

According to NBAs, equity efforts to achieve parity in outcomes are immorally 

oppressive because they prevent boys’ freedom to develop and express their gendered true 

selves. Both Gurian and Sommers are explicit that parity in outcomes is not a possible goal:  

The natural gender differences between men and women mean we cannot 

hope to get statistical male-female parity of competence in aptitude in all 
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fields. The same seems true of preferences: there will always be far more 

women than men who want to stay home with children; there will always be 

more women than men who want to be kindergarten teachers rather than 

helicopter mechanics (Sommers 2000:88-89).  

 

Sommers cites Clare Boothe Luce, “a conservative feminist,” to argue that equal 

opportunities are fruitless in any attempt to achieve parity in results:  

You have only to give women the same opportunities as men, and you will 

soon find out what is or is not in their future. What is in women’s nature to do 

they will do, and you won’t be able to stop them. But you will also find, and 

so will they, that what is not in their nature, even if they are given every 

opportunity, they will not do, and you won’t be able to make them do it (92). 

 

Gurian (2001) similarly claims that schools must not seek parity, explaining that we 

cannot expect boys and girls, men and women, to be equally loud, aggressive or dominant 

because the gendered brain determines a gender difference in these behaviors: “the ultimate 

standard for a classroom ought not be parity in loudness, aggressive hands-up, or dominance” 

(59). He adds later that “[s]ome literacy disparity favoring girls will probably always exist, 

owing to the female’s left-hemisphere focus and development” (243) and that “[b]oys and 

girls will always differ somewhat in computer use…girls will probably never want to stare 

into a screen and design very abstract computer programs as much as boys, on average” 

(245-246; see also 52). 

LBAs argue that primarily socialization determines gender and thus seemingly agree 

with contemporary gender scholars that environmental influences contribute to outcome, and 

in their critiques of traditional masculinity. However, while LBAs criticize the imperatives of 

masculinity as the cause of boys’ myriad problems, they do not identify the imperatives of 

masculinity as the cause of boys’ problems in schools. Instead, LBAs encourage traditional 

masculinity in pedagogy and curriculum in order to accommodate boys’ true self-expression. 

Given the consensus among gender scholars and sociologists of education that environment 
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shapes abilities and educational outcomes, we must recognize that a tailored education to 

presumed fundamental gender differences will in fact create differences. The single-sex 

education that LBAs claim as beneficial would prepare boys to become traditionally 

masculine and girls to become traditionally feminine. If their conclusions are to be followed, 

boys and girls would develop gender differences.   

Thus, although boy advocates rely on equity-informed assumptions to construct boys 

as “disadvantaged,” they also employ post-modern values of freedom in order to advocate 

outcomes that are opposite those sought by equity-minded scholars. Evoking ideologies of 

gender essentialism and freedom allows boy advocates to claim that equity measures, driven 

by erroneous understandings of gender, have been oppressive to boys. Boy advocates 

constitute freedom of expression and current equity efforts as incompatible. Further, they 

privilege freedom of expression; indeed, in their formulation, equity is in fact oppressive and 

prevents freedom. While equity-minded reformers envision single-sex education and other 

compensatory strategies such that outcomes are not determined by gender, boy advocates 

envision single-sex education and other compensatory strategies to produce student outcomes 

based on gender. The goal of schools must be to allow boys’ and girls’ gendered true selves 

to freely flourish, even if—even though—that leads to different outcomes.  

This emphasis on freedom in contentions over equality is not unique to gender 

debates. King and Leonard (2007) show that this tendency to privilege freedom appears in 

claims of racism. In response to protests against racist comments and events (such as black-

face fraternity parties) on college campuses, predominantly white students invoke the tenets 

of liberal individualism in order to argue that they are in fact the victims of racism. They do 

this by, first, by representing their overrepresentation in relation to students of color on 
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college campuses as the consequence of “hard work” rather than systemic racism. Second, 

they claim that protests by students of color and administrators’ acquiescence to their protests 

are evidence of students of colors’ “special privileges.” Protests against racist comments and 

events are oppressive to white students because they limit their “freedom of speech.”  

This reformulation changes the meaning of equality of education. In this 

reformulation, equal outcomes do not matter—equality in freedom of expression does. 

Pursuing equal outcomes is thus not fair because it limits boys’ (or even white students’) free 

true self-expression. Fairness depends on accommodating the gendered true self so that it can 

be freely expressed.  

The irony is that boy advocates’ reliance on unequal outcomes as evidence of boys’ 

purported disadvantage contrasts with their claims that achieving equal outcomes is not 

necessary to achieve their free expression of self. In other words, their claims that parity is 

not possible do not align with their initial evidence of a lack of parity as evidence of boys’ 

disadvantage. Nevertheless, boy advocates’ claims become part of challenges to equity 

efforts that have grown after Brown vs. Board of Education. Boy advocates’ articulation of 

gender privileges white, middle- and upper-class, cis-hetero masculinity. Thus, boy 

advocates’ claim that schools must compensate boys would in fact allow for the patriarchal 

(as well as the racial, capitalist, heterosexist) structure to remain intact, under the justification 

of “freedom.” 

Conclusion 

A critical analysis of boy advocates’ arguments provides an alternative account of 

boys’ “disadvantage” and gender. While statistics show girls, on average, have higher grades 

and college enrollment rates than boys, they also show that all students—boys and girls—are 
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performing better than in previous decades. Boys and men tend to be concentrated in subjects 

such as finance and engineering that require math and science. Boys and men tend to perform 

better than girls and women in all subjects in later schooling years. Furthermore, those boys 

who are disadvantaged according to outcome measures are boys of color and/or of low-

income background. Middle- and upper-income white (and Asian) boys are doing quite well. 

These findings suggest that claims blaming feminist and equity-driven reforms for boys’ 

“disadvantage” are largely unsubstantiated.  

Contemporary gender research also focuses attention on the construction of 

masculinity that is problematic for boys and girls in school. Boy advocates do not, however, 

interrogate the role of hegemonic masculinity in boys’ academic performance, but rather 

advocate it. LBAs do argue that cultural imperatives of masculinity contribute to boys’ 

higher suicide, violence, and drug and alcohol rates; they do not, however, carry this 

reasoning into their claims of boys’ educational “disadvantage.” 

Schools function as both agents and settings for the emergence of hegemonic 

masculinity, a form of masculinity against which males are measured and that marginalizes 

non-hegemonic males as well as females. The pervasiveness of hegemonic masculinity in 

schools carries dire effects for girls, who as a group encounter sexual harassment daily; and 

non-hegemonic males, who face verbal and physical abuse for non-gender conformity. It also 

works against the educational effort on the part of boys who ascribe to the hegemonic 

position, particularly working-class boys and boys of color. 

Efforts for gender equality are therefore needed in schools; however, any such efforts 

must address institutional processes that contribute to the reproduction of hegemonic 

masculinity and to disparities along racial, ethnic and socioeconomic lines. The findings 
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reported by contemporary gender researchers also suggest that racial, ethnic and social class 

bias in schools must be addressed. The boy advocates I investigate contend that boys as a 

group are more disadvantaged than girls as a group. Yet their descriptions of “boys” center 

on white, middle class, heterosexual boys. Without considering the effects of race, ethnicity, 

and social class on some boys and some girls, boy advocates call for reforms that would 

reproduce privileges of particular students.   

Boy advocates’ claims also threaten to dismantle much of the educational gains for 

not only girls and women in general, but also for poor and working-class boys and girls and 

male and female students of color. Although they are underperforming compared to their 

white, middle- and upper-income peers, such students are performing at higher rates than in 

previous decades (King 2006). Boy advocates arguments that all boys are “disadvantaged” 

ignores the racist and classist forces that marginalize working class boys and girls and girls 

and boys and girls of color, while buttressing an argument that, if accepted, will lead to more 

and better attention given to already-privileged boys.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

 This dissertation has been a study of how discourse shapes our world—both our 

knowledge about the world and our actions upon the world based on that knowledge. It is a 

study that assumes language is constitutive: it gives meaning to the phenomena of which 

speakers speak and listeners hear. It is not “a neutral medium” that simply communicates 

meaning; it has real world structural and practical consequences (Mehan 1997:250).  

I analyzed arguments that boys are now “disadvantaged” by schools. I approached my 

analysis from the perspective that in addition to being constitutive, discourse is political. 

Voices compete for their representation of social phenomena to dominate public perception. 

In short, discourse is comprised of competing representations of social phenomena.  

 In order to investigate the potential impact of arguments about boys’ disadvantaged 

status in schools, I treated them as comprising “gender projects.” Gender projects are 

sociopolitical projects that aim to constitute the meaning of gender in an effort to effect 

particular gender relations. This concept has been useful to my dissertation project because 

arguments that boys are academically disadvantaged rely upon particular definitions of 

gender, which, in turn, leads to particular articulations of equality. These understandings of 

gender and in/equality not only shape views of how the social world is and should be; they 

also have ideological and structural consequences on educators’ pedagogy and curricula, 

parents’ and educators’ educational goals and aims for their students, and the policies 

supported by policymakers, parents and educators.  

 The concept of gender projects is informed primarily by Omi and Winant’s (2015) 

theory of racial formation. Although applied to constructions of race and racial dynamics, I 

find it useful for understanding constructions of gender and gender dynamics as well. Gender 
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projects are like racial projects in that they compete to shape dominant ideology, which has 

consequences for how institutions and organizations distribute resources. One strategy for 

attempting to win consent in order to defend or change social structure is to invoke rather 

than overtly challenge currently held widespread values and beliefs about society and how 

society should be structured. Gender and racial projects tend not to reject the widespread 

values of an equal society but rather rearticulate the meaning of “equality.” Gender projects 

are sociopolitical efforts to establish hegemonic understandings about the meaning of 

“equality” by articulating particular definitions of gender in arguments about social 

phenomena.  

 My use of the concept of gender projects aligned well with the idea that the boy crisis 

is manifested as a political argument over the appropriate representation of gender and 

inequality. Gender projects are ideological projects that give meaning to gender so as to 

structure social relations (and to affect individual identity) (Connell 2005; Omi and Winant 

2015). The discourse within the boy crisis is constitutive, which means that the social and 

biological points of view become meaningful through discursive representations. This 

observation exemplifies Mehan’s (1997:250) point: “The language we use in public political 

discourse and the way we talk about events and people in everyday life makes a difference in 

the way we think and the way we act about them.” Participants in the ideological project over 

the boy crisis competed with each other to make their representation of that social 

phenomena dominate in its influence on people’s thoughts, perceptions and actions. This 

competition had consequences in terms of the relations of power. Recognizing that discourse 

is constitutive and political helped me understand how the social world, including the 
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distribution of power, are and has been constructed, and to understand efforts to change or 

reproduce that construction (Mehan and Willis 1988; Mehan et al. 1990).  

 Furthermore, the competition over representation of the boy crisis is dialogic. That is, 

the discourse I studied occurred within a particular cultural and socio-historical context. The 

participants in this competition over meaning responded to each other in the present, past and 

“project moves into the conversational future” (Mehan et al. 1990:135). Also, in order to 

succeed in the competition over representation—that is, in order for particular representations 

to become dominant—the participants’ discourse was influenced by preexistent meanings 

and ideologies (including those used to advocate for equity based on social class and race) 

(Mehan et al. 1990).  

 The arguments central to the gender projects I analyzed contribute to a specific 

version of the social world. The arguments also have potential consequences on the 

distribution of resources, including power. Further, the gender projects I analyzed for this 

project are in competition with each other—as well as with those that counter-argue with 

them—over the meaning of gender dynamics in education today. This is a political 

competition over representations of gender that in turn structure social relations. Because 

language has power, competing usages create different versions of our social world by, for 

example, constructing particular categories of people (e.g. boys as “disadvantaged”). This 

construction process has potential consequences for how people act in relation to those 

categories of people. 

 Further, this competition relies on existing ideologies, which discourse participants 

invoke, albeit in different ways. Discourse participants are in conversation with each other 

and with pre-existent meanings and ideologies (e.g., meanings of gender and equality and 
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ideologies of gender essentialism and individual freedom). I found that, as the theory of 

racial projects predicts, discourse participants employ rather than overtly challenge popular 

ideas and meanings in order to compete effectively. Omi and Winant remind us that social 

movements of the second half of the 20th century changed the nation’s political and cultural 

terrain. As a result, egalitarian ideals were no longer be challenged with overt representations 

used in the past. While political actions may have led to greater equality among categories of 

people, attempts also exist to dismantle such progressive achievements. These attempts to 

dismantle progressive achievements rarely directly challenge the now popular egalitarian and 

democratic goals. To be that direct would make their attempts less successful. Instead, such 

attempts incorporate popular ideological goals like equality, but rearticulate the details. 

 The meaning of concepts like race, gender and class are crucial to the meaning of 

equality. It is important to keep in mind that any ideological challenges to or defenses of the 

social order [re]articulate the meaning of these concepts rather than overtly challenge them. 

The meaning of gender in arguments over boys’ status in school informs understandings of 

what equality is and how to achieve it. Gender projects, both progressive and conservative, 

are not simply debating (competing over) the meaning of gender; rather, constitutions of 

gender have real consequences in terms of constitutions of gender equality, including 

relations of power and distribution of critical resources among and between gender groups. 

Discursive representations (e.g., arguments) are real in their consequences.  

 I analyzed arguments over the meanings of gender-based equality and equality itself. 

The arguments we encounter contribute to our knowledge of and consequent actions in the 

world. In order to understand how discourse participants construct boys as “disadvantaged,” I 

relied upon Toulmin’s model of argumentation. Toulmin’s model helped me recognize that 
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arguments construct reality because they provide particular interpretations of phenomena in 

the world by highlighting some aspects, ignoring others and providing particular reasoning 

and assumptions of those phenomena. In this way, Toulmin’s model helped me analyze and 

explicate how discourse participants of each gender project construct their arguments in a 

way that makes sense to an audience at a particular time and place (Toulmin 2003). 

Toulmin’s model helped me break down boy advocates’ arguments about boys’ status in 

education in order to understand the implications of such arguments on understandings of 

gender and educational equality.  

 Toulmin’s model was useful for understanding how arguments can resonate with an 

audience. In employing Toulmin’s model, I identified the grounds, warrants, and backings 

that boy advocates produce in order to claim that schools must, but do not, accommodate 

boys. This allowed me to uncover the meanings of gender and educational equality that boy 

advocates articulate in their arguments. 

 Using Toulmin’s model did not go without challenges, the largest of which relates to 

identifying claims’ warrants. Toulmin’s formula clarifies how to identify the grounds of 

claims; the “facts” or “data” that serve as a foundation to a claim are relatively objectively 

clear. Identifying the grounds is therefore largely a matter of selecting the portions of the 

arguments that are “facts” or “data.” However, Toulmin’s model is less clear on how to 

objectively identify claims’ warrants. Toulmin tends to define warrants as the “bridges” 

between data and the claim, and as the “justification” that the grounds actually support the 

claim. These have to be inferred rather than objectively identified because they are not 

necessarily—and in fact rarely, I found—explicitly stated in the arguments. In this sense, 
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various analysts could easily agree on the grounds of an argument, but could also disagree on 

what are the warrants of the same argument.  

Specific Findings: Neoconservative and Liberal Gender Projects 

 I identified and analyzed two gender projects that comprise the discourse that claims 

boys are victims of educational inequality. The neoconservative and liberal gender projects 

seem, at first glance, to have different constitutions of gender, critiques of current educational 

practices, and proposed remedies. A major difference between the two gender projects’ 

constitution of gender is the source of gender difference. Neoconservative boy advocates 

constitute biology as the major source of gender, whereas liberal boy advocates constitute 

socialization as the major source of gender. This major difference in the constituted source of 

gender leads to major differences between these gender projects’ constitutions of equality. 

There are also similarities between the two gender projects’ constitutions of gender, despite 

their differences. These similarities lead to similarities in their visions of equality as well.  

Neoconservative Gender Project: What is Gender 

 Neoconservative boy advocates, who uphold biological and traditional views of 

gender, claim that males are traditionally masculine and females are traditionally feminine 

because genetic sex, or “nature,” dictates gender. Neoconservative boy advocates articulate 

gender as biologically determined and hardwired, dichotomous, traditional and stereotypical, 

and fundamental to one’s “true self.” They ground this claim of gender in, one, arguments 

that social scientific research is less valid than biological research, two, an evolutionary 

account of gender, and, three, correlations between biological sex differences and gender 

differences (see Chapter 1, Figure 1.1). In their articulation of gender, the two categories of 
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male and female are mutually exclusive and categorical since traditional masculinity is 

inherent to males and different from traditional femininity, which is inherent to females 

 In their claim of gender as biologically determined, neoconservative boy advocates 

ascribe biological basis to a number of gendered traits. This leads to a composite of natural 

masculine traits for boys and natural feminine traits for girls. These composites are presented 

as facts, with stereotypical representations more than empirical evidence used to support 

them. Despite their caveats about variations among boys and among girls, neoconservative 

boy advocates focus on averages as representative of all boys and all girls, thereby 

representing each gender as a homogeneous group, categorically different from the other.  

“Normal” boys, according to neoconservative boy advocates’ representations, are 

intensely focused, independent, curious, innovative, inventive, energetic, athletic, 

competitive, aggressive but self-disciplined, stoic, risk-taking and sexually attracted to girls. 

The “normal” boy seeks dominance and is a natural hunter, prefers nature and the outdoors, 

needs much physical space, has little sensory perception ability, easily zones out, is 

mathematically- or scientifically-oriented, inclined towards capitalist endeavors and easily 

manipulates the world. He is an abstract, complex thinker who does not dwell on the details 

but instead considers the whole problem. He also does not dwell on interpersonal issues but 

instead works them out and moves forward.  

“Normal” girls are the opposite: patient, measured, passive and quiet, alert, domestic, 

emotionally and perceptually attuned, multitasks easily, and are sexually attracted to boys. 

They are also more verbally- or linguistically-oriented, and more simplistic, concrete thinkers 

who tend to get caught up in the details.  
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Neoconservatives’ composite descriptions of the cognitive, psychological and 

behavioral differences between boys and girls comprise an articulation of gender as 

fundamental to boys’ and girls’ true selves—that is, to “who they are.” In this formulation, to 

change gender difference is to dangerously change boys’ and girls’ true self. Thus, according 

to neoconservative boy advocates, gendered traits not only cannot change, because they are 

biologically-determined and thus hardwired, but should not change, because to do so 

threatens boys’/men’s and girls’/women’s core selves.  

Liberal Gender Project: What is Gender 

 Liberal boy advocates, who share ideas about gender and equality with liberal 

feminists, understand gender as a socio-cultural construction and claim that boys and girls 

become different through socialization. Their formulation of sex as biological and distinct 

from gender, which is socially learned, is what distinguishes the liberal gender project from 

the neoconservative gender project. Like many gender scholars in the social sciences, liberal 

boy advocates articulate “sex” as the physical, physiological and reproductive characteristics 

with which boys and girls are born, and “gender” as masculine and feminine characteristics 

that boys and girls acquire, respectively, in the socialization process.  

 Importantly, liberal boy advocates treat sex as dichotomous, as demonstrated by their 

focus on the biological differences between male and female bodies. This dichotomous 

notion of sex influences their notion of gender as dichotomous and essential, even if it is 

primarily a social construct. Liberal boy advocates maintain that gender is a social 

construction and that most gender traits are learned. They also slip into a biologically 

determined argument of gender, however, when they claim that biological differences cause 

boys and girls to have different verbal abilities, maturity rates and energy levels.  
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 In line with the sex-role theory of liberal feminists that came before them, liberal boy 

advocates posit that boys and girls learn and internalize expectations socially and culturally 

associated with their sex. They ground their claim that gender is primarily socialized in, one, 

evidence that gender differences are not inborn, two, the cultural imperatives that are 

different for boys and girls, three descriptions of different treatment of boys and girls by 

parents and pears, and, lastly, evidence suggesting that boys and girls come to internalize the 

gender via the socialization process (see Chapter 2, Figure 5).  

Liberal boy advocates describe the cultural imperatives of masculinity, which, they 

explain, teach boys that being a man means being tough, emotionally stoic and in control, to 

take risks and to repudiate all traits and behaviors culturally associated with femininity and 

homosexuality. Liberal boy advocates also claim that boys face the masculine imperative to 

be dominant and powerful. Liberal boy advocates’ descriptions of this imperative 

demonstrate that the other masculine imperatives are all in service of masculine dominance, 

which liberal boy advocates do not state: masculine dominance depends on emotional self-

control, and requires not only the repudiation of but the domination over femininity (and 

women), and homosexuality (and non-heterosexual men).  

 Liberal boy advocates propose that these imperatives of masculinity are part of 

widely held cultural beliefs that boys and girls are fundamentally different and therefore 

require different treatment, which in turn leads boys and girls to have different behavioral, 

verbal and emotional traits. Liberal boy advocates explain that boys receive unfairly harsh 

and emotionally distant treatment by adults, who misunderstand boys and erroneously 

assume they need more aggressive disciplining and to be toughened up. 
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 Boys’ parents, too early, forge emotionally distant relationships with their boys. In 

any discussions about emotions, parents subtly teach their sons to limit emotional expression 

to only anger. In adolescence boys encounter a peer culture in which they compete for 

dominance. In doing so, they police each other’s behaviors and cruelly punish any 

transgressions of the rules of masculinity. What’s more, due to the prevailing myth that 

because of biology “boys will be boys,” boys are “let. . . off the hook” more easily for their 

irresponsible and inconsiderate behaviors. Further, boys encounter consistent and repetitive 

messages from the media that they should be physically and emotionally tough. As a result of 

the particular messages and treatments boys encounter during the socialization process, boys 

become different from girls.  

 Liberal boy advocates’ representation of gender is in line with early social science 

gender and liberal feminist scholarship. It is unlike contemporary social science, gender and 

feminist scholarship that comprise “third wave feminism.” Liberal boy advocates represent 

gender as solely an identity and set of gender traits internalized by individuals primarily due 

to socialization, and secondarily due to biology. Because they articulate gender as 

internalized through different socialization for boys and girls, liberal boy advocates end up 

articulating gender similarly to that provided by neoconservative boy advocates: as 

dichotomous and essential. Liberal boy advocates represent boys and girls each as a 

homogeneous group, categorically different from the other. Further, their descriptions of 

boys’ unique gendered traits lead to a stereotypical composite of masculine traits and 

feminine traits for boys and girls.  

 According to liberal boy advocates’ representations of gender, boys and men are so 

different that girls and women often cannot understand them. This difference is rooted in 
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boys’ desire to be masculine and develop a masculine identity, and their higher levels of and 

unique expressions of physical energy and activity. These traits are fundamental to boys’ true 

masculine selves. Boys’ unique levels of physical energy are also determinants of other traits 

unique to boys, namely, impulsivity, boldness, risk-taking, the need for more physical space, 

competitiveness, physical aggression, obliviousness to the consequences of their actions, and 

desire for dominance, status and power.  

Liberal boy advocates represent girls, in contrast, as less physically aggressive, 

quieter, more passive, more interpersonal, more cooperative, more nurturing and more 

empathic. In contrast to boys, girls do not compete for power and dominance, do not embody 

a uniquely high level of energy, nor are they impulsive or need a lot of physical space to 

move about. 

 Liberal boy advocates thus maintain that there is an essence of boys that is different 

from the essence of girls. According to this notion of gender, boys and girls are categorically 

different from each other, with each category carrying about and displaying a coherent set of 

traits across time and place. Like neoconservative boy advocates, liberal boy advocates 

articulate biological sex as dichotomous, a determinant of gender identity and a determinant 

of the gendered traits that individuals acquire.  

 Liberal boy advocates differ from neoconservative boy advocates in their articulation 

of boys’ emotional needs and capacities. While neoconservative boy advocates represent 

boys’ “true selves” as wholly gendered—that is, as inherently and entirely masculine and 

distinct from girls’ “true selves”—liberal boy advocates represent boys’ “true selves” as 

comprised of a uniquely masculine component and an emotional component that girls also 

have. Liberal boy advocates thus share with current liberal feminists the notion that boys and 
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girls share an innate common humanity and capacity for emotional connection, intimacy and 

expression. 

 On the one hand, according to liberal boy advocates, boys’ gendered selves—that is, 

the gender they have come to embody—is not reflective of their whole true selves. Boys, 

they argue, are behaviorally and psychologically different from girls. This difference is 

because boys undergo a misguided socialization process that compromises their emotional 

development. Boys have fears, uncertainties, insecurities, feelings of sadness, and have 

potential and even yearn for emotional expression, empathy, connection, love, and affection. 

Through the cultural imperatives of masculinity, however, boys are taught not to develop 

their emotional capacities and adequately meet their emotional needs. This leads boys to 

adopt and express characteristics that are destructive to themselves and to others.  

 On the other hand, liberal boy advocates celebrate other masculine traits that boys 

possess. “Normal” or “real” boys’ whole true selves comprise not only an emotional 

component that needs to be more developed, but also a valuable fully developed masculine 

self that includes their masculine identity, unique energy, and desire to be heroic, seek 

dominance, status and power.  

 In sum, liberal boy advocates differ from neoconservative boy advocates in that they 

articulate a unique source of gender (socialization) and claim boys and girls are similar in 

their emotional needs and capacities. However, liberal boy advocates also fall into the same 

ontological trap of treating boys as essentially different from girls. They treat gender only as 

a property of individuals and masculinity as a shared essence of all boys. Further, liberal boy 

advocates’ representations of “real” or “normal” boys, like those of neoconservative boy 
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advocates, are in fact representations of a particular category of boys: white, middle- and 

upper-class, heterosexual American boys.  

 The concept of “normal boy” that emerges from both categories of boy advocates’ 

representations adheres to a particular culturally idealized from of masculinity. This 

representation has implications for boy advocates’ conceptions of educational inequality. 

Especially troublesome is that basing their vision of equality on a white, privileged, 

heterosexual standard threatens to marginalize all who do not conform to it.  

Proposed Solutions: Boy Advocates Claim that Schools Must Accommodate Boys 

 What emerges from neoconservative and liberal boy advocates’ descriptions is not 

simply a list of gendered traits, but instead a concept, a mental representation of “boy” and 

“girl.” Each representation evokes an entire array of traits—of abilities, aptitudes, 

preferences and behaviors. Boy advocates’ representations of gender as dichotomous and 

categorical, determined by sex and fundamental to boys’ and girls’ “true selves,” informs 

their reasoning about and proposed solutions for boys’ victimized status in schools. 

 Both schools of boy advocates claim that schools must accommodate boys because 

boys are “disadvantaged” by current educational theory and practice (see Chapter 3, Figure 

11). Their argument about boys’ “disadvantaged” status is itself grounded in unequal 

outcomes along (some) academic dimensions, as well as their proposition that schools’ 

curriculum and pedagogy favor girls over boys (see Figure 12). Boy advocates primarily 

argue that the prevalence of misguided gender-based equity programs, erroneous 

understandings of gender in schools, along with the predominance of female teachers cause 

schools to devalue or suppress boys’ masculinity, all of which disadvantages boys (see 

Figure 13).   
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 Their representations of disadvantaged “real” or “normal” boys, are, stereotypically, 

white, socioeconomically privileged, heterosexual boys. Boy advocates ignore the research 

that shows this category of boys perform on average as well as or better than their girl 

counterparts. They also ignore the research that shows that the boys who do underperform 

relative to girls are boys of color and boys from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. These 

bodies of research suggest that purported gender-based disparities are influenced more by 

race, ethnicity and socioeconomic background than gender.  

Liberal and neoconservative boy advocates are similar in their essentialist articulation 

of gender and reasoning about boys’ disadvantage in schools. Liberal boy advocates 

articulate boys’ true selves as comprising, at least in part, a healthy masculine component 

that is quite similar to neoconservative boy advocates’ articulation of boys’ inherent 

masculinity. As a consequence, both liberal and neoconservative boy advocates claim that 

schools must accommodate boys’ true masculine selves. Liberal boy advocates’ claims about 

boys’ problems do also vary in some ways from those of neoconservative boy advocates. 

Liberal boy advocates assert that boys and girls share emotional needs and capacities. They 

thus argue that the cultural imperatives of masculinity must change, albeit only in so far as 

they allow boys to develop and freely express both the masculine and the emotional aspects 

of their whole true selves. It follows from this claim that emotional vulnerabilities must be 

culturally re-defined such that emotional expression and connection are no longer treated as 

only feminine but as also masculine. With such re-articulation, cultural notions of masculinity 

will be reformed so that boys’ emotional selves will no longer be suppressed. In liberal boy 

advocates’ formulation, boys—and men—can be freely masculine and emotional fulfilled. 

 Both neoconservative and liberal boy advocates claim that in order to remedy boys’ 
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disadvantage, schools must take affirmative steps to accommodate boys’ true masculine 

selves. These remedies include providing boys with different, and at times more, attention 

and resources. Specifically, schools must tailor education to boys’ energy levels and 

impulsivity, competitiveness and masculine interests. Coeducational classrooms must allow 

boys to be physically active, and provide reading and writing materials that adhere to boys’ 

uniquely masculine preferences.  

Further, boy advocates celebrate single-sex education courses that are taught by 

traditionally masculine teachers, emphasize traditionally masculine endeavors like sports, 

employ teacher-centered, clear-cut discipline as well as other masculine elements in the 

curriculum. Neoconservative boy advocates further advocate moral or character education 

specifically for boys. Both liberal and neoconservative boy advocates maintain that in both 

coeducation and single-sex education, boys will need more educational resources, in the form 

of more workspace, smaller class sizes, and access to technology.  

Implications for Equality: A Rearticulation of Gender Leads to a Rearticulation of 

Equality 

 Achieving equality of educational opportunity has been a longstanding and vexed 

problem in the U.S. The processes to instantiate this ideal in actual practice has evolved 

through time. The Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) affirmed the definition and 

practice of equality in education to be equated with granting black and white students equal 

exposure to free schooling and a common curriculum. In short, this decision allowed separate 

schooling for black and white students, as long as it was equal.  

 The meaning of equality of educational opportunity changed significantly with the 

1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. That court case contributed to a 
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shift in the definition of equality from a focus on inputs to privileging outputs—that is, the 

results of schooling, not simply access to schooling. A long line of social science research 

from the Coleman Report (Coleman et al. 1966) forward established that unequal outcomes 

indicate systemic bias against some categories of (see also Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; 

Bowles and Gintis 1976; Collins 2009; Jencks 1972; Mehan 1992; Mehan et al. 1996; Mehan 

2006; Oakes 1985). This tradition of research has contributed to the current growing 

consensus that equality of educational opportunity exists only when there is equity—that is, 

parity in outcome. 

 Entailed in this understanding of equality is the notion that underperforming 

categories of students are not to blame for their outcome (i.e., they are not “deficient”). 

Instead, because schools have been responsible for educational inequality, they are 

responsible for equalizing categories of students’ relative academic performance. This 

invocation has come to mean that schools must take affirmative steps to achieve equal results 

among all categories of students. A consensus over equity has further developed. Unequal 

outcomes became shorthand for “disadvantage.” Accompanying that proviso is the 

recognition that a legacy of marginalization and oppression still contributes to inequalities in 

outcome and must be dealt with.  

 Boy advocates challenge the prevailing meaning of equality and inequality, however. 

Their rearticulation of gender informs their rearticulation of equality. Boy advocates 

rearticulate “equality,” which they define as equal freedom for boys and girls to express their 

true gendered selves. This discursive move shows that boy advocates’ gender projects do not 

contest contemporary values, but instead rearticulate the very meaning of those values. In 

doing so, I argue, they maintain the patriarchal (as well as the capitalist, white supremacist, 
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heterosexist) social structure. These discourse moves by boy advocates successfully 

“repackage[e] earlier themes” about equality and gender, “infusing them with new political 

meaning and linking them to other key elements of conservative ideology” (Omi & Winant 

1994:117). 

 Boy advocates’ representations of gender accompanied by arguments about the cause 

of and solutions for boys’ problems in school today have structural and practical 

consequences for achieving equality of academic opportunity. Research evidence shows that 

the meaning of gender is not an objective given, but can be, and is, constructed in a variety of 

ways. Articulations of equality are rooted in articulations of gender, social class, race, and 

ethnicity. Therefore, a society’s consensus over the definition of gender leads to 

consequential beliefs about the appropriate distribution of resources and relations among 

categories of people, and—as emphasized in this dissertation—about what equality is and 

how to achieve it.  

 Boy advocates combine their essentialist articulation of gender with a commitment to 

freedom of individual expression to rearticulate the equity paradigm. They rearticulate 

educational equality as dependent on the freedom to express one’s gendered true self. It 

follows from this line of reasoning that educational equality allows, indeed encourages, 

different rather than similar outcomes for boys and girls.  

Hegemonic Masculinity Reinforces Inequalities 

 The concept of hegemonic masculinity, which refers to the culturally idealized 

displays of masculinity, is heuristic for my analysis. It helps me show that boy advocates’ 

rearticulation of gender serves to legitimate inequalities along the lines of race, class, gender 

and sexuality. Constituting white, socioeconomically privileged, cis-heterosexual boys who 
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are competitive and power-driven as “normal” boys can lead to admonishments of those who 

do not conform to this rearticulation, and to brushing off as “normal” masculine oppressive 

practices. 

 I called upon research that has documented the ways in which K-12 and college-level 

education has tended to privilege a white, middle- and upper-class masculine norm and is 

consequently biased against students of color and of poor/working class backgrounds. In 

short, prevailing public education does not benefit all students equally. In addition to such 

privileges for boys who conform to hegemonic masculinity in school, men who conform to 

hegemonic masculinity tend to more easily acquire status, privileges and power. 

 In their individualized articulation of masculinity, boy advocates argue that 

masculinity is harmless. Contemporary gender scholars who have interrogated the 

construction and consequences of hegemonic masculinity have shown its deleterious effects 

on all who do not conform to it, as well as on the academic performance of boys who do 

conform to it. Successful performance of hegemonic masculinity depends on the 

subordination of girls and women and of boys and men who are poor, gay, of color and/or are 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The enactment of hegemonic masculinity leads to 

exploitation of and harassment and violence against girls, women, and non-hegemonic boys 

and men. The concept of hegemonic masculinity thus captures the racist, heterosexist, 

heteronormative and capitalist social forces that operate simultaneously to privilege white, 

middle, and upper-class heterosexual boys and men. The practices that maintain hegemonic 

masculinity serve to justify and perpetuate a patriarchal (and racist, heterosexist and 

capitalist) system. 
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 In sum, representing white, socioeconomically privileged, heterosexual boys who 

conform to hegemonic masculinity as “disadvantaged” and in need of accommodation and 

more resources can serve to reproduce and further privilege these categories of students. 

Further, intentionally or not, this rearticulation adds to the long legacy of official oppression 

and marginalization of women and of people of color.  

Discourse, Social Constructionism, and “Truth” 

 In response to my challenges to boy advocates’ articulations of gender and equality, 

particularly in the context of this dissertation’s overarching theme that meanings are socially 

constructed, the reader may be tempted to retort: because knowledge is socially constructed, 

any “truth” about gender, equality (or any other concept) can, at any time, be constructed or 

reconstructed. This critic may further add that challenges to meanings (as those I make in 

Chapter 4, for example) within the context of an analysis of the social construction of those 

meanings are unfair, because the analysis must understand social constructions on their own 

terms, and are futile, because any empirical challenges to these articulations are also, of 

course, social constructions. How can anyone, then, know which social constructions are 

more “true”? 

 To answer this question, I remind the reader that, as discussed in the Introduction, at 

any given time there is a cultural system—a “system of representation”—that limits what can 

be constructed as “truth” (Hall et al. 2013:29). As explained by Stuart Hall, “discursive 

formations, as they are known, define what is and is not appropriate in our formulation of, 

and our practices in relation to, a particular subject or site of social activity; what knowledge 

is considered useful, relevant and ‘true’ in that context; and what sorts of persons or 

‘subjects’ embody its characteristics” (xxii—emphasis in original). While this system of 
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representation is never fully fixed, there exists at any given time some extent of social 

agreement on meanings and epistemic conventions. This agreement allows humans to 

understand each other and creates boundaries as to what and how knowledge can be 

constructed. 

 Specifically, the social construction tradition, of which the politics of representation 

perspective is a part, understands the material, social and natural world to be produced, or 

constructed, rather than inherently meaningful. Any and all reality is socially constructed. As 

I discussed in the Introduction, humans make meaning of the world, and do so through 

representations like those I analyze in this dissertation (and critique in Chapter 4). This is not 

to say, however, that at any given time, just any “truth” can be constructed. This is because 

the boundaries of social constructions of “truth” are determined within the values, beliefs, 

and established meanings, as well as the epistemic norms, of the cultural system of that 

particular historical period. This means that we can consider the terms, the values, beliefs, 

meanings and epistemic norms employed in social constructions, in order to evaluate the 

consistency and legitimacy of those social constructions. 

 In general, and until recently [that is until the recent onset of the Trump era that has 

arguably led to an “epistemic crisis” (Roberts 2017)], the rules of how we access truth are 

largely (although not entirely16) rooted in the Enlightenment tradition and the scientific 

method—in systematic methods to collect and analyze empirical data. Indeed, all the 

“experts” on the boy crisis discussed in this dissertation show commitment to the scientific 

                                                      
16 Personal observations and “common sense” knowledge, for example, can also ground a claim (Toulmin et al. 

1984:41-44). Certainly, people’s knowledge about the world can be and quite regularly is informed by personal 

observation and/or “common sense” more than scientific inquiry (e.g., parents who refuse to give vaccinations 

to their children base their decisions on individuals’ personal experiences and “common sense” knowledge 

more than scientific evidence). However, personal observations and “common sense” knowledge should not 

ground claims about truth in a field that proclaims to adhere to the scientific method to know “truth”—as does 

the discourse about gender that I analyze here.  
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method; they all appeal to science (scientific research and empirical data) in order to support 

their arguments about gender. They are not trying to destroy consensus about the best 

methods to access truth, but instead work within the socially-agreed upon faith in science to 

argue—to establish consensus (to construct)—what science tells us. This means we can use 

the tools of science to assess whether boy advocates’ claims are warranted given the evidence 

they employ (Toulmin et al. 1984).  

 The cultural system includes consensus not only regarding how to access truth, but 

also beliefs and values. Discourse participants may have different definitions of things (i.e., 

is gender biologically-determined or socialized? Is equality sameness or fairness?), but they 

draw on cultural resources (e.g., widespread beliefs that gender is essential and dichotomous, 

values of equality and freedom and empiricism) in order to produce those definitions and to 

communicate them to an audience. Articulations and rearticulations of concepts, then, depend 

on existent cultural systems. Commonly shared beliefs, values, and conventions, as well as 

pre-existent meanings, put limits on what can and what cannot be argued as truth. 

 I approached my analysis in this dissertation with an assumption of an “objective” 

reality of culture and structure.  Spector and Kitsuse (1977) as well as Blumer (1971) 

helpfully influenced sociologists’ focus towards the subjective component of social 

problems, theorizing that social problems are more than their objective conditions. Social 

problems are constructed, in that conditions are defined in particular ways so that they are 

perceived as social problems that must be solved (Blumer 1971 in Best 2003:54). 

Investigations of the “definitional process” (Best 2003:55) of a social problem, however, do 

not “forgo all statements about objective conditions” (55). The constructionist researcher 

assumes objectivist conditions, even while focusing on claims-making. This is because 
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culture and social structure “shape the language of claims” (64). Best (2003:59) explains that 

constructionists “rarely declare that they know the truth about objective conditions” but “are 

likely to make…assumptions [about objective conditions] that frame the research agenda.”  

 Indeed, assumptions about objective conditions guide the types of questions 

constructionist researchers ask. For example, a constructionist analysis about claims about 

categories of people (e.g., Trump’s claim that “Mexicans are rapists”) may very well ask 

questions such as, why are various discourse participants making particular claims? How 

are their claims constructed and why so? Which claims resonate with which audiences and 

why? Such questions are questions of interest (in whose interest are various claims?). As Best 

asks, “How can we know what is in a claims-maker’s interest—or even have a concept of 

interest—without making assumptions about objective conditions?” (60). Questions of 

interest require assumptions about objective structural (who benefits and why?) and cultural 

(which and whose values and emotions are evoked and why?) reality. In other words, a 

strictly relativist analysis is impossible because at some point, the analyst “lapses into 

realism” (Woolgar and Pawluch 1985:224 in Best 2003:57). Any constructionist analysis 

inevitably requires some assumptions of objective reality. 

 I set out to do my dissertation project from a social justice orientation–that is, from 

the view that the sociologists’ objective is to not only analyze but also to improve social 

conditions. Here, I ask how claims of boys’ “disadvantage” gain widespread attention even 

though the male students that boy advocates represent as “typical” boys (white, middle-class, 

heterosexual, cis-gendered) have no historical legacy of oppression and are empirically 

privileged socially, economically and politically. I further locate these claims in a particular 

historical context in which values of equity have emerged. Mine is an analysis that depends 
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on assumptions of an empirical ontological reality (i.e., whether white, economically 

privileged, heterosexual boys and men are or have been oppressed) that is connected to a 

system of values and beliefs of which I and the field of sociology are a part. The discourse I 

analyze is embedded in a particular structural and cultural context that I cannot, nor want to, 

ignore (Best 2003:63).17 

Where is “The Boy Crisis” Now? 

 Since the publication of the books analyzed for this dissertation, the topic of boys and 

education has continued to gain attention. Various articles about boys and education have 

appeared in mainstream news sources (e.g., Brooks 2012; Lewin 2011; Reichert 2019a). 

Authors continue to publish claims of a boy crisis in mainstream popular-rhetorical books 

(e.g., Farrell and Gray 2018; Reichert 2019b; Yarrow 2018). Also, organizations have 

developed in order to address boys’ academic underachievement. For example, The Boys’ 

Initiative was founded in 2008 “to shed light on underachievement among boys and young 

men, to foster dialogue and debate about it, and collaborate on solutions.”18 Similarly, the 

National Association of Single Sex Public Education was established in 2002 and is currently 

headed by Leonard Sax, a psychologist who has since 2006 published widely-read books 

about the innateness of gender, boys, and education.19  

                                                      
17 Certainly, as particularly salient with the election of President Trump, who continuously denies empirical 

facts about policy, history, and contemporary society more generally, we find ourselves in a “post-truth” era. 

Research has shown that Trump has lied more than any other U.S. President (The Economist 2016). But even if 

we remained strictly relativist and thus considered all claims as equally valid (regardless of empirical 

grounding) by, for example, accepting Trump’s view that science itself is a lie, we can ask questions like, “how 

did we get here?” In other words, we would ask questions about the socio-historical context that depend on 

questions of objective conditions—i.e., what have been the social conditions that have moved us as a society to 

distrust empiricism?  
18 https://www.theboysinitiative.org/about-us 
19 https://www.singlesexschools.org/home-nasspe.htm 
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Of the boy advocates I discuss in this dissertation, Michael Gurian continues to be the 

most prolific in terms of publishing and advocating for practical and policy changes. Gurian 

has continued to author popular books, many of which focus on gender and education. As of 

2019 he has published a total of thirty-two books, both nonfiction and fiction. Since his The 

Minds of Boys (2005) and Boys and Girls Learn Differently! (2001), Gurian or The Gurian 

Institute has authored parenting books that emphasize the biological basis of gender, such as 

The Minds of Girls (Gurian 2018), Raising Boys by Design (Lantz and Gurian 2013), and 

Nurture the Nature (Gurian 2007). He and his Institute have also published books that 

continue the theme of protecting boys, such as Saving Our Sons (Gurian 2017) and The 

Purpose of Boys (Gurian 2009). He has also continued to author books for educators that 

promote his view that learning styles and needs are biologically-determined by sex, such as 

Strategies for Teaching Boys and Girls—Elementary Level (Gurian, Stevens and King 2008), 

Strategies for Teaching Boys and Girls—Secondary Level (Gurian, Stevens and Kelley 

2008), Successful Single Sex Classrooms (Gurian, Stevens and Daniels 2009) and an action 

guide for Boys and Girls Learn Differently! (Gurian and Ballew 2003). 

Michael Gurian’s publications and The Gurian Institute continue to also be featured 

in popular mainstream news sources such as USA Today (Dwight 2018) and The New York 

Times (Rich 2014). They are also featured in conservative news sources that criticize 

feminism and feminist analyses of “toxic masculinity,” such as The Federalist (Gurian 2019) 

and The Daily Caller (Brennan 2018; Pearcey 2018). He and certified trainers from The 

Gurian Institute speak to and train professional educators and parents on “brain-based 

differences between boys and girls” and strategies to “re-invent classrooms, schools, and 



 
 
 

247 

home environments.”20 They also contract with schools and communities to develop “Gurian 

model schools” that train faculty and staff to provide gender-specific teaching to their 

students.21  

Sommers is still a resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute and has 

published two more books, but neither (Sommers and Satel 2005; Sommers 2013a)  directly 

focuses on boys’ underachievement as did her The War Against Boys (2001) (2000). She 

does, however, continue to publish articles on gender and education in a variety of news (e.g, 

Sommers 2013b; 2013c; Sommers 2013d; Sommers 2013e; Sommers 2013f). 

William Pollack has published sequels to Real Boys (1998), which include Real Boys’ 

Voices (Pollack and Schuster 2000) and a Real Boys Workbook (Pollack and Cushman 2001). 

This work “incorporates the central concepts of the Real Boys research and philosophy in a 

model that allows parents, teachers, coaches, clergy, mentors, and boys and girls themselves 

to tackle the issues essential to understanding boys’ experience” (ix).  

Michael Thompson and Dan Kindlon also continue to focus on boys and education in 

their publications and speaking engagements. In 2006, PBS aired a two-hour documentary 

titled “Raising Cain,” which was written and narrated by Thompson (Stern 2006). Since the 

publication of their book, Raising Cain (Kindlon and Thompson 2000), Thompson has also 

co-authored books specifically on boys (Thompson and Barker 2000; Thompson and Barker 

2008), in addition to books about raising children more generally (Thompson and O’Neill-

Grace 2001; Thompson 2012). He has appeared on a variety of news and talk shows and 

been featured in news articles, although mostly regarding raising children more generally.22 

                                                      
20 https://gurianinstitute.com/training-for-brain-based-teaching-%E2%80%8Bwith-a-gender-focus/ 
21 https://gurianinstitute.com/becoming-a-gurian-model-school/  
22 http://michaelthompson-phd.com/news/ 
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He also provides speeches and workshops on a variety of topics, some of which focus more 

directly on “the nature of boys”, “Boy Underachievement,” and “Teaching Boys.”23 Dan 

Kindlon has also published books, one on gender (Kindlon 2007) and others on raising 

children more generally (e.g., Kindlon 2003).  

Additional experts have also emerged since the early 2000s. Leonard Sax, for 

example, is a psychologist who has become a widely read, widely cited “expert” on gender 

and biology since the publication of the first edition of his book, Why Gender Matters, in 

2005 (Sax 2005). In Why Gender Matters, Sax discusses “important, hardwired differences 

between boys and girls” (2005:9) that he argues we as a society must recognize and accept. 

His second book focuses more directly on boys and education by describing the five central 

factors that he blames for “a growing proportion of boys” that “are disengaging from school” 

(Sax 2009:8). He also publishes news articles (e.g., Sax 2017), appears on news shows (e.g., 

NBC 2014), and is widely cited in articles (e.g., Lewin 2011) about his biological theory of 

gender.  

The U.S. has not had strong initiatives for policy changes to help boys academically 

to the same extent as other English-speaking nations, such as Australia and England (Moreau 

2011; Weaver-Hightower 2008). However, some policy shifts and indications of changes in 

teachers’ and administrators’ practices suggest that arguments about a boy crisis have had 

consequences on educational policy and practice. 

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 authorized single-sex education in public 

schools (ACCES) and in 2006 the US Department of Education amended Title IX regulations 

to allow public schools more flexibility in offering single-sex education (U.S. Department of 

                                                      
23 http://www.michaelthompson-phd.com/wp-content/themes/MThompson/-/media/michael-thompson-phd-

speeches-and-workshops.pdf 
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Education 2006). While the new regulations “generally prohibit single-sex classes and 

activities within co-ed schools,” they allow single-sex education “under certain narrowly 

prescribed circumstances” that include “to meet the particular, identified educational needs of 

its students (which need is demonstrated by deficient educational attainment” (ACCES). 

Over the first two decades of the 21st century, the number of public schools offering 

single-sex education has risen substantially (ACCES ; Lewin 2011; Rich 2014). In 2011, 

“more than 500 public schools in 40 states...offer some single-sex academic classes or...are 

entirely single sex” (Lewin 2011). Further, in 2014, according to the U.S. Department of 

Education, 750 public schools in the U.S offered at least one single-sex class and 850 public 

schools were entirely single-sex (Rich 2014). Recent analysis of federal data also showed 

that “Only seven states had no single-gender public schools” in 2014-15 (Mitchell 

2017).These are substantial increases from 2002, when “only about a dozen public schools 

offered single-gender classrooms” ((NASSE)).  

Often, the justification provided for this rise in single-sex education is to assist boys 

in problems with reading and discipline, and to assist girls in science: “Advocates of single-

sex classes often cite the struggles of boys, who persistently lag behind girls in national tests 

of reading comprehension and are much more likely to face disciplinary problems and drop 

out of school. Educators also argue that girls underperform in science when compared with 

boys” (Rich 2014). Invocations of these claims indicate that resonance of the arguments of a 

boy crisis has reached the same level as that of arguments of girls’ disadvantage from 

decades before.  

Despite the new 2006 Title IX regulations prohibiting gender stereotyping (ACCES), 

there are indications that the quality of education provided to each gender is different (ACLU 
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2012; Halpern, Eliot, Bigler et al. 2011). Many single-sex education efforts tend to assume 

that boys and girls have different biologically-determined learning styles and needs, 

demonstrating the appeal and durability of the gender essentialist ideology that boy advocates 

perpetuate (Lewin 2011; Rich 2014). Indeed, Gurian and Sax have shaped much of these 

efforts for single-sex education in public schools (Lewin 2011; Rich 2014). As a principal in 

a Broward County district commented, “‘Teachers ‘recognize the importance of 

understanding that Angeline learns differently from Angelo” (Rich 2014).  

Pushback, in the form of academic criticisms and legal challenges has occurred 

against single-sex education. In 2011, for example, Science magazine published a report 

authored by psychologists and neuroscientists arguing that “sex-segregated education...is 

deeply misguided, and often justified by weak, cherry-picked, or misconstrued scientific 

claims rather than valid scientific evidence” (Halpern et al. 2011:1706). In 2018, the 

American Psychological Association published guidelines for psychological practice with 

boys and men (APA American Psychological Association 2018) that takes an intersectional 

approach to understanding boys and men, understands gender as a social construction, and 

acknowledges the “privilege and power based on gender” that “boys and men, as a group, 

tend to hold” (2018:1). 

The ACLU also launched the Teach Kids, Not Stereotypes initiative in 2012 “to 

gather information on the scope and characteristics of single-sex education programs” 

(ACLU 2012:3). The ACLU has also filed complaints and lawsuits around the country to 

stop sex stereotyping in education.24 Such research analysis by the ACLU, along with other 

studies have challenged the effectiveness of single-sex education. Studies have had 

                                                      
24 https://www.aclu.org/teach-kids-not-stereotypes?redirect=womens-rights/teach-kids-not-stereotypes 
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“equivocal” results on whether single-sex schooling lead to better academic outcomes (Mael, 

Alonso, Gibson et al. 2005:x). Such studies have also provided “evidence that sex 

segregation increases gender stereotyping and legitimizes institutional sexism” (Halpern et 

al. 2011:1706). News articles have commented on the practices in many single-sex classes 

that conform to gender stereotypes: for example, the walls in one boys-only third-grade class 

was “bordered by cheetah and zebra prints” while the walls in a girls-only third-grade class 

held “a poster at the front [that] lists rules, including ‘Act pretty at all times!’” (Rich 2014).  

Calls for single-sex education and gender stereotyping in curricula and practice 

continue to resonate with persistent, widely held gender essentialist beliefs among the public. 

The struggle between such efforts and empirical and legal challenges to them therefore 

continues.  

Conclusion 

 My dissertation project demonstrates the ways in which discourse constructs and 

reinforces common sense views of the world [e.g., how discourse is constitutive]. There are 

various common sense and scientific definitions of gender; in fact, empirical research 

challenges these boy advocates’ definitions of gender (Chapter 4). Despite these different 

(and competing) empirical findings and interpretations, boy advocates’ claims about boys 

invoke and reinforce ideas about gender that have achieved “common sense” status. These 

definitions are central to their claims that boys are victims of inequity and injustice in 

schooling today, and what should be done. 

 My dissertation project also showed the political consequences of discourse. Based 

on my analysis of these two gender projects, we see that constitutions of gender lead to 

particular constitutions of what gender equality is, whether gender equality exists, and, if not, 
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how to achieve it. These gender projects assert that, because masculinity is essential to boys 

and fundamentally different from femininity, boys are victims of an oppressive ‘feminized’ 

educational system. Further, these gender projects represent white, economically privileged, 

heterosexual boys as the “typical” or “normal” boy; they therefore advocate changes in the 

distribution of educational policy, attention and resources in a way that would primarily 

benefit a category of students that continues to enjoy social, economic, and political 

advantages. Thus, my dissertation demonstrates how these gender projects have imbued 

gender with a particular meaning so that gender as so defined organizes, or structures, power 

and resources accordingly. What’s more, it demonstrates how discourse can reinforce an 

ideology that justifies the status quo, and oftentimes does so by co-opting and rearticulating 

the ideologies that seek to dismantle it.
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