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THE VERY idea that persistent sex
differences still found in the work-
place are rooted in biology is a highly
sensitive issue in the UK and even
more so in the USA. Larry Summers,
a distinguished president of Harvard,
learned this to his cost when, ina
keynote address, he raised the possi-
bility that one of the reasons that
women were not succeeding in some
scientific areas might, just might, be
partly biological. He was careful to
stress that cultural expectations and
prejudice were part of it too. But most
in his audience did not hear his
qualifications and he was hounded
out of his job for this mild-mannered
proposition.

Susan Pinker in The Sexual
Paradox goes much further, arguing
that the big sex divide found in the
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workplace is indeed down to biology,
not prejudice. Surprisingly, her
strong stance has not created the
storm that erupted around
Summers' suggestion — perhaps
because Pinker uses the female,
indirect approach. She tackles this
political hot potato by hanging it on
an intriguing paradox: the high-
achieving girls who fail to live up to
their early promise versus the
schoolboy failures who succeed
spectacularly. “Why is this?” she
asks and successfully answers the
question through enlightening
stories. In so doing, she outlines the
fundamentals of the sex differences
in biology that create the differences
in the workplace.

The male success stories are
drawn from problem boys who were
referred to her for help. In her 20
years of clinical practice and teach-
ing as a child psychologist, most of
the problem children referred to her
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were boys with learning problems.
Tracking down these boys, she was
surprised to find how many of these
total educational failures are doing
ineredibly well in their jobs and
careers. The female stories came
from her carefully researched look
at high-achieving women who had
walked away from their jobs and
careers, either taking jobs at much
lower status and pay or quitting
work altogether. Weaving their
stories with the science of sex
differences, she cleverly illustrates
the power of biology in their lives.

A survey of just how much the
workplace has changed, both in
educational terms and in legislation,
to ensure equality sets the scene.
These changes, Pinker believes,
created an expectation that all
differences between men and women
were created by unjust practices and
therefore would be erased once these
barriers were removed. With new
laws and policies in place and
women taking up almost half of
the workforce, there was a leap of
faith that it was only a matter of

time before all occupations would be
split 50:50. But, despite women
out-numbering men and, indeed,
achieving much higher grades on
the education front, the sexual
divide in the workplace is still
incredibly wide. A few examples
suffice: schoolteachers, nurses and
social workers are mostly female;
engineers, mechanics and top
executives are mostly male. A
recent UK report shows that there
are far fewer women in top jobs in
2008 than there were a decade ago.
Among many feminists the persis-
tence of difference is taken as a
failure and gender discrimination
is deemed to explain the current
wide discrepancy between men and
women in certain jobs. A lot of time,
angst and government money is
spent in attempting to change this.
But Susan Pinker would argue that
men are simply more competitive
and status driven and will reach
the top in whatever profession they
choose - even in female-dominated
ones like teaching, most primary
schoolteachers are female while
most primary headteachers are male.
Throughout childhood, boys hone
the skills of competition and risk
taking. Pinker found that many of
her boys that failed in the class-
room failed because of these boyish
traits. Bored and frustrated by the
limits of their education, they acted
up, creating havoe in their class-
rooms. Totally out of control, they
landed up in her office; she did help
them but, in the end, it was their
own personalities and boyish traits
that helped them more. Richard
Branson's story of school failure
and subsequent success echoes
Pinker's American stories. Branson
is on the extreme end of the risk-
taking spectrum — ballooning across
the Atlantic is very dangerous. But
it is that very aspect of his person-
ality that is the engine to his entre-
preneurial success. It is not greed
but the thrill akin to a cocaine high
that motivates. Most women are not
biologically primed in that way
Then there were those boys who
failed but were obsessed generally
with some computer-driven, obscure
technological field. Isolated and
ostracised in school and totally
unable to operate in the social
world, they found community and
acceptance in the world of work,
where these very skills were the
currency of success. Men like this

are common, Bill Gates of Microsoft
being one of the most obvious. There
Just aren’t female equivalents

and it 1s not just down to hormones,
although Pinker cites evidence
enough of their role: thinking and
being excited and challenged by
quite different interests are also
down to brain wiring.

Women's interests are broader,
their needs wider. Their social
connections are far more important
than work achievements. They are
biologically primed to care and to
worry about their relationships.
Men, of course, care but not usually
to the same degree.

The women in the stories all gave
up their high-flying posts because
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they knew that, for them, happiness
lay in a more balanced life. When
success and promotion conflicted
with family or home life, they chose
to keep the emotional balance by
quitting or taking a lower-grade job
with more flexibility.

Take Anita, an industrial engineer
by training, who, at school, excelled
in all subjects but especially maths
and science, As a successful
engineer, her earning power was
substantial but, after just a few
years in the profession, she quit
and became a much more lowly paid
teacher. Anita’s reasoning illustrates
the female approach to the work-
place to perfection: “I was unhappy
and didn't want to continue. [ made
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a decision to switch as much for

me as for my family. Education
corresponds better to who [ am;

it reflects my more human side. In
engineering [ never felt that human
relations were valued. I wouldn’t
have the opportunity to help people,
to form relationships with kids, to
guide them to success. In science it’s
all Cartesian. But humans are not
machines. They’re more compli-
cated, and that’s interesting to me.

I would rather earn three to four
thousand dollars less a year but feel
I was open to new challenges,
allowed to blossom.”

Pinker concludes that, “Gifted
talented women with the most
choices and freedoms don’t seem
to be choosing the same paths, in
the same numbers, as the men
around them. Even with barriers
stripped away, they don’t behave
like male clones.”

This trend is backed by studies
done in the UK by Catherine
Hakim at the London School of
Economics which show that, given
the choice, 60-80 per cent of
American and European women
choose part-time work over full-
time schedules. The arrival of kids
is the key. “The vast majority of
women who claim to be career-
oriented discover that their
priorities change after they have
children,” says Pinker. Women
adapt their careers to cope with the
demands of motherhood. Men rarely
do that. They steam ahead and
rarely turn down promotion.

(Interestingly, it isn’t only when
women leave male-dominated
professions or careers that the
findings of different priorities
become apparent. Researchers who
surveyed over 200 male and female
business owners in America found
that, although female owners were
less successful financially, they were
just as satisfied with their business
success, probably because they had
different values — such as a greater
interest in work—life balance or
customer satisfaction.)

There are many who find this
picture both disheartening and
unacceptable. Pinker, however, feels
that we should be celebrating
rather than blaming the system
and spending futile millions on
attempting to change it; that the
persistent differences in the work-
place “are a sign of a free and
educated society — one where
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individuals are able to make up
their own choices”. She concludes
with a rallying cry: “Discoveries
about sex differences in human
learning and development can offer
insights into the best ways to help
boys who need assistance. Acknow-
ledging their preferences can help
girls choose the lives and careers
they want.”

Bravo! I hope that those who
throw the millions at the wrong
problems are listening.

Anne Moir
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