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General Instructions

The questions that follow are suggestive.  You should feel free to write your paper on any part of the assigned reading.  Although it might help our discussions more if you responded to one or more of the questions here, you should feel free to go in a different direction if you would like to.


The papers are not meant to be research papers.  You should not feel that you have to read anything other than what has been assigned for the class.  If you want to critically analyze a single author's position, that would be fine.  Alternatively, you could discuss two or three authors and indicate where you agree and disagree with each and why.  What you should avoid is simply summarizing the positions of the various authors.  I will be interested in your own analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the authors' positions, and, where relevant, what you think public policy or cultural understanding should be in the area under discussion.  Pick out what interests you and what you think would make for an organized, coherent, and well argued paper.


FOR EVERY WEEK'S TOPICS YOU MIGHT WANT TO THINK ABOUT WHETHER LAW AND CULTURE CURRENTLY ASSUME DIFFERENCE OR ANDROGYNY AND WHAT WOULD BE DIFFERENT IF THE ASSUMPTION WERE CHANGED.

Week 2 - Masculinity/Femininity Questions
A.  Differences and Their Sources

Sociologists and biologists are in essence dealing with a chicken-or-the-egg problem of which comes first: do male and female preferences and attitudes arise from the sex roles society has assigned to them, or do the sex roles sprout from the biologically based preferences and attitudes that were there from the start?  Discuss both claims.  Which is more correct?  How do nature and nurture magnify and temper each other?

What behaviors and attitudes are generally viewed as masculine and feminine?  Are these stereotypes unfounded?  Pernicious?

Udry says (563) the foundation for the division of labor by sex is reproduction and infant survival.  Look around you at the division of labor.  How persuasive is this view?

Consider Udry's discussion of the policy implications of his findings (572).  Which of the "alternative agendas" would you favor?

Explore Rhoads’ understanding of the contemporary feminist world view.  Does it help  at all, as he does, to explore the connection between researchers’ world views and their findings on this contentious subject?  Should one normally give more credence to research findings which the researcher would prefer not to have found?  For example, findings which seem to reinforce sexual stereotypes?

Rhoads gives examples of four kinds of bodies of research, which he thinks suggest there are biological causes for sex differences in humans.  Are you persuaded that all four provide important evidence in this regard?

Given your reading of Udry’s article and Rhoads’ discussion of Udry, what do you make of this line of research?  Are there any holes in it which a social constructionist could use to make a thoroughgoing critique?  

Is Rhoads persuasive in his argument that there are two kinds of females and one kind of male?  Discuss.

Is it true, as Rhoads argues at the end of his chapter, that the big cultural battle is not between men and women but between some women and other women?  Do some women have less influence in the culture wars than their numbers would suggest they should have?  Is it true that in some real sense, feminists and traditional women each hurt the other’s ability to achieve their important life goals?  What if anything should be done about this?

Do you think the point of view of traditional women is likely to die out as the feminist agenda advances more successfully?  Alternatively, do you think the feminist world view is likely to need a very substantial revision in the future if it is to have continued influence in the political and culture wars?

Is it true, as Rhoads seems to suggest, that there is more of a stigma if a bright woman seeks a more traditional life for herself  (as a stay at home mom/ homemaker or a woman who only works part time while her children are young) than if she is a thoroughgoing careerist who expects her husband to do half the housework and childcare? 

Many scholars argue that whatever the findings of the biological and evolutionary sciences they should not have any affect on how we look at public policy and what directions are American culture should move in.  Rhoads disagrees and argues that sex differences will and should have policy implications.  Discuss.

Research on sex differences provokes numerous debates, but few so heated as whether the research should continue regardless of its findings.  Should we discard such research due to its possible perversions, or press on?  What, if any, ethical boundaries should guide us?  Are you persuaded  that most psychology texts systematically minimize sex differences?  If so, why is this and what, if anything, should/could be done about it?  Why does sex difference research become politicized?

Of what significance is the finding that stereotypes about the traits of men and women are similar in a wide variety of cultures?  

Feminists usually argue, in effect, that society deals women "lousy cards"—an unsatisfying life.  But Gilmore says societies "force men to shape up" and bring about "male-role stress."  Discuss.  

Are men better or worse when pushed to the "impregnator-protector-provider" roles (Gilmore 223)?  Is maleness "nurturing?"  Are men "innately" not so very different than women? (230)

Compare Udry and Gilmore on the nature/nurture controversy.  How much weight should be given to the case of the “opposite sex identical twins” example given at the beginning of Rhoads’ chapter?  Gilmore says we need to re-conceptualize our notions of nurturance—that another framework sees men as equally nurturant.  Discuss his claim.  

B.  Differences and Culture

How should parents react to observed sex differences?  Is there such a thing as gender-neutral parenting?  Should parents discourage children from behaving in ways that stereotypically fit their sex?   Should parents encourage children to behave in stereotypical ways?  

Is a good man more than just a good person?  A good father more than a good parent?  Consider Blankenhorn and Miedzian on the traditional understanding of masculinity. Blankenhorn and Miedzian disagree in particular about whether the following embodies a destructive masculine mystique (Blankenhorn, p. 17, top): "He does not express much emotion. He doesn't cry. He is very concerned with dominance, power, being tough. His taste in movies runs to John Wayne and Sylvester Stallone. On TV, he watches violent shows like Miami Vice and Hawaii Five-O. Whatever his actual behavior may be, he is likely to indulge in callous sexual talk about women. He may feel that a high level of involvement in child care is unmanly." Miedzian goes on to say that such fathers "reinforce in their sons just those qualities that serve to desensitize them and make them more prone to commit violent acts or condone them."
Consider Blankenhorn's historical functions of the father (25): protection, material needs, moral education and representing the family's interests in the outside world.  Are (should) these functions be shared equally by women?  Did we lose anything with the disappearance of the phrase "good family man"? Are good parents androgynous, or do, and should, fathers and mothers have distinctive roles (e.g., p. 30)? Is the mother usually more responsible for baby survival and the father for ensuring good adult outcomes?

Critically evaluate Blankenhorn's proposed 8-point redefinition of a good family man.

C.  The Unconnected Man

What best explains why girls' toys focus so often on relationships, boys and shopping?

Are the men fishing in North Carolina, the troves of misanthropic New Orleans men, and Paul Erdos merely good anecdotes, or do they reflect deeply rooted sex differences?  

Does Crenshaw explain the Doonesberry cartoon?  Does she explain why "a good man is hard to find" for a woman who wants a committed relationship?  Does the picture she presents suggest that men are worth having?

Is Tannen saying that men are as connected (to other men) in their own way?

Week 3 - Sexuality Questions

A. Theory

Buss has said that "Ultimately, the disturbing side of human nature must be confronted if its harsh consequences are ever to be ameliorated."  If what Buss says about human nature is true, how can these "harsh consequences" be ameliorated?  If our sexual nature is instinctive and intended to help us choose the best mate for evolutionary purposes, to what extent should we try to suppress our more socially unacceptable tendencies?  How effective is society at restraining our hormonal and evolutionary instincts and promoting other behavior?  Crenshaw discusses the role hormones play in human sexual behavior. Are we prisoners of our hormones and biological history when it comes to relationships with the opposite sex? 

Could a deeper understanding of our evolutionary sexual strategies bring the two sexes closer together or would it merely justify each sex's worst behavior?

Do you think modern men and women do choose their mates as Buss describes based on the other's potential as a reproductive partner?  How much of our dating and mating is done instinctively as Buss argues, and how much is cognitively or culturally driven?

Why do professionally successful women care more about a mate's resources than less successful (economically) women do?  Are men's preferences in a mate as different from women's as Buss suggests?  

Buss takes an amoral approach to his findings, and has said that there is "no moral justification for a single [mating] strategy."  If nature does play such a large role, is he right or does society still have an interest in imposing a moral structure on our sexual choices?

Is there anything admirable in men and women as described by Buss that one might build a morality on?  

Buss says beauty is not simply skin deep.  What should young women be taught about beauty (113)?  Should women work to be beautiful, or work to change societies' expectations of beauty?

Eagly and Wood compare evolutionary psychology with "social structure" theories for their ability to explain sex differences, particularly in mate selection. Which theory is more persuasive?  More promising? Why?  

Eagly and Wood state that Buss' results on cross-cultural mate preferences (men prefer youth and beauty, while women prefer wealth and status) can be interpreted in terms of the social power structure, rather than in terms of evolutionary psychology. How persuasive is their argument?

Does the lack of information about ancient humans' society (Eagly and Wood, p. 411) cast doubts on the evolutionary psychology explanations?

What role does the different distribution of power and status among American men and women play (if any) in creating gender differences ?

Do men, on average, have stronger libidos and stronger tastes for sexual variety?  If so, do evolution and/or testosterone explain these differences?  Which parts of Rhoads’ discussion do you find the least persuasive? 

Do men care more about a romantic partner’s beauty than women?  How much of the male emphasis on female beauty is biological and how much is cultural?  Does American society place too much emphasis on female beauty?  If so, what if anything, do you think can be done about this?  If you were the mother or father of a sixteen year old girl of average beauty, how do you think you should talk to her about this?  

Do women care more about men’s resources, power, and status when looking for a romantic mate than men do with respect to women’s resources, power and status?  If so, why do you think this is?  Why does money seem to make a man more “attractive”?

Is Rhoads right that there is a “sexual, intimate side of the female desire for a dominant male?”

Do you think that most unmarried teenage women deciding whether to have an abortion or put their child up for adoption are aware of the fact that men find single mothers with children “a big turn off?”  

How persuasive is Barras in her understanding of the effect of fatherlessness on young women?

Is Cashdan persuasive in her argument that women face a dilemma in trying to become economically self-sufficient on the one hand and attracting men willing to support them on the other?

Discuss Cashdan’s discussion of the choices that a woman must make with regard to sexual restrictiveness and/or with regard to competing against men.  

Fisher and Crichton suggest that women are just as interested in sex, and sexual variety, as men are.  Buss says they are not.  Perhaps it is just certain kinds of "urbane" women who are.  Compare and evaluate the contrasting arguments.  

How persuasive is “the orgasm wars?”

According to evolutionary psychologists, is there such a thing as the perfect man or the perfect woman?  What are they like?  Do modern women and men strive to be perfect in evolutionary terms?  Are we attracted to what the evolutionary psychologists say we will be?  Should women want tall, strong, muscular men if spousal abuse is a large problem?  Would equality in relationships be more likely if women preferred men about the size of the average woman?  

What do you make of the Doonesbury and Cathy cartoons?

B.  Policy

1. Male and Female Relations Among the Poor
Is welfare "a promiscuity entitlement" as Gilder states?  Is Gilder right in arguing that welfare renders "men still more optional, desperate, feral, and single"?  If so, does welfare really help unmarried women?.

To what degree, if at all, would the social problems of poverty-stricken areas be alleviated if women did not agree to engage in premarital sex?

To what degree would these problems be alleviated if more male role models were present in the community, as Raspberry suggests?

How important is the absence of biological fathers in so many families to the problems of contemporary families?  Would greater male child support and more frequent visitation solve these problems?  If so, how would one bring this about, or is it the case that only the physical presence of the biological father in the family would be effective at solving many of these problems?

Are the mating goals of young men and young women in the inner city as strikingly different as Elijah Anderson suggests?  How important is a difference in male and female sexuality to understanding what is going on here?

Should statutory rape laws be revised along the lines that Rhoads suggests?  

Is the type of welfare reform that has been emphasized in recent years in women’s best interest?  In men’s best interest?  In society’s best interest?  Can welfare reform help rebuild the two parent family?

Is Rhoads right that contemporary American society does a very poor job in educating young girls as to male’s sexuality and protecting them from its worst forms?

Are you persuaded that female economic success makes it more difficult to preserve two parent families?  Discuss.

2. Sex and Power
Is there a connection between the drive for political power and sexual promiscuity?  How would Buss and Crenshaw interpret prostitution and the fact that many highly desirable men pay for the services of prostitutes?  Would they be right?

Do Huber and Ceaser convince you that the sexual conduct of politicians is a legitimate and important public issue?  Is "cashing in on political power in the bedroom" the same as depositing tax receipts in a private account in Switzerland?  Or is Paglia right to believe that politicians "cannot always be judged by conventional moral standards?".  

Is Ceaser or Sigelman (in Morin) more right on this issue of "Philanderers-in-Chief?"

Do sex differences in sexuality help explain the sad tale in “The Sugar Daddies Kiss of Death?”  What might be done about this situation?  Do you agree that it requires “separate messages to girls, men, and parents?”  If so, is Rhoads persuasive in his view that there should also be separate messages given to girls, men and parents when discussing sexuality among low-income Americans?

3. Sex and Close Military Quarters

What do you make of the articles discussing the issues surrounding sex in missile silos, on submarines, and in foxholes/on guard duty in combat areas?  Discuss.

In the missileer case, is there here a genuine conflict between women’s fair chances for equal career opportunities and genuine religious belief?  If so, which should take precedence?

Anna Simons seems to suggest that men, when being candid, will admit that they are frequently mentally disrobing and thinking about having sex with women of their acquaintance.  If she is right and if men’s libido is dramatically greater than women’s, should this affect our decisions on cases such as the missile silo and sexually integrated submarines?

Week 4 - Aggression Questions

A.  Theories of Aggression

Is Goldberg persuasive on Why Men Rule?

Are David Courtwright's and Steven Goldberg's arguments at odds with each other?  Do they complement each other?  Are they two sides of the same coin?  Which argument would help to explain the high incidence of domestic abuse perpetrated by men, or would both?  How?

How, if at all, do David Courtwright's and Steven Goldberg's arguments fit into the stories of the men fishing in North Carolina, the troves of misanthropic New Orleans men, and Paul Erdos.?

Do women perceive aggression as more dangerous to themselves because of the female gender role?  

Why do 'boys just want to have guns'?  Are stag parties based on paintball fights an improvement on those based on strippers?  From society's point of view, are these paintball fights beneficial, harmless, or harmful?

Does the article "Violent Behavior Ebbs After Classes" persuade you that aggression can be un-learned? If so, does this suggest that aggression is a learned rather than an inborn behavior?

How persuasive is the Fischer and Rodriguez Mosquera Spell critique of evolutionary psychology on aggression?  How persuasive is Rhoads critique of Fischer and Mosquera?  Discuss.

Is Rhoads persuasive in arguing that it is simply common sense for parents to encourage boys to protect themselves physically more often than they encourage girls to do so? 

Does society encourage men to fight and dominate women physically or does it encourage men to see that it is cowardly to fight a woman?  Are men who beat up their mates likely to be respected by other men?  Does this depend on the society?  On balance, is it good or bad for men to be taught “that it is cowardly to fight with women”?  Would an emphasis on sex differences make such a teaching more prevalent and believable?  

Can men be taught to believe that it is cowardly to fight with women?  If so, does this show that Rhoads’ emphasis on the deep causes of male aggression are not so deep and powerful after all?  

Does monogamy reduce aggression?  If so, how?  Does this mean that we should encourage men and women to get married?  

Rhoads briefly discusses a study that shows, where women often get together with their neighbors, crime rates are lower, but that this effect is heavily dependent on the women having husbands.  Why do you think that this may be?

Is Rhoads discussion of the linkage between television and aggression persuasive?  If so, what, if any, policy conclusions should we draw?  One critic has told Rhoads that this discussion in this place in his chapter is irrelevant and not really on the topic.  Do you agree or is this discussion important as a way of showing that culture plays a part as well as deeper biological causes.

“If women continue to like dominant men and men seek dominance as a way of attracting women, does this mean that women are responsible for male aggression and violence?”  Discuss.

“Women care just as much about being dominant and thus being competitive as men do.  They just have different techniques for achieving dominance and competing, which are appropriate for their different goals.”  Discuss.

Would we have a more peaceful world if women were in charge of the politics of every country?  Would it be a more peaceful world if women were in charge of most of the countries of the world?  If so, how if at all might this be brought about?

If neither men nor women like women who seek to be dominant, how can feminist goals ever be achieved?  Why do so many women not like women who seek to be dominant whereas they do not mind men who seek to be dominant?  Or is this not true?  If it is true, how can one explain the fact that women seem to be more interested in electing female politicians than male politicians?  Or are they?

Within male groups, even among younger boys, why is it that toughness sometimes leads to high status?  Why is this the case even in schools in which most of the participants are the sons of college professors?  

If Rhoads is persuasive on the subject of the roots of male aggression, how can women successfully make their way in the world?  

Take a close look at Goldberg’s discussion of women in hierarchy?  Is it the case that they need special sensitivity and femininity in order to be successful?  If women shared power equally with men in the bureaucracy would “chaos” result as Goldberg claims?  (112)

What do you think of the boys from Selby? Did you know people like this in high school?  Does “males seeking dominance” essentially explain the reasons the male sub-cultures behave as they do?  Should we be concerned about the lives the Selby boys lead?  If so, what might be done to improve their lives?  

 “How can biology be controlling male aggression, and yet we end up with peer groups as different as those in Selby?” Discuss.

Are men naturally more aggressive?  More dominant?  More competitive?

B.  Competitiveness and Title IX

Courts' interpretations of discrimination statutes such as Title IX often take plain statistical inequality as prima facie proof of discrimination.  Should women's relative level of interest be taken into account in Title IX cases?  What assumptions about biology and society underlie Title IX, and are these correct assumptions?  How, if at all, might the law change if it reflected different assumptions?

Does playing sports confer psychological advantages above and beyond good exercise and fun to women (Marcus) and men (Raspberry)? Does Title IX play a role in conferring these advantages?

Is there some tension between Raspberry's argument and McGrath's or not?  If so, who gets the better of the implicit debate?  Discuss.

Why do you think boys and men seem so preoccupied with violent computer games and war?  Why do you think they are more tolerant of risk? Are the evolutionary psychologists persuasive on these questions?  Is Hilary Lips persuasive?

If, on average, women are more interested in cooperation and men more interested in competition, is this a powerful argument against the justice of current interpretations of Title IX?

Why do you think the junior varsity lacrosse player at St. Paul’s videotaped himself having sex with a girl and showed it to his teammates?  Do you think that he would have been as “humiliated” as the girl was, if she had videotaped it and showed it to her classmates?  If not, why not?

Katz links what these boys did to problems of sexual assault and sexual harassment.  Is there a connection?  Discuss.  Did the St. Paul’s headmaster handle the situation in the appropriate way?

Should volunteers be able to contribute money in order to create a Hopewell football team?  Do school football teams create school spirit in a way that other sports teams do not?  If so why do you think this is? Why do you think there is so much more controversy about volunteers supplementing public moneys to create football opportunities as opposed to the relative lack of controversy when money goes to buy band uniforms, field trips, guest lecturers and so on?  

Is there something especially threatening about football and perhaps wrestling programs?  Is it connected to their “maleness”?  Is it connected to the “violence” that seems tied to these sports?

Do football and wrestling “water” male violence?  Or do they dampen it and channel it into relatively harmless directions?

Is it the case that “women’s attitudes toward sports are socially constructed and limited by discrimination and stereotypes?”(89) If so, are women’s attitudes about sports also caused by deeper, perhaps biological, causes?  What does the evidence about children’s attitudes toward competitive sports (134-137) suggest?

Is the “three part test” regulatory mechanism for enforcing Title IX reasonable?

Was the courts’ decision in the Brown University case a correct one?  Of what relevance was Brown’s University’s evidence that men had more interest in club and intramural sports than women did?  Brown University argues that women have much more interest in dance than men do; is this a problem society should address or does the greater prestige for sports versus dance suggest that this is like comparing apples and oranges?  Does more honor accrue through participation in sports than through participation in dance?  Does it depend on whether you are a male or female? 

More generally is there a problem if men and women develop dramatically different recreation tastes, for example, ballet versus combative, competitive sports?  Should Brown eliminate two male and two female teams in the way that they initially intended?

Is there an injustice when male “walk-on” athletes are not allowed to join teams because of a concern for Title IX gender proportionality?  Why are men apparently more willing to be “bench-sitters on teams”?  Is this fact reconcilable with men’s supposed greater interest in surpassing their competitors in prestigious positions?  Discuss.

Why do you think it is that men seem to be more interested in aggressive combative sports and women seem to be more interested in graceful, aesthetically pleasing sports?  Do these differences “go deep” or are they socially constructed?

Do you agree with Indiana University’s decision to fire Bobby Knight?  Does society expect greater displays of aggressiveness from men when they are in violent or competitive situations? Do you agree with Ledeen that Coach Knight’s aggressiveness and harsh discipline contributed to the success of his team?  To what extent is Knight’s behavior a product of his biological and/or social conditioning?  Discuss.

Mike Lupica supports Bobby Knight’s firing, arguing that he was unable to change his aggressive behavior, despite the University’s threats to terminate him.  Lupica writes, “he wouldn’t change.  Because he can’t.”  To what extent can society attempt to change aggressive men like Bobby Knight?  And to what extent must society accept the aggressive tendancies as part of the nature of the male sex?  What is to be done about “bullies” like Bobby Knight?    

C.  Domestic Violence

Buss states that physical abuse often occurs because of "morbid jealousy" on the part of the abuser. Also, he finds that men are more distressed over sexual infidelity in a partner while women are more distressed about emotional infidelity. Do these findings suggest an evolutionary origin for jealousy and abuse?

Do the reports of women's violence toward men undermine arguments that men are more aggressive than women?  Does society "wink" at male violence against women, as feminists often charge, or at female violence against men?  Or does it do both or neither?  Is Leo right in claiming that violent rhetorical male bashing by women is culturally permitted, though the equivalent by men against females would not be? If so, why?

Are commentators missing the mark when they don't partially blame males' innate aggressiveness for domestic abuse?  Would preventative measures change if they intentionally reflected biological explanations for men's aggressiveness?

Does Satel persuade you that feminists are endangering the lives of battered women?  Should there be mandatory arrest and separation policies regardless of the spouses' wishes?  Is Gwinn more persuasive than Satel?

Why are married women less likely to be victims of violence than divorced, separated or never married women? 

If the leading cause of male spousal homicide is sexual jealousy, what, if any, policy conclusions might be drawn from this fact?  For example should it change the way we deal with domestic violence perpetrators and/or their spouses?  

Why are women’s fights so often over men or attacks on their sexual reputation?

“One can learn much about the sexual differences in human nature by just focusing on the competing phrases ‘fight or flight’ and ‘tend and befriend.’” Discuss.

How persuasive are the studies which link high testosterone levels with greater aggressiveness?  

You’ve read a description of the Deluth Method of intervention and also a critique of it.  What do you think of it?  For example, does society tell women not to be angry?  Is biology as well as culture a partial explanation for women’s willingness to suppress their anger?  Would women in society be better off if women did not suppress their anger?  What do you think would be the results if women more often verbally expressed the anger that they feel?  

Several of the readings suggest what I have been independently told by one marital counselor who works with domestic abuse couples who want to stay together.  “The women say that they hit their husbands because ‘he won’t listen to me’; the husbands say that they hit their wives because ‘she won’t stop yapping and nagging at me.’”  The Deluth Model for intervention says that nothing should be done about what the men think is provocative behavior.  Do you agree?  Would your answer depend on whether the wife wants to stay married to the husband or not?  Is a relevant consideration, as we will see in our communication week, that women are on average more comfortable verbally?

Do men get a sense of power from dominating women?  If so, what is the source of this feeling?  What can/should be done about it?

Do women get pleasure from dominating men?  Are they frequently successful?  Do they frequently get pleasure from being dominated by men?  Do men frequently get pleasure from being dominated by women?  From dominating women? Discuss.  

Is the male tendency to think in terms of hierarchy inevitable or should it be demolished root and branch?  Is it a cultural construct or part of man’s evolved psychology?  Should the goal be to root out hierarchical striving or to keep it in bounds and to keep it nonviolent?  Discuss.

Is psychological abuse (Pear and Flowers p 15 vs. Satel) a serious problem?  Is it defined too broadly by feminists?

Is there a root cause of domestic violence and if so, what is it?  Which intervention approaches do you find most promising or how would you proceed in this area?

Week 5 - Nurturing Questions

A.  Theory and Evidence

How strong do you think that Frody and Lamb’s implicit critique of Rhoads’ argument is?  Discuss.

How important, if at all, is biology in explaining why women are more attracted to infants?  Discuss.

What should be the stance of feminists with regard to women’s “nurturing instinct”?  If it exists does it inevitably mean that women will not have equal power to men in the world outside the family?  Does women’s nurturing work inevitably make them more dependant than men on society?  On men?  If so, discuss the implications of these facts.

Is the “mommy track” a pro-women innovation?  Discuss.  

Is it best for women to have a cultural norm that suggests that pregnancy and its aftermath should not slow them down in advancement of their careers or is it better to have a cultural norm which suggests that it should slow them down, that they are in the midst of important work of its own?  Discuss.

Is mom best for babies?  Discuss.

Are differences in helping and nurturing behavior best explained by biological or socialization theories?  

Is there tension between Rhoads’ discussion of the pull of maternity for Governor Kunin and McDermott's rhapsodies about motherhood on the one hand and Cowan, Cowan and Kerig's findings that after babies arrive wives (and husbands) are unhappy with the family division of labor and less happy with their marriages?

Consider Rivka Palatnick’s article on “Why Men Don’t Rear Children: A Power Analysis.”  Is it more true that biology or society assigns to women a childrearing function?  Discuss.

Why do you think McDermott (and her contemporaries) changed so after having children?  Can her feelings be explained by socialization?  What does this say about the prospect for full equality in the workforce?  How should this impact day care and family leave policies?

Why, after birth, are wives increasingly likely to think that "child care should be done almost entirely by parents" (Cowan 170) while husbands are more sure that other child care resources are acceptable?

Does “Amazing Amy” do more good than harm?  Why are boys not interested in playing with Amazing Amy? Discuss.  

B. Breastfeeding 

Discuss with reference to Eberstadt-- how if at all does this article change our way of thinking about “nurturing the young”?

If, as one researcher says in the Washington Post, (June Reinisch) “the evidence is growing that breastfeeding is among the most important lifelong benefits a mother can give to her child” what does this mean for women’s choices about career and family?  How should women react?  How should their doctors go about their business?  Should employers’ policies with respect to mothers with young children change?

How important do you think breastfeeding is as a way to lessen the risk of breast cancer?  Do you think that these findings are likely to affect women’s fertility and breastfeeding decisions?  In what way?  Discuss.

How significant is NOW’s accommodation and support of “The New Mother Breastfeeding Promotion and Protection Bill”?

Where do you come out on the debate precipitated by Abigail Trafford’s article “What’s Good for the Baby may Guilt Trip the Mother”?

C.  Child Custody

Do you support a “best interests of the child” standard in custody cases?  Alternatively, would you support the tender years doctrine which would ordinarily grant wives custody of young children?  Would you support it for children under one year when the mother is breast feeding?

Would a preference for the primary care-giving parent be less objectionable than a preference for custody by mothers?

Do you agree with the Court's decision in ex parte Devine, Ala.?  Discuss.

Richard Neely suggests that the indeterminacy of the "best interests of the child" standard allows men to threaten a child custody fight unless women take less in child support.  Why don't women just refuse custody unless adequate child support is given?

What assumptions about women's and men's natures underlie the tender years doctrine?  Is generic "mothering" more important than a particular mother, as Judge Watts claimed?  How might an ideal child custody standard reconcile the general trend toward strictly egalitarian law with the strong evidence of women's greater roles (and perhaps interests and talents) in caretaking?

Are your sympathies more with the hardworking career woman at risk of losing her children in the wake of divorce or with her husband?  How should the law reconcile the contrasting interests? [see Cohn at very end of the week’s reading]

D.  Day Care

Is day care a problem for children? Should government (1) provide more funds for daycare; (2) aid stay-at-home parents as much as families in which no parent stays home; or (3) give a preference to stay-at-home parents?  Explain your reasoning.

Does quantity count in daycare?  What do you make of the controversy about the way the recent behavioral and cognitive results on the effect of daycare have been promulgated and interpreted?

Why does Audry Fisch entitle her article “Where’s Poppa?”  Where do you think he is?  Why do you think he is there?  Is it a problem that he is there?  How different are the policy recommendations that the childcare researchers come to as a result of their work?  How do you explain what differences there are?

Eons ago, mothers used to take their babies to work, using a sling while they picked berries.  Marjorie Williams seems to think that the modern trend toward bringing infants into the workplace is not the road to a more sensible work-family balance today.  Do you agree? Discuss.

How worrisome is the research on the effects of daycare for children’s bodily health, behavior and cognition?  Should our culture or our policy, be doing more to discourage mothers with infants and toddlers from working full time?  Should we be subsidizing daycare more heavily?  If yes, should subsidies go to the middle class as well as low-income Americans?

Is Hrdy correct in her belief that professional women simply face “irreconcilable dilemmas” with regard to their choices on career and mothering?  Discuss.

Is Rhoads right that “quality daycare is a chimera?”

Does mothers’ guilt about being away from a child have a biological basis?  Or is it simply socially constructed?  Discuss.

Are you persuaded that fathers, as compared to mothers, have an easier time doing without substantial day-to-day contact with their young children?  If so, why do you think this is?

The vast majority of mothers seem to want to spend less time at work and more time with their children.  Why does it seem so hard to bring this about?  Discuss.

Rhoads seems to think that mothers should be “delighted to learn that something they like to do and do better than anyone else is important to the well-being of their children and thus to society more broadly.” Should they be?  If so, why aren’t they?  Discuss.

Is the project to create a more androgynous family a misogynist one?  Discuss.

“Rhoads, Lewis et al. and other biologically-inclined authors seem to suggest that if women are to be good mothers, they will pretty much have to turn their lives over to their young children.  There has to be some sort of rule of reason.  Otherwise the trends in the West which suggest we are not reproducing ourselves will get dramatically worse.”  Discuss.

Week 6 - Conversational Styles Questions

1. Tannen

Why do groups of girls dislike boastful or even self-confident girls?  Why are their groups less hierarchical than boys' groups?  Do boys "fight to be friends (236-240)?"  If so, why?  Why do women pay more attention to the feelings of their listeners?  Is a woman's style more polite and civilized?  Why are women criticized when they use a male style?

Does a woman's gentle style (41, 48, 49, but 125) lead her to get less credit for her accomplishments?  Is there tension between this idea and the suggestion that women receive more praise than men? (121)

Why does a male style not work for women? (122-129)  Did the female military officer showing off muscles in a bikini find trouble because she violated "expectations for how a woman should be"? (122)

How easy would it be for women (or men) to change their communication styles? (101, 280)

Does the wide range of clothing and makeup styles that women have "mark" (107-114) them in unfair ways?  Is there a middle ground approach for women which would leave them unmarked (e.g. attractive, below-the-knee suit, a little make-up)?  Would women be less likely to complain if they all wore nearly identical gray and blue suits while men were choosing from a wide array of colorful outfits?  Are women more interested in clothes?  If so, why?

Is there a tension between Tannen's seeming defense of stereotypes (312-13) at the end of her book and her complaints about those that "mark" women as, for example, nurse not doctor and secretary not manager?  Discuss.

Is the addressing of professional women by their first names sometimes a sign of friendliness or approachability, as Tannen thinks, or is it almost always a sign of lack of respect as many women professionals think (208-9)? Why do women tend to compete relatively more for connection whereas men compete more for advancement? (e.g. 211-212)

Why do women at work mix business talk with talk about their personal lives while men mix business with banter about sports or politics?  Why do men tease or put down people they like?

Why are women more likely to do "troubles talk(71)? " Why do men think an expression of trouble is a request to solve the problem?  How pervasive are these sex differences?

Tannen says men often say they are wrong or have gone too far by teasing or doing something to make amends rather than giving an apology or otherwise admitting error.  If women realized that this was a male way of making amends could they come to appreciate and accept the male style (90-91)?

Why in mixed groups do women give more "silent applause"? (120)

In play groups and meetings why do boys of 30 months of age and men tend to ignore the suggestions of girls and women?  Can this pattern be changed (280, 288-9)?  Should it be?  If so, how?

In Why Men Rule, Steven Goldberg argued that whenever a hierarchy is present, men will be biologically driven to dominate it.  Can the various conversational strategies Deborah Tannen describes be viewed in this light?  What are the various strategies women and men employ to control social situations?  Do you think this is rooted in biology, or is it simply a matter of evolving cultural styles?

Tannen says that generalizing is the heart of science yet in discussions of sex roles and gender attempts to generalize often cause ill will because they "reinforce stereotypes" (311-17).  Why is generalizing so controversial in this area?  How persuasive is her explanation of the source of the differences between men and women in conversational style (315-16, 14-15)?    Will her research and suggestions lead to men and women speaking more alike or more differently (312-315)?  Is her discussion at 211-212 relevant to this issue?  Does the Brown article on genes and female intuition suggest that nature may have something to do with women's greater sensitivity to the feelings of others?

2. Articles

Why is it easier to talk about the gender gap in voting than in aggression or nurturing or tolerance for risk?  Does focusing on significant differences that have been found between most men and most women make it easier or harder for the sexes to live well together?

Ehrenreich argues that men don't much like to talk, except as competition, and will talk only if they can set the terms.  Does this seem true?  If so, why is it true?

Ehrenreich suggests that good talk within the political feminist movement raised women's expectations of good conversation, but Goodman complains that women don't participate much in talk radio's talk about politics.  Instead, she says, they focus on the personal on talk TV.  Discuss.

With reference to the California State creative writing exercise, do women read literature more or less like that Lisa wants to write?  Do men read literature like Dave wants to write?  If so, why?

Anne Roipe's book review quotes Tannen critics who say she neglects power and position, "puts the burden of change on the backs of women," "glorifies existing stereotypes," and "dictates that all women should behave in a certain way."  Discuss these criticisms.

Tannen advocates conversation training for corporate America.  What might such training sessions involve?  How can women and men better understand each other?  Or is the chasm unbridgeable?  What would corporate structures that understood and fully exploited men's and women's varying conversational styles look like?  What strategies might be employed to increase women's input?  Should women adapt their conversational styles to the styles prevalent in institutions largely governed by men?  Can they do this while avoiding the pejorative terms often associated with authoritative women?  What, if any, role might law and government play? 

Is there a "better" conversational style?  What improvements do you think both women and men could make?  Are men too competitive and impersonal?  Reflect on your own conversational style.  Does it match Tannen's generalizations?  What do you like and dislike about your own style?

Imagine you are a senior manager at a firm.  What strategies would you employ to elicit the most input from and assign the most credit to deserving employees?

Why do many modern women object to an inclusive understanding of the word 'mankind' while calling each other 'guys'?  Would either 'ladies,' 'gals,' or 'honeys' be an improvement?

3. Prisons

Should the staff try to communicate more with the prisoners in female prisons? Should the staff be trained to expect "a wider range of emotions" when talking to female inmates?
Should prison managers be taught that female prisoners need "a different style of management," including more communication skills on the part of guards, active listening, and awareness of "emotional dynamics"?  Crawford and Williams say we treat mentally ill and young prisoners differently, why not men and women?  Discuss.
In training guards, should there be less emphasis on security and custody in female prisons, and more on negotiating and listening skills? Should there be more emphasis on parenting in female prisons if female prisoners seem to take their children and parental responsibilities more seriously?
Should sex-segregated prisons be illegal? Should public policy encourage male guards for male prisoners and female guards for female prisoners? Should female guards be able to conduct full-body searches of male prisoners, but male guards be forbidden from conducting full-body searches of female prisoners? Should a reasonable women standard be upheld?  More generally, should there be more emphasis on privacy issues and sexual misconduct and appropriate and inappropriate touching when training male guards in female prisons than when training female guards in male prisons? If, as some of the literature shows, women prisoners cause less problems when they are given more privacy and given more property than male prisoners do, is it appropriate for female prisoners to be granted more privacy, and allowed to have more personal property? Could it be argued persuasively that males actually need more privacy so as to avoid violence from other prisoners?

How should vocational traning be handled? Since there are fewer female prisoners, and if prisoners are to be kept somewhere near their homes, the prisons they are in will usually be much smaller. Is it acceptable for these smaller prisons to have a significantly smaller range of training options than male prisoners have at their prisons? Would it be discrimination if there were fewer services provided to female prisoners, or could one argue that the discrimination would occur if the same number of options were available to female prisoners, and thus significantly more dollars were spent per prisoner on female traning than on male training? Consider p. 191 of Rasche. Should the vocational preferences of female and male prisoners be accepted as given, or should public policy lean against them so as to encourage a non-traditional approach to occupational training. Should more attention be given to improving conditions in male prisons or in female prisons? Consider not just the fact of greater vocational training opportunities for men, but also the fact that (Rasche, p. 54 bottom statement) male prisons are more "harsh and depriving" than female prisons are.

Do you approve of the Washington area corrections officials treating female juvenile delinquents differently than male juvenile delinquents (Klein)?
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