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Part One

What’s Going on with Girls ?



1

 The New American Girl Gets Physical

Youth violence is in the news. After two decades of public outcry about juvenile violence the newspaper headlines may seem unremarkable at first glance: TEEN HAZING TURNS VICIOUS, GANG BEATS MAN SENSELESS, TEENAGERS INDICTED FOR MURDER, SCHOOL SHOOTER SOUGHT REVENGE FOR PUT DOWNS, YOUTH ARRESTED IN MURDER PLOT AIMED AT PARENTS. Many people will be surprised to hear that the perpetrators in all these cases were girls. The violence perpetrated by boys has been on our minds as a serious issue for many years. But violent girls? What’s that all about?

According to the U.S. Department of Justice, while criminal violence among teenage boys today still far exceeds criminal violence among teenage girls, the gap is narrowing. Twenty-five years ago for every ten boys arrested for assault, there was only one girl. Now there are only four boys arrested for each girl arrested. Put simply, the official arrest data indicate that girls today assault people and get arrested more often than did the girls of generations past.

But the news from the front lines about American girls today is not just about criminal violence. Here are some other headlines worth noting: GIRLS’ RUGBY IS THE FASTEST-GROWING PHENOMENON IN THE COUNTRY, KIDNAPPER FOILED AS GIRL RECALLS DAD’S LESSON: FIGHT, GIRL SAVES PARENTS FROM MUGGERS, TRAINING PROGRAM TEACHES GIRLS SELF-CONFIDENCE, GIRL ATHLETES COMMAND NEW RESPECT FROM PEERS. This too is the American girl.

Girls in general are evidencing a new assertiveness and physicality that go far beyond criminal assault. They are apparent in the girls’ participation in sports, in their open sensuality, in their enjoyment of “normal” aggression that boys have long enjoyed in rough-and-tumble play, and in the feeling of confidence that comes with physical prowess and power.

We should welcome the New American Girl’s unfettered assertiveness and physicality. We should appreciate her athletic accomplishments, like the way she stands up for herself, and applaud her straightforward appreciation of herself as a physical being. But I believe that the increasing violence among troubled girls and the generally elevated levels of aggression in girls are unintended consequences of the general increase in normal girls’ getting physical and becoming more assertive. All this, the good news of liberation and the bad news of increased aggression, is the New American Girl.

While it’s true that female adolescents make most of the headlines, the real story starts in childhood. Many people believe that adolescence typically brings about dramatic and unpredictable changes in kids. In her classic book Children Without  Childhood, Marie Winn speaks of the Myth of the Teenage Werewolf to express this belief: “A pervasive myth has taken hold of parents’ imagination. . . . Its message is that no matter how pleasant and sweet and innocent their child might be at the moment, how amiable and docile and friendly, come the first hormonal surge of puberty and the child will turn into an uncontrollable monster.”

But systematic research belies this expectation. The overwhelming majority of children (about 80 percent) avoid dramatic tumultuous change as they enter adolescence. Instead they become teenage versions of the children they were. Childhood is the time when basic patterns of behavior emerge. These patterns provide the foundation for what happens in adolescence. For most girls—and boys, for that matter—adolescence is the coming to fruition or intensification of childhood patterns of behavior and development, not some dramatic change of course or profound transformation of character. For example, most high school dropouts were struggling academically in elementary school. Most depressed teenagers were sad children. Most teenagers who have trouble with relationships were socially unskilled as children or had problems with attachment. Most violent youth were aggressive children. Research reveals that many personality traits show a great deal of continuity despite the fact that when you ask individuals directly, they “think” they have changed. This is one reason why the myths about adolescence endure.

There are exceptions, of course, but mostly adolescents are what they were in childhood, only more so. This is not to say that there are no special features of adolescents that distinguish them from children. Their brains do mature. Thus, for example, while many young teenagers have great difficulty assessing the emotions of others correctly, most older adolescents have achieved adultlike competence in this area. Similarly, most adolescents become capable of more abstract thinking than they were capable of in childhood, and this has implications for everything from their schoolwork to their moral judgments, from their concepts of themselves to their ability to argue with their parents and peers.

Teenagers do struggle with the rapid and dramatic physical changes brought on by puberty. Many have heightened concerns about body image that translate into issues of self-esteem. Teenagers have to work out emotionally loaded issues revolving around their orientation to peers. The impulse to peer conformity peaks as kids leave childhood and enter adolescence, and the judgment and behavior of teenagers are vulnerable to distortion in response to peer influences.

What’s more, adolescence does bring on shifts of allegiance, with attachments that were once principally focused on parents shifting more to peers. This does highlight the importance of the cultural content of peer relations. Research reveals that antisocial and self-destructive elements of peer culture are particularly likely to get transmitted to kids in adolescence.

This perspective on adolescence has important implications for our understanding of how physical aggression fits into the life of the New American Girl. Specifically, the increasing problem of violent female teenagers is mostly not a matter of nonaggressive girls learning to be more aggressive when they reach adolescence. Although the ramifications and severity of aggression may shift as girls enter adolescence, the basics of aggression do not lie in the developmental changes brought on by adolescence. No, they start in childhood.

The fact is, children—boys and girls—start out aggressive, and for the first three years of life girls and boys are almost equally aggressive. But traditionally most little girls have been more ready and able than most little boys to exchange physical aggression for more subtle, effective, and socially acceptable tactics for getting what they want and for expressing themselves. Why? This difference emerged for two reasons. First, little girls developed more social competence than little boys and as a result did not need the clumsy tool of physical aggression to get their needs met. Second, powerful pressures were applied to girls to persuade them to “give up” physical aggression because it was not “feminine” to hit. What is more, they were told to give up assertive physicality more generally in favor of verbal interaction and, eventually, passive sexuality.

Following this traditional pattern, girls then reached adolescence having learned the social competencies necessary to get what they wanted and to forgo physical aggression when they didn’t as well as to forgo rough-and-tumble physicality generally (and sexually). When they didn’t get what they wanted, girls learned to redirect their aggressive impulses to nonphysical modes of assault, using words and manipulating feelings in what has come to be known as relational aggression. These same forces encouraged passivity in relation to boys and put young women at risk for being victimized by predatory males in general. But none of this is written in stone.

As the conditions that cause girls to learn to be socially competent change and the pressures to give up physical aggression decline, girls can and will become more and more likely to hold on to physical aggression in their early years and make use of it later on. They will also become more likely to behave violently  when they are troubled and socially ineffective. In this they resemble the boys I have known who have trouble with childhood aggression that blossoms into violence when they enter adolescence, particularly when they face social and emotional deprivation and trauma.

For more than thirty years my professional life has revolved around my efforts to understand, prevent, and resolve violence in the lives of children and youth—in families, in schools, in neighborhoods, and in war zones around the world. Mostly I have been concerned with the violent and aggressive behavior of boys, with girls appearing in my writing mainly as victims. Twenty books, hundreds of lectures and articles, and a million air miles later, I find myself starting over, focusing on aggressive girls rather than boys because the new social and psychological realities demand such a shift of focus.

In my 1999 book Lost Boys, I wrote as a psychologist about the pathways from childhood aggression to youth violence in boys. Why boys? Because violence has long been a predominantly male issue. Historically males have accounted for 90 percent of murders in America and for most of the serious violence that reaches the court system and finds its way into our prisons. When in 1986 I addressed a social work conference in Michigan on the topic “Toward a Violence-Free Michigan” I began my presentation with the tongue-in-cheek suggestion that if “a violence-free Michigan” were the goal, an effective strategy would be “to round up every man and boy and move them to Indiana.” Today I could not make that joke with quite the same scientific confidence.

According to the U.S. Department of Justice, the last decade of the twentieth century witnessed a dramatic shift in criminal violence rates for girls and boys. I believe this shift transcends the problems with changing definitions and policing policies noted  by some criminologists. Criminal violence perpetrated by adolescent females increased at a time when the rate for adolescent males was decreasing. From 1990 to 1999 the rate of aggravated assault among girls under eighteen went up 57 percent, while for boys it went down 5 percent. During that same period weapons violence increased 44 percent for girls and decreased 7 percent for boys. If we move beyond these potentially lethal forms of violence to look more generally at criminal aggression, we see that during the 1990s the growth of offenses against people (as opposed to property crimes) for U.S. girls was 157 percent while for boys it was 71 percent. In Canada the comparable figures are 68 percent for girls and 22 percent for boys. Criminal violence among girls has been increasing across North America.

But so has more “normal” aggression. Girls are learning martial arts, participating in contact sports like hockey and rugby, and generally roughhousing more than ever before. Girls are getting physical in dramatically new ways, throwing and catching balls, lifting weights, and running track, as never before. They are also hitting people more and more on the playing fields of our communities, in our movies and television programs, in the classrooms, hallways, and cafeterias of our schools, and in the living rooms and kitchens of our homes.

The targets of this aggression are still all too often themselves. Troubled girls have long engaged in self-destructive behavior, mainly by internalizing negative views of themselves, by getting depressed, by accepting victimization by predatory males, and by manifesting their pain and sadness through physical symptoms like headaches, stomachaches, and eating disorders (what is called somaticizing). Now girls are becoming more physical when they are assaulting themselves, cutting and starving, poisoning and shooting themselves in record numbers. Why?

I believe it is because at the same time that girls are being liberated from many of the constraints of rigid and oppressive sexual stereotypes (the pervasive message that “It’s not ladylike to do X, Y, or Z”), they have been confronting an ever more toxic social environment. The elements of this social toxicity include spirit-deadening superficial materialism, reduced benevolent adult authority and supervision, civic cynicism, and fragmentation of community, all promulgated through the vehicle of pop culture that often undermines legitimate adult authority and promotes a vivid linking of assertive sexuality with explicit aggression. All these social toxins stimulate aggressive behavior. This is decisive, when coupled with the fact that girls have the innate capacity to be aggressive and that the cultural pressures for girls to give up physical aggression early and seek alternatives have been declining.

Thus the issue we face is not simply the thousands of criminally violent girls who make the headlines and go to prison or the hundreds of girls who kill themselves each year, but the larger question of how and why the role of physical aggression in girls is changing across the board. It’s about the changing lives of our daughters, our nieces, our sisters, and our granddaughters, for better and for worse. It’s time to take a good hard look at changing patterns of physicality and aggression in girls. More and more parents, teachers, and counselors are beginning to confront this issue. It is starting to come into focus as parents observe behavior in their daughters that takes them off guard.

Barbara is a friend of mine, a teacher. She is in her mid-forties, and I’ve known her for ten years. I’ve been to her home and met her family, including her husband and her daughter, Melissa. Over the years Barbara has talked often and with pride about her daughter’s achievements and activities. She’s obviously pleased  with the way her daughter takes on the world in an assertive way, riding horses, playing sports, having relationships with boys that are friendly, without the constraints that Barbara remembers from her own childhood. Melissa is now fourteen, and Barbara recounted this story about Melissa’s recent high school tennis match:Melissa is a high school athlete. She plays tennis and soccer. Last week she played against another team from a neighboring community. I was there to cheer her on, and it was clear that the other team’s girls brought a real “attitude” with them to the match. They were insulting my daughter and her teammates, making nasty remarks, that sort of thing. After the match my daughter said to me, “Mom, that girl was such a bitch, and there was nothing I could do about it. That’s the trouble with tennis: It’s such a polite sport. If this were soccer, I could have just knocked her over and that would be that.”





Barbara doesn’t know quite what to make of Melissa’s statement. On the one hand, she is proud that her daughter is not cowed into submission by her opponents’ verbal aggression. On the other hand, she’s not sure that she likes the fact that her daughter seems to be part of a trend in which more and more girls are adopting a traditionally male approach to conflict: Hit them and be done with it. What’s a mother to do?

Here’s another example. A young father sought me out after a public lecture based upon my book Lost Boys. He’s a thirty-five-year-old up-and-coming executive working for a high-tech company and is very serious about being a husband and father. With a worried look on his face he said: “Yesterday I took our three-year-old daughter to the park. At one point I told her she had to  get off the slide because it was time to go home for dinner. As I went to pick her up, she slapped me! I was so stunned I didn’t know what to do. If our son had done that, I would have known how to respond, but what do I do when it’s my daughter? Boys hit, of course, but girls? My little girl?” What’s a father to do?

I think most effective parents have a whole toolbox of techniques for dealing with aggression in boys, tools that generally work pretty well and have stood the test of time, based upon evidence showing that by the time boys leave adolescence only about 5 percent have problems controlling their aggression. But many parents seem perplexed by physical aggression in girls. Why? For the most part they never thought they needed to deal with this issue before because the culture around them uniformly and homogeneously taught girls it was not ladylike to hit. That has changed, and now parents need new child-rearing techniques. Part of raising girls today is figuring out how to find a balance between encouraging assertive physicality and avoiding problematic aggression. But how to find that balance?

To understand better what is going on, I have been asking teenage girls and young women to reflect upon their experiences with physical aggression—against others and against themselves. I have been posing these questions to the “normal” girls and young women I know in the university classroom and to the troubled girls and women I meet in my professional capacity, dealing with criminally violent youth. I have been asking them to reflect upon their experiences and those of their peers, reaching back into childhood and early adolescence, and then to report back to me in the form of brief memoirs. I have drawn from the two hundred reports I collected to put a human face on the body of research on aggression that provides the foundation for my analysis of the New American Girl and the role of social toxicity  in her life. To protect the privacy of my informants, I have changed details in their accounts and altered identifying information, keeping the essence of the reports.

What can we see of the role of aggression in the lives of our girls? The German poet Goethe once wrote: “What is most difficult? That which you think is easiest, to see what is before your eyes.” I feel this way about the topic of girls’ physical aggression. Having committed myself to putting aside preconceptions and comfortable traditional assumptions about girls and aggression, I see it before me now much more clearly.

Consider some of the statistics:• A study of physical aggression in young children reports that at age four girls are nearly as likely to use physical aggression as boys (24 percent versus 27 percent).
• Thirty years ago research showed that the effects of TV violence in stimulating aggression were mostly confined to boys. Now the effects are equally apparent for girls and boys.
• A study of aggression in eleven thousand children ages six to twelve reported that “girls initially declined but then caught up with (and exceeded in the case of hostile attribution biases) boys in each of the variables. . . .”
• U.S. Department of Health and Human Services data reveal that each year 7 percent of female students have been involved in a physical fight on school property (versus 18 percent of male students).
• According to the most widely cited study of spousal violence in the United States, the rate of physical assault by women against men in couples is 12.4 percent versus 12.2 percent for men against women; for severe assault, it is 4.6  percent for women against men versus 5 percent for men against women.
• According to the American Humane Association, the majority (59 percent) of cases of physical child abuse involve women (mothers) as perpetrators; for 32 percent of the fatal cases, it is the mother acting alone.



The wisdom of Goethe’s insight is brought home to me regularly. These data have been hiding in plain sight.

I think something important is happening in the lives of our girls as we begin the twenty-first century, but we haven’t yet seen it for what it really is. The first challenge we face is seeing what is in front of us. That’s not as easy as it sounds. Often, important social trends are hidden in plain sight. Few commentators detected the growing mental health crisis in middle-class American high school boys, precipitated by homophobic bullying, harassment, and emotional violence and coupled with the onslaught of violent images present in popular culture (TV, video games, movies, and music), until they exploded in the school shootings of the 1990s, exemplified by the Columbine High School massacre in April 1999. Only then was there a significant national response, heralded by the White House Summit on Youth Violence held in May of that year. Sometimes it’s hard to see things happening right in front of us.

Some big events emerge through rapid crystallization of trends long in the making but mostly hidden from view. This is one reason for our frequent historical blindness toward social change. In these cases, a dramatic change occurs once a social trend has crossed a previously undefined line, a threshold. Students of disease transmission (epidemiologists) call this a tipping  point, as when a flu virus already present in the population rapidly spreads to become an epidemic. We see it most clearly when an apparently slow and orderly process of change suddenly escalates rapidly, and there is a wholesale transformation that is often stunning in its dramatic appearance. We may be witnessing a tipping point in the changing nature of physical aggression in American girls.

Another cause of our blindness to emergent social change is suggested by findings from the branch of science that has come to be best known as chaos theory. Chaos theory tells us that social and physical systems are often interconnected in ways that are complex, hard to detect, and sometimes the result of influences that are impossible to measure with complete precision. As a result, it is difficult to predict the ultimate effects of even small changes in one or more of these systems because the pattern of changes does not take a simple form that we may describe easily or arises suddenly in a manner that defies conventional predictions.

Sometimes very tiny influences, even those too small to measure precisely, can set in motion events that produce major shifts that escalate and magnify as they move from their origins in one particular system to connected systems. This process of escalation then results in giant effects. In meteorology this is called the butterfly effect, referring to the fact that it is possible for a butterfly flapping its wings in the Amazon River basin to set in motion events that could culminate eventually in a hurricane in the South Atlantic Ocean. The butterfly effect is real. It is also not confined to the science of meteorology. It may explain initially puzzling phenomena in the lives of children and youth, like the recent dramatic increase in violence by troubled girls.

As awareness of all the above sets the stage for looking at the role of physicality and aggression in the New American Girl, I offer four main ideas:

First, we are seeing the beginning of a dramatic shift in the forms and extent of physical aggression in American girls. Also there may be butterfly effects at work in our society and culture that are moving us toward a tipping point when it comes to female aggression. When I write this, I think of Amanda, a nineteen-year-old A student and cello player. Her parents are divorced, and she and her younger teenage sister live with their mother in a small city in upstate New York. She told me this:My mom was out with her friends, and I was home alone and had all the doors in my house locked. It was about ten p.m., and I was upstairs doing homework. My sister came home while I was upstairs and because she didn’t have a key was banging on the door for me to let her in. I was in the middle of a paragraph and wanted to finish it before I let her in. It took about two minutes until I went downstairs to unlock the door and let her in. When I opened the door, she was furious because I had made her wait. She started yelling at me and getting in my face. When I tried to push her away, she started hitting me, and when I held her hand so she couldn’t hit me anymore, she started kicking me. I was not looking for a fight, so I just let her go and started backing up slowly. But she continued to come at me, kicking. When she got too close, I put up my hands to block her, and she went after my hands. I couldn’t move in time, so she kicked me in the hand with her foot. She broke my right-hand middle finger, and I had to go to the hospital the next morning and was in a splint for almost a month.



Girls are hitting people more than in the past, and this represents a challenge to adults charged with the responsibility for rearing and teaching those girls.

Second, girls are getting physical and learning the very positive message that their bodies can be physically powerful in ways that are not sexual. These very positive changes in girls result from unleashing them from the traditional bonds of femininity and are evident in assertiveness, participation in sports, and active rather than passive psychological coping strategies.

Consider the case of Sarah. Tall and athletic-looking, she is eighteen now, the youngest of three children in her family. Her father is an accountant, and her mother a nurse. They live in a Philadelphia suburb. This is Sarah’s report:At around the age of twelve, I became interested in playing basketball. I practiced all the time and soon was ready to play in games. I always felt I had to prove myself and break free of the stereotype that girls can’t play hard. I would push, set picks, and run harder than the guys on the court. I played aggressively because I thought I had to. By the end of most games the boys would admit that they were surprised at how well I played and how aggressive I was. During every game I played, whether it was varsity or pickup, I tried to be as physically aggressive as possible. In fact, during my sophomore year of high school I was given the Most Aggressive Player Award.





Participation in sports can lead to opportunities for enhanced character development or to heightened aggression. Which way it goes depends upon how adults use athletic experiences as teachable moments.

Third, the issue of social toxicity compounds the risk that physical aggression will become destructive violence because the problem of violence is fundamentally tied to spiritual well-being. Keeping physical aggression in check depends in large part on kids having positive social and cultural anchors, so that they may internalize a sense that they live in a meaningful universe with moral limits and an ethic of caring. This is what spirituality is about and why preventing violence is tied to spiritual well-being (which is not synonymous with the practice of religion, although the two are related for most of us).

Spirituality suffers in a materialistic culture like ours, where kids, girls and boys, are exposed to the delusion that they really are what they own, what they buy, what they wear, and how sexy their bodies are. Violence taps into our deepest issues of meaningfulness. Without positive meaning in their lives, girls (like boys) will be drawn to the spiritually empty dark path of nihilism and aggressive sexuality where violence flourishes. Spiritual emptiness lets loose primitive aggressive impulses; spiritual fullness leads to higher standards of behavior and to character. I think this is evident in Caitlin’s experience.

At nineteen, Caitlin is a quiet and shy young woman. She grew up in Los Angeles living with her mother because her father died when she was five. She is an only child and expresses a strong interest in working with young children when she graduates from college. She recalls:It was the first day of high school. I was fourteen, and I remember feeling a bit out of it on the bus because it seemed all the other girls were wearing hot clothes and cool jewelry, and I wasn’t. My mother wouldn’t allow me to go to school like that. There were two girls in particular who looked the way I wanted  to look. Then, when I stepped off the bus, the first thing I saw was a fight. One of the two cool girls started screaming at another girl. It was all “fuck you, bitch” and that sort of thing. I tried to walk by calmly, but before I knew it, one girl had grabbed the other girl’s long blond hair and used it to throw her onto the sidewalk. She proceeded to jump on top of her and began scratching viciously. At this point the driver got off the bus and broke up the fight. It was like being in a reality show on TV! Later that day in the cafeteria I learned that the girl who had gotten grabbed by the hair and thrown down had been having sex with the other girl’s boyfriend. That afternoon the boyfriend broke up with her during lunch period. He took her out into the hallway and said that he wanted to end it. She slapped him across the face and then walked away. The next period she had gym class, and she walked into the locker room and punched the lockers. She hurt her hand pretty badly. She was very upset with him because he had taken her virginity. I guess that made her violent. The thought of being beaten up by another girl scared me to death. I had no idea of how vicious girls could be to each other until that day.





Remember that these girls were only fourteen. They were awash in social toxicity.

Fourth, we must adapt to the changing nature of physicality and aggression in girls as parents—with a new emphasis in our rearing of girls—and as professionals and citizens—through our support of programs to address the changing nature of physicality and aggression in girls, particularly among troubled girls who are acting out in more dangerous ways than ever before.

Robin is an eighteen-year-old honor student. She is a sensitive, compassionate young woman whose parents are elementary  school teachers. With great sadness she recalls coming face-to-face with cutting in a female peer:Carrie came to high school sophomore year. From the beginning everyone could tell she was driven and committed to doing well. However, she did not seem to relish her success. One day after English class I heard her crying. She was having a cell phone conversation with her mother. I approached her afterward, and she told me that she had gotten only a B+ on her midterm exam and her parents were furious. That was the last time she mentioned her grades. As the weeks passed by, she began to get extremely thin. Her face became gaunt and sallow. She almost became one of those invisible people. As spring came, she continued to wear long, loose-fitting clothing that completely draped her body. One day in history class she fainted. The teacher and I carried her to the nurse’s office. I sat with her while the nurse pulled up her shirtsleeves to take her pulse. When Carrie’s sleeves were pulled up, I gasped at the wounds on her arm that appeared to be fresh. Her arms were covered with gashes, some of them quite deep. Her arms were pitted with old scab wounds and fresh slash marks. When Carrie woke up, she was terrified to realize we had seen her arms. She was more frightened by the fact that her secret was out than by the fact that she was a “cutter” in the first place. She told me later that when the tensions in her life built and her chest tightened with fear, she cut herself to get relief. She enjoyed watching the blood flow because she said it almost made her feel as if she were cleaning her self and her self-abuse was the key to her freedom. Since then I have known other girls who cut themselves, but I’ll never forget Carrie.





Rachael is also eighteen. She lives in Chicago with her parents and her two brothers. She is studying psychology and wants to become a therapist when she graduates from college. Perhaps that career interest is related to her memory of Naomi’s crisis:One afternoon when I was in sixth grade, I received a phone call from my friend Naomi. She began speaking to me in a panicky voice. Through her tears she told me that she had a bottle of pills and was going to kill herself. She told me how she hated her life and how she wanted to end it once and for all. I was so shocked. I tried to calm her down and told her that she was a great person and that everyone loved her. After being on the phone for thirty minutes, she said she would dump the pills in the toilet. Soon after that she said good night and hung up. I thought she was OK. The next morning she wasn’t at school, and one of my friends told me she heard that Naomi was in the hospital because she had tried to kill herself by taking pills. I lost track of Naomi in high school after my family and I moved to another part of the city. But last year I was visiting a friend from my old neighborhood, and she told me that Naomi had shot and killed herself.





It’s not of course that physical aggression has been totally foreign or is totally new to girls and women. In The Don Flows Home to the Sea, Mikhail Sholokhov’s 1943 historical novel about the civil war that engulfed the Soviet Union in the 1920s, the author describes the fate of a group of male prisoners of war: “Twenty miles they were driven through village after village, greeted at each by crowds of tormentors. The old men, women, and elder children beat them, spat in their bloodstained swollen faces,  threw stones and clods of hard earth, cast dust and ashes into their eyes. The women were especially brutal, resorting to the most cruel and ingenious tortures.”

Jennifer Hargreaves’s account of the history of female boxing includes descriptions of fights that are gruesome to read even today. An account of two women fighting in 1794 is exemplary:Great intensity between them was maintained for about two hours, whereupon the elder fell into great difficulty through the closure of her left eye from the extent of swelling above and below it which rendered her blind through having the sight of the other considerably obscured by a flux of blood which had then continued greatly for over forty minutes—not more than a place even as large as a penny-piece remained upon their bodies which was free of the most evident signs of the harshness of the struggle. Their bosoms were much enlarged but yet they each continued to rain blows upon this most feeling of tissue without regard to the pitiful cries issuing forth at each success which was evidently to the delight of the spectators since many a shout was raised causing each female to mightily increase her effort.




Such accounts stand out because the physical aggression described is so atypical for traditional females by not being confined to domestic violence and child abuse. These are highly unusual situations and individuals. But girls and women can be physically aggressive when their situations encourage and validate it, as contemporary social science research well documents. One reason for this is that even physically nonaggressive girls may harbor aggressive impulses and desires. For example, psychologist Larry Aber and his colleagues reported in their study of eleven thousand school-age kids that at age twelve, girls actually had higher  levels of aggressive fantasies than did boys of the same age.

Traditionally, these fantasies mostly do not translate into much physical aggression directed by girls at their peers (mostly being confined to assaults against romantic partners and younger children in their care). When it comes to peers, most of the girls’ aggressive fantasies have either remained hidden behind the feminine facade or been displayed in the form of verbal attack and indirect emotional assault through social manipulation of relationships (relational aggression).

Here’s a girl who represents the traditional female experience with this form of aggression. Brady is a savvy nineteen-year-old from a middle-class family in Denver. Asked to comment on her experience of aggression in girls, she said:Girls by nature are different. They are usually not the ones to throw a punch when they are mad. Girls for the most part have a different form of violence. Because girls are said to be more emotional and more likely to express their feelings through words, they usually lash out with words when they are mad. However, this is not to be underestimated. Lashing out among girls can get just as ugly, and I daresay uglier than, the physical fights among boys. Girls can be manipulating, crude, and downright cruel with their words, resulting in worse injuries.





That is the traditional view of girls, but today, more and more of the aggression displayed by girls is physical. This aggression is often portrayed in a positive light, both in its own right and as a positive alternative to relational aggression, which I believe it often is. Here’s one example. Soon after the third Harry Potter movie (Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban) was released, my  daughter and I went to see it. Amid all the wizardry there are the heroic actions of Hermione, “the smartest witch of her age.” In a pivotal scene toward the end of the movie, thirteen-year-old Hermione punches the easy-to-despise bully Malfoy in the nose and sends him packing. “That felt good,” she says with a smile, to the approving looks of her compatriots and the cheers of the laughing audience.

It’s the kind of act that has been cheered and celebrated in American movies for decades. The obnoxious bully is put in his place though an act of decisive physical aggression. But it is a role that has long been reserved for boys. The fact that it is the otherwise very feminine Hermione who takes on this important mission is a reminder that things have changed. In fact Hermione is, if anything, more physically aggressive than Harry Potter himself.

I thought of Hermione when I read Tasha’s account of her friendship with a real-life example of the heroically aggressive girl. Tasha, now nineteen, comes from New York City and attended what many would regard as a tough city school. A temperamentally timid girl in a very aggressive world, she tells a story that rings familiar to many a timid boy. She writes:When I made the change from my small elementary school to the much bigger middle school, I found myself being threatened. I was appointed captain in a game of field hockey/baseball during gym. As captain I was supposed to regulate the game and make calls as to who was out. In one instance I called out a girl named Jeannie, who immediately threw down her stick and came toward me. She pushed me and yelled that I would be sorry that I had ever messed with her because she was the biggest bully in her old school. Unfortunately, she had two sidekicks with her, and they also approached me. At that moment the gym instructor (who had been dealing with another group) saw us and asked if there was a problem. I told her no. But as we lined up, Jeannie said that she would beat me up after school. I was worried about what she might do to me, so I confided in my best friend, Natalie. When I went to my locker that afternoon, I was still fearful, and my fear did not subside when Jeannie approached my locker. Rather than hit me, however, she surprised me by apologizing for having pushed me. When I saw Natalie later that day, I told her about what had happened with Jeannie at my locker. Natalie wasn’t surprised at what had occurred. She herself was bigger than Jeannie, and after hearing my story earlier in the day, she had gone to Jeannie to tell her stop messing with me—“or else.” Apparently this worked because Jeannie never bothered me again for the rest of middle school.





I have heard many stories from girls and young women about physical aggression against self and others, some of it prosocial like Natalie’s intervention with Jeannie, some of it predatory, like Jeannie’s threats to Tasha. When I was a boy, I lived in the world these girls inhabit, the world of threats and counterthreats. I can relate to these stories and recognize the positive qualities inherent in them, just as I resonate with the negative images they contain.

Of course, as a man approaching sixty years of age whose last physical altercation with a bully occurred nearly five decades ago, I should prefer kids to have a wide range of nonaggressive skills to resolve conflicts and prevent bullying. Still, I regard strong girls like Natalie’s standing up to bullies like Jeannie as more positive than passive acceptance of victimization of her or her friend.

I hear many stories from girls that deal with physical aggression. Some negative; some positive. Many speak to a broader  experience with physicality, comfort with using the power of their bodies for something other than sex. These are often the sports stories, the girl athletes who are physically powerful and proud of it, and having been a high school athlete myself, I can relate to these stories too.

Elizabeth is a twenty-year-old college student who exudes health and comfort with her body. In class she often sits with a group of male students, and the feeling among them is clearly that of camaraderie. The youngest of five children, Elizabeth works at a sports camp during the summer break and aspires to be a pediatrician. Here’s her account of what being an athlete means to her: “When I play soccer, I feel free. My body feels strong, and I feel like I can do anything I want to do. Running up and down the field, I feel powerful. Sometimes when I leg tackle another player and she goes down on the ground, I feel really good. I suppose I shouldn’t, but I do. Even if I don’t score a goal, it still feels good to know I have this power.”

The New American Girl’s experiences of physical power through sports stand in stark contrast with the stories of yesterday’s girls deprived of these opportunities. These are stories of regret at being forced away from positive physicality because of the prison of being “a lady.” There is great sadness in forty-year-old Sheila’s account of her childhood. Although she is now a successful executive in an insurance company, Sheila’s memory of childhood sports is dominated by her sense of loss, of having missed out on something positive because she was a girl. She tells it this way: “My father wouldn’t allow me to play Little League baseball. My brothers could play because they were boys. All I could do was keep score while my brothers played ball. Why? Because playing baseball wasn’t ‘ladylike.’ ” Three decades later her anger and her sadness are still palpable.

That’s not the end of it. When I told Sheila of research into aggression by Canadian psychologist Richard Tremblay documenting the importance of fathers’ teaching their kids about normal physical aggression by playing physically with them—wrestling and play fighting—she replied, “My father never wrestled with me. It would have been inconceivable.” It’s a sad moment, one replicated by many women of her age as they watch their daughters and nieces happily playing on fields around the country.

It reminds me of my own sadness when nearly two decades ago my own daughter and I sat watching the Chicago Bulls on television in Chicago. Joanna, who was an avid Bulls fan at age five, turned to me at one point and asked, “Are there girls in the NBA?”

“No,” I replied, “but lots of girls do play basketball.”

“Dad,” she asked after a moment’s reflection, “is there a girls’ NBA?”

“No,” I replied, “but girls play on teams in college.”

“Oh,” she said.

We continued watching the game, but I think her interest was never as keen again.

I console myself with the fact that Joanna and I did wrestle together—and dance. Also, Joanna became a horseback rider, and her physical encounters with horses made her physically strong and able—with biceps that today are the envy of many boys her age. Now she is a young woman very comfortable with her physical self. But how glad I shall be if someday I have a grand-daughter who asks the question Joanna did because I could then proudly tune in the Women’s National Basketball Association.

The point is that sports have long been the normal social institutional setting for boys getting physical and that in the last twenty years they have opened to girls dramatically and decisively. Where once there were thirty-two boys playing high school sports for every one girl, the current figure is approaching one to one. That is an enormous shift! The change extends to all forms of athletic activity. Consider, for example, that most physical of team sports, rugby. A report from Oregon entitled “Girls Can Hit Too,” includes remarks from several young women about the sport. One teenage girl says, “It’s kind of like soccer, but a lot more intense. It’s both mentally and physically demanding. It’s so physical that it’s hard to get up sometimes after a hit. But we have some very strong girls on this team.” Adds another girl: “I just expect the bruises; it’s part of the game. This is my first year playing and I’m having a great time.” A third puts it this way: “There’s no pads, no helmet. There are a lot of tough girls out there . . . and we shouldn’t be underestimated because girls can hit too.”

I see it myself. Several times each week when I am home in Ithaca, New York, I troop off to the gym for an exercise class. I have been doing this on and off for more than twenty years. When I began (at a gym in Chicago), the classes were all more or less one form of aerobic dancing or another. You know the drill: step, step, step, hop. But now I attend two classes developed and marketed by the Les Mills training program that go well beyond old-fashioned aerobics, Body Pump and Body Combat.

Body Pump is weight lifting to music. Most of the participants are women—young, middle-aged, and old
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