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“. . . it remains only for women to continue their ascent, and the successes they are obtaining are an encouragement for them to do so. It seems almost certain that sooner or later they will arrive at complete economic and social equality, which will bring about an inner metamorphosis.”

—Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 1949

“Women of my generation survived the conflict and became stronger from it. We did not want our daughters to experience either the repression or the mandatory rebellion . . . They don’t have to live by our narrow strict rules, the rules of rebellion and resistance. Their lives are rich with porous boundaries, combinations of possibilities that we could not imagine. They can be wildly sexy, soft and smiling, and still be welders and journalists and CEOs.”

—Judy Upjohn, 50-year-old feminist mother

“My generation takes it for a fact that girls are equal to boys.”

—Dora, 16-year-old alpha girl
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For my daughters, Diana and Julia
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INTRODUCTION

Not long ago, I was talking with a group of girls at Greenfield High, a suburban high school in northern New Jersey, about Mary Pipher’s bestselling book, Reviving Ophelia, which was assigned reading in their English class. The girls’ reaction to Ophelia was one of confusion. They disagreed with the book’s premise—that girls are robbed of vitality and self-esteem as they enter adolescence. According to Pipher, our sexist society causes girls “to stifle their creative spirit and natural impulses, which ultimately destroys their self esteem.”

“Who are the girls in this book?” asked Sarah, a Greenfield sophomore. “I mean, I feel sorry for them, but they’re pretty much losers. We’re not at all like them.”

From what I could see, she was right. The girls I met were vital. They appeared more confident than many of the boys. They had not “lost their voice,” something that psychologists typically say happens to girls as they enter adolescence. They feared neither competition from boys nor the consequences of outperforming them.

Were these girls for real? Isn’t the average American girli supposed to be a psychological mess? Recent books on teenage girls have painted a grim picture. Peggy Orenstein, the author of Schoolgirls, has eloquently expressed the prevailing wisdom. Orenstein says that a girl’s passage into adolescence is “marked by a loss of confidence in herself and her abilities, especially in math and science. It is marked by a scathingly critical attitude towards her body and a blossoming sense of personal inadequacy.”

If the prevailing psychological thinking was correct, why were Greenfield’s girls so mentally healthy? Had I wandered into an exceptional classroom with exceptional students? Or was it time to start thinking about girls in a different way? As the father of twelve-and fifteen-year-old daughters, I had a vital personal as well as professional interest in these questions.

When I lectured at American and Canadian high schools, I began to gauge whether the girls I met were more like the self-hating portraits in popular books on adolescent psychology or the self-confident girls at Greenfield High. I immersed myself in cutting-edge scientific literature about gender and sex differences to see what there was to teach me about the girls of my daughters’ generation. This twenty-first century scholarship—most of it written by women—provided me with the latest data on girls’ mental health, academic achievements, and attitudes.

I gradually became convinced that the new American girl was fundamentally different from her sisters of previous generations. I began to think of her as an “alpha girl”—a young woman who is destined to be a leader. She is talented, highly motivated, and self-confident. The alpha girl doesn’t feel limited by her sex; she is a person first and then a woman. Issues of sex and gender, dependence and independence, and dominance and subordination are largely irrelevant to how she sees herself in the world.

It became clear to me that the generally accepted view of girl’s psychology was missing the mark in many important respects and that a new psychology of contemporary American girls was needed. Exploring that psychology—giving it shape and substance—and describing the effect that this new wave of women is having on our society is what I have set out to do in Alpha Girls. At its core, this book is an attempt to understand this new generation of women of which my daughters are a part.

The psychology that I describe in Alpha Girls reflects the radical changes our society has experienced over the last generation as new laws and social policies have guaranteed women equal rights and equal opportunities with men. It is a psychology shaped by the ever-increasing number of strong female role models for young women, often including alpha girls’ own mothers. It is a psychology that owes much to the way a new generation of involved fathers has affected how their daughters think and feel. It is a psychology unencumbered by assumptions of low self-esteem and warped body image. It stands in stark contrast to the largely negative, anxious, and defensive portraits of American girls that have dominated academic and popular psychology for the past twenty-five years.1

Clearly not all girls are alphas. Some lack self-confidence and are anxious, depressed, anorexic, or bulimic. Sexual harassment and date rape are real problems that affect too many women and girls. What I want to show in this book, however, is that the psychology of American girls is changing and that a substantial number of our girls are thriving.

The first chapters of Alpha Girls describe the distance women have traveled in the last four decades and the new role of fathers in their daughters’ lives. I then look at traditional and feminist views of women’s psychology and contrast them to the psychology of over 150 girls from all socioeconomic backgrounds and regions of the United States and Canada who I interviewed for the book.2

I conducted interviews in charter schools with largely black and Hispanic populations, urban and suburban public schools, and private schools. I told the schools that I wanted to meet with talented, high-achieving girls who were leaders, or at least appeared destined to be, and they chose the interview subjects. They picked girls who were class presidents, captains of their basketball teams, and social leaders. Many had stellar grades and a wide range of extracurricular interests. I supplemented the girls chosen by schools with girls who came to me by word of mouth. It seemed that everyone knew at least one alpha girl. “Oh, you’ve got to talk to so and so,” people would say. “She’s perfect for your book.”3

There were 113 girls in the interview sample, 32 in grades 6 through 8, 81 in grades 9 through 12. They came from 15 different schools in eight states and one Canadian province. These schools are not a representative slice of the North American educational pie. There are more private than public schools and, given the demographic realities of independent schools, the affluent and white are overrepresented; approximately 15 percent of the interview sample was non-white, the majority of these African American. Appendix A contains the details of the sample’s characteristics.

Because our society is not a true meritocracy—educational achievement, occupational attainment, and mental health are all enhanced by economic advantage—the alpha girl interview sample will be more representative of the group of students who will someday move into societal positions of power and influence than girls drawn from a random sample of schools. Alpha girl psychology, on the other hand, appears to transcend barriers of race and class. In the voices of alpha girls from both advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds, one hears the same emancipated confidence. Even though an alpha girl chosen by a principal of an urban public school might be less accomplished “on paper” than an affluent alpha girl at a high-powered prep school, she is no less an alpha. In fact, her alpha status is in some ways more deserved given the greater obstacles she has had to overcome.

The quotes in the book are mostly verbatim. I have tried to keep as close to the interviewees’ words as possible, but, in order to protect their privacy, details have been changed, and, in a few cases, I have constructed composites. My overriding concern, however, was to stick as close as possible to what the girls actually said. The names of students and schools used in this book are fictional.

In addition to the interviews, I administered the Adolescent Life Survey, a questionnaire assembled for Alpha Girls, to a sample of over 900 girls and boys across the United States and Canada.4 I wanted to see how all girls in this particular generation had been affected by the changes in family and society that we describe, not just the subset of high-achieving alpha girls. I wanted to measure girls’ self-esteem, their expanded sense of who they can become, and their academic achievements, even in areas formerly reserved for boys. The survey helped elucidate what makes the alpha girl tick—what she values, how she feels about her parents, her religious and political leanings, and how she understands herself in relation to others.

The survey also helped identify other alpha girls from this wider pool. A girl had alpha status conferred on her by satisfying four of these five criteria based on her responses to the ALS:

1. A GPA of 3.8 or higher.

2. At least one leadership position from the following areas: band; drama; dance, cheerleading, or step; individual or team sports; hobby clubs, such as French club; community service; newspaper or yearbook participation; membership in the National Honor Society or student government, or serving as an officer of a school academic organization.

3. Participation in extra curricular activities, in or out of school, for a minimum of ten hours a week.

4. High achievement motivation score based on eight items, with an average response of “very important” to questions about the importance of: a) getting a college education; b) owning one’s own home; c) making a great deal of money; d) having a well-paid job; e) having a good reputation in the community; f) studying hard to get good grades; g) working hard to get ahead; h) saving money for the future.

5. High self-rating for dependability with a minimum score of 11 out of 12 on three items: a) I usually get things done on time; b) I’m the kind of person others can depend on; c) I always do what I say I’ll do. (4=strongly agree).

By these fairly strict criteria, around 20 percent of girls were alphas.

The ALS results are described in some detail in the final chapters of the book, which examine the seismic cultural shifts that will occur as alpha girls exert their influence. Like the interview sample, affluent white girls and boys are overrepresented. To correct for potential biases created by our unbalanced school sample, all analyses included statistical corrections for socioeconomic status, sex, and race/ethnicity. The details of these analytical methods are presented in Appendix A.

Our forecasts about the future place of women in society are informed by state-of-the-art statistical projections generated for Alpha Girls.

What was fascinating to watch unfold as our survey results came in was the ways in which these prototypic alpha girls shared many similarities with their non–alpha girl peers. We came to feel that, in many respects, when we talked about alpha girls we were talking about a whole generation. The alpha is a leader in a generation of girls on the rise. She is deployed in large numbers at the borders of adulthood—ready to make her mark on our world.



i The term “girl” is used instead of “woman” or “young woman” because the emphasis of the book is on female development during the period covered by pediatric medicine, that is, up to age 21.


CHAPTER ONE

DAUGHTERS OF THE REVOLUTION

6:00 p.m. The January evening in Atlanta, Georgia, is unseasonably cold as four upperclasswomen from St. Ann’s, an all-girls prep school, drive to the municipal courthouse. They are on their way to a fourth-round match of the National High School Mock Trial Championship.1 The Mock Trial was founded in 1984 to give high school students a taste of America’s judicial system, and, perhaps, kindle their ambition to become lawyers and judges.

The Mock Trial case this year, The State v. Terry Woodward, is based on an actual lawsuit that went to trial and was posted on the Georgia Bar Association’s Web site in November as a pdf file. Trial teams across the state downloaded it and began studying intently, preparing to do battle in court.

The case involved the leader of a country music band who allegedly murdered the group’s former manager in a dispute over royalties.

Before sending it out to students, volunteer attorneys doctored the case, planting loopholes in both sides. Teams alternate in each round as the defense and prosecution. The Mock Trial isn’t about who wins or loses, but which team argues most effectively. The students need to understand rules of evidence, prepare opening and closing statements, and present cogent objections. Teams are awarded points by a panel of three volunteer jurors, attorneys chosen by the Young Lawyers Association, which runs the program. The court is presided over by a volunteer attorney.

Tonight the St. Ann’s girls will face their number-one rival, St. Luke’s, an all-boy’s school, for the city championship. If they win city, they advance to state. They are St. Ann’s A Team, and they know they’re in for a fight. The boys have already beaten St. Ann’s B Team, who are younger and less experienced.

“We know the boys will be cocky,” says Nora, one of the team’s attorneys, who is hoping to attend Dartmouth next fall. “We eat lightly before the trial—we’re keyed up and nervous and we don’t want throw up in court. To get in the mood for the case, we put good country music on the car stereo. We play the Dixie Chicks really loud, sing along, and get pumped up. We like the Dixie Chicks because they’re adversarial.”

Tonight, Nora and her colleagues will argue for the defense. That suits her co-consul, Walker, whose nickname is Winky. “I like defending,” Winky says. “It’s more intense and interesting than arguing for the prosecution. You’re breaking down something instead of trying to build it up. The prosecution’s job is simple, ABC, construct a logical argument. I’d rather raise doubts, demolish arguments, hound witnesses. I like to swirl all the evidence around and turn it into a messy puzzle. But in real life I don’t think that I’d be objective enough to be a defense attorney. I don’t think I could do my best to help someone get off who I thought was guilty. I wouldn’t want to wonder what he would do next.”

The girls, dressed in suits, enter the building, go to the law library, and refine their opening and closing statements before heading down to the courtroom itself. The St. Luke’s team is also in suits, two of the boys with their long hair pulled back in ponytails. The judges enter, the court is called to order, and the trial begins.

“The strongest point for the defense is reasonable doubt,” says Nora, who handled the opening statement for St. Ann’s. “So we hammered away at that. We go through the prosecution’s case and show that it is a house of cards. We tell the jurors that if even one of those cards is in doubt, the whole house collapses, and they can’t convict.”

One of St. Luke’s attorneys, a talented actor, tries to control the proceedings with theatrics, a ploy that worked against the girl’s B Team. But that strategy doesn’t work against St. Ann’s A Team.

“The St. Luke boys were drama queens when we competed against them for city,” says Winky. “They tried too hard to rely on style and charm. The fact is that we know the rules better than they do. We know what we’re talking about.”

St. Ann’s captured the Atlanta title and went on to win second place in the state championships, losing in the finals to a magnet school in Savannah.

“We were pleased with second place,” says Nora. “But we would have liked to have won.”

“I didn’t sense too much disappointment on the way back,” said Susan Croy, a history teacher and the girls’ Mock Trial coach, in her Georgia drawl. “I mean, second in the state isn’t bad. What these girls really like is running over the guys in the city rounds. They consistently display tremendous confidence—and this confidence can be intimidating.”

Croy described a witness on the St. Ann’s team named Lindsay, who spoke fluidly even when she was on shaky ground. This often caused opposing attorneys to drop damaging lines of questioning: They simply assumed Lindsay knew more than they did.

“These displays of confidence rattle the boys,” said Croy. “Boys, of course, often display confidence, too. But it’s easy for it to slide into arrogance and bravado. Girls tend to maintain a fine line more effectively.”

I met Croy in the faculty room of St. Ann’s newly expanded campus of three-story brick buildings with white shuttered windows and an Episcopal church at its center. Each day the school’s 600 girls fill the long wooden pews in a light-filled chapel, where they sing hymns, pray, deliver announcements on events and school policies to the student body, and giggle as senior girls hone their public speaking skills by delivering humorous homilies on the trials and tribulations of growing up.

I asked Croy about her students. “You know, I’ve been here fifteen years,” she said. “And in the last ten I’ve noticed a definite change in who these girls are. Many of them fit your alpha girl profile. I give them a questionnaire each year about their career goals. The last five or six years I’ve been getting more and more responses like ‘Senator’ and ‘Astronaut.’ Winky is a good example. She has AP [advanced placement] physics down cold. But that isn’t even her subject. What she’s really interested in is history. These girls are locked and loaded. They don’t even blink. These girls say, bring it on. They feel like they can do anything. And they can.”

The bring it on confidence of alpha girls, the feeling that they can do anything, is part of what characterizes them. The alpha generation is full of girls who feel empowered. This is at least partially due to the fact that they are entering a culture in which many women are already high achievers. Teenage girls today are entering an environment of achievement and possibility that is unlike anything that existed for women in the past.

When I asked Winky about her career plans, she said she was interested in law, politics, or intelligence work with the CIA. At St. Ann’s, I also met Minnie, who wants to be a senator or president; Becky, who wants to produce films; and Gertie, who has been accepted at West Point.

“Why do you want to attend West Point?” I asked her.

“I want to be challenged,” she says. “I know that I could be intellectually challenged at many colleges. But West Point has physical challenges, mental challenges, leadership-type challenges. I really wanted to push myself. That’s why I chose the Point.”

Bring it on, indeed.i

[image: ]

American girls today are the daughters of the revolution—the first generation that is reaping the full benefits of the women’s movement. Their mothers and grandmothers fought and won the battles that produced the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, giving women the right to vote. They spearheaded the efforts that resulted in the 1973 Supreme Court decision of Roe v. Wade, which legalized abortion. They pressed for Title IX, giving girls equal access to sports participation in school. Thanks in part to the courage and perseverance of these foot soldiers, women today play a wide range of professional sports, have easy access to effective contraception, and attend Ivy League colleges and West Point (Harvard and the U.S. military academies didn’t admit women until the mid 1970s).

From a psychological point of view, the move toward economic and social equality for women has made our daughters see themselves in ways that are unfamiliar to those of us who are older. Girls today are growing up in an environment where the status of women is at an all-time high. The oldest members of the cohort of alpha girls we studied were born in the late 1980s—a tipping point of sorts—just as women began to outnumber men in college. They have grown with women’s ascendance. Consider the following:

[image: ] The newest data from the National Center on Educational Statistics show widening gaps between men and women at the undergraduate and master’s degree levels. For the first time, women earned more first professional degrees than men.ii In the 2004–2005 academic year, 59 percent of all degrees were granted to women (see Figure 1-1). Women earned 62 percent of all associate’s degrees, 59 percent of all bachelor’s degrees, 60 per-cent of all master’s degrees, 48 percent of doctorates, and 51 percent of professional degrees.2

Figure 1-1

PERCENT OF DEGREES (ALL LEVELS*) AWARDED TO MALES & FEMALES, 1970–2005

[image: ]

*Includes Bachelor’s, Associate’s, Master’s, Doctorate, and First Professional Degrees

[image: ] The professions of law, medicine, and business administration are increasingly gender-balanced. In 1970, fewer than 10 percent of students earning graduate degrees in these fields were women. In each decade since, that number has increased. Today women earn approximately 40 percent of these professional degrees3 (see Figure 1-2 on page 10).

[image: ] The 109th U.S. Congress (2005–2007) contained a total of 84 female members—the highest number in its history, with 14 women in the Senate and 70 in the House, including the Minority Whip. In 2006, there were three states where both senators were women—California, Maine, and Washington.4 As a point of comparison, in 1991 there were only four female senators and 28 congresswomen in total5 (See Figure 1-3 on page 11).

Figure 1-2

PERCENT OF DEGREES AWARDED TO FEMALES–SELECTED FIELDS: 1970–2003

[image: ]

*Includes Master’s, Doctorate, and First Professional Degrees

[image: ] Since 1971, the number of women serving in state legislatures had increased more than four-fold. In 2006, 22.8 percent of the 7,382 state legislators in the U.S. were women. Women held 20.8 percent of the state senate seats and 23.6 percent of the state house or assembly seats. Three women served as presidents of state senates (CO, ME, WA), and two women were speakers of state houses (OR, VT). Additionally, women had been elected to statewide executive offices in 49 of the nation’s 50 states and held 25.7 percent of these positions across the country6 (see Figure 1-4 on page 12).

In The Second Sex, an enormously influential book published in 1949, Simone de Beauvoir argued that there is a direct link between the status of women in a society and the attitudes and expectations of that society’s girls.

De Beauvoir wrote: “If a caste is kept in a state of inferiority, no doubt it remains inferior; but liberty can break the circle. Let the Negroes vote and they become worthy of having the vote; let woman be given responsibilities and she is able to assume them. The fact is that oppressors cannot be expected to make a move of gratuitous generosity; but at one time the revolt of the oppressed, at another time even the very evolution of the privileged caste itself, creates new situations; thus men have been led, in their own interest, to give partial emancipation to women: it remains only for women to continue their ascent, and the successes they are obtaining are an encouragement for them to do so. It seems almost certain that sooner or later they will arrive at complete economic and social equality, which will bring about an inner metamorphosis.”

Figure 1-3

NUMBER OF WOMEN IN THE U.S. CONGRESS, 1979–2005
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Source: Center for American Women and Politics, 2005

Figure 1-4

PERCENT OF WOMEN IN U.S. STATE ELECTIVE OFFICES, 1979–2005
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Source: Center for American Women and Politics, 2005

The alpha girls we interviewed showed us that de Beauvoir’s inner metamorphosis has occurred. Large numbers of girls are feeling the effects of the feminist revolution and no longer carry the conscious or unconscious assumption that they are a second sex.

It makes sense that there is a time lag between cultural and personal change. For psychological transformation to occur, a girl needs to be born into a society in which women’s status is already high.7 The way we parents treat our daughters from a very young age—the kinds of assumptions that we make about their potential and role in the world—shapes their psychology. If the status of women is high, parents will instill the expectation of accomplishment and attainment in their daughters.

Children are also shaped by what they perceive society values as well as by how they themselves are treated. They are adept at picking up subtle social cues that point to what is and is not acceptable, and they adapt to their environment. Although we like to think of ourselves as autonomous, self-created beings, most of us carry the imprint of the world we were born into.

Our daughters’ inner assumptions about themselves reflect the ascendant status of women. But how profound, really, is this change? Has social and economic equality for men and women been achieved? In the United States, women earn only 77 cents on the dollar compared with men and the boardrooms of the Fortune 500 companies remain over 90 percent male.8 We’ve yet to have a woman run as the presidential candidate for either major political party, and the boardrooms of the Fortune 500 hundred companies remain over 90 percent male.9

Nevertheless, what the trends show is that there is a powerfully accelerating movement toward equality. Although some of the girls we interviewed recognized that there were clear inequities still in place, they were sanguine about their futures. They felt opportunities were now tilted in their favor in what had been male-dominated professions: Employers would tend to hire them because they were female. If they bumped up against glass ceilings, their attitude was that they would deal with that when it happened; and even the girls at the younger end of our spectrum, in their early teens, were aware that they would have legal recourse if they were sexually harassed or discriminated against on the basis of sex.

Many of the girls we interviewed felt that their mothers and grandmothers had paved the way for them, that they owed them for their sense of empowerment and opportunity (the only thing that any of the girls we interviewed thought they couldn’t do was play pro football). They recognized the struggles and sacrifices women in earlier generations had made. Some (to the extent that this is possible for adolescent girls) were even grateful. But their attitude was that things had changed and now it was their turn.

Despite all the benefits they had gained from feminism, few of the girls we interviewed considered themselves to be feminists. They associated feminism with an overly aggressive, antimale attitude.

“I’m not the old type of stereotypical feminist,” said Terry, a junior at a private school in San Francisco suburb who plans to study political science at Berkeley. “I’m not the militant type who hates men or thinks that women are better than men. I think women deserve all the same opportunities as men. All people deserve the same opportunities.”

Seventeen-year-old Molly, along with many of her alpha peers, unequivocally resisted the feminist label. “I’m not a feminist. I’m an equalist,” she said. Molly is a senior at a New York City school that draws kids from all over the world. “I see feminism as not only about equality for women, but about being antiman. It’s about fighting men.”

Susan—a straight-A student from a large public high school in Portland, Oregon, and the star of both her varsity swim and volleyball teams—smiled as she told us the following story. Her mother, a scientist, and her aunt, a professor in the gender studies program of a large university, sat her down one day to talk to her about where she was applying to college. Susan, whose areas of interests are biology and political science, had a list that included Oberlin, Kenyon, and St. Olaf’s in Minnesota. Her applications had been directed at schools that offered merit scholarships because her parents had told her that she needed to contribute to her education. She planned to work while she was in college.

“My mother and aunt sat me down for tea at the kitchen table,” said Susan. “It took them a little while to spit out what they wanted to say. They felt that the schools to which I wanted to apply weren’t ‘feminist enough.’ They wanted me to apply to Smith, their alma mater. ‘But I’m not a feminist,’ I told them. That stopped them in their tracks. My mom said that later, after I had left the room, my aunt began to cry because I didn’t consider myself a feminist. My mother confessed that she, too, had been upset. I guess they felt that they had been unable to pass along much of what they had spent their lives fighting for. But they got over it.”

More than 75 percent of alpha girls we surveyed had mothers who had worked outside the home, a percentage roughly equal to the national average.10 Terry’s mother was a stockbroker; Nora’s, an attorney; Susan’s, a biochemist; Molly’s, a photographer (see the tables on page 16). Many girls need look no further than their own family for examples of self-assertive, independent women with dynamic, fulfilling careers. Many of the girls we interviewed said their mothers were an inspiration to them, even when they felt that some of their mothers’ attitudes, toward feminism, for example, were outmoded.

“My mother is a top-notch commercial photographer,” said Molly. “She does still life, magazine work. Her career has been enormously fulfilling for her. She loves what she does. She’s freelance, her own boss. Without feminism, she would have had a much more difficult time in her career. My mom encountered sexist attitudes early on. She was a pretty blonde trying to get jobs. It was all about assisting guys. In fact, my mom worked for my dad as his assistant—that’s how they met! Guys would ask her: ‘What’s a pretty blonde like you doing in this business?’ But she came out of it on top. Look where she is now—more successful than the people who dissed her.”

Molly’s admiration for her mother was common among the alphas we interviewed. Many cited their mothers as a role model. Survey results show that alphas had a close relationship with their mothers. They often said their mothers could tell when they are upset about something. They could tell their mothers about their problems. Their mothers helped them talk about their difficulties, trusted their judgment, cared about their point of view, and understood them. A close relationship between mothers and daughters is not something new. But in our alphas we saw the mother’s role expanded. Not only can girls cry on their mothers’ shoulders, they can come to them for advice about their work since many of their mothers have had careers. Alphas are actually more likely than non–alpha girls to talk frequently with their mothers about future career plans, and they are more likely to value their mothers’ opinions.

Girls’ responses to:

“I value my mother’s opinions about my future occupational plans.”


		Non-Alphas	Alphas

	Strongly disagree/Disagree	14.0%	10.5%

	Neutral	65.5%	62.1%

	Strongly agree/Agree	20.5%	27.4%



“I often discuss my future occupational plans with my mother.”


		Non-Alphas	Alphas

	Strongly disagree/Disagree	5.2%	2.4%

	Neutral	20.2%	17.6%

	Strongly agree/Agree	74.7%	80.0%



Molly’s parents divorced and her mother never remarried, although her father has. I called Molly’s mother, Mara, to get her perspective on the difference between her generation and her daughter’s. She laughed to hear herself described by her daughter as a “pretty blonde” who was “dissed” way back when.

“It’s true,” she said, “that men didn’t take me seriously back then because I was a ‘pretty blonde.’ But they have to now. The kind of photography I do, studio work and still life, is highly technical. It was, and it still is a male-dominated field. I think it’s been important for Molly to see that I’ve always had my own studio.”

Mara said that she has always tried to give Molly as much information and as many choices as possible. “My mother tried to shield me from life,” Mara says. “But I raised Molly to be empowered, to be in control. My daughter and her friends are coming of age in a time where they have every option. That’s created in them a sense of openness and confidence and energy.”

Judy Upjohn, a mother in her early fifties, is a staunch feminist who works as a writer and has started an alternative secondary school. We asked her what she feels her generation has passed along to girls today. Judy e-mailed us this moving, eloquent response:

In a real sense the mothers of young women today [are] not free; we were tearing ourselves away and demanding freedom: our choices were more exhilarating, perhaps, than our mothers’, but still proscribed and limited.

We could reap some benefits, but we were saddled with unconscious conclusions from our childhoods (about how ladies should be) and astonished by what a phenomenal job our mothers had done—cooking, cleaning, sewing, ironing, raising families, and looking flawless when our fathers brought the bosses home—when we could barely sew on a button. We were still caught. Who were we, really? Thus arose the tough women in men’s garb; rejection of men and rejection of femininity; rejection of family; and then the supermom. You had to fit in one of a few hard-defined categories.

Not so, today. We women who fought through the initial slapdown waves of protest and refusal have given rise to a generation of girls with real choices. They don’t have to merely comply or rebel. They don’t have to tear themselves away from the models of their mothers, and as a result, they don’t have to start searching for themselves anew in their twenties and thirties and forties. Women of my generation survived the conflict and became stronger from it. We did not want our daughters to experience either the repression or the mandatory rebellion. . . . . They don’t have to live by our narrow strict rules, the rules of rebellion and resistance. Their lives are rich with porous boundaries, combinations of possibilities that we could not imagine. They can be wildly sexy, soft and smiling, and still be welders and journalists and CEOs.

Compliance or rebellion; repression or resistance. These were the choices open to alpha mothers. The alphas embody, as Judy notes, a much wider range of choices on how to be a woman. Their mothers’ legacy to them is the assumption of equality that characterizes their generation. Dora, a 16-year-old alpha girl interested in rock climbing and riflery, expressed the view that we heard over and over in our interviews. “My generation takes it for a fact that girls are equal to boys.”

Some alpha girls have already bumped up against what they consider the atavistic vestiges of the patriarchy. In the 2004 Mock Trial competition in western Massachusetts, a high-powered team of student attorneys from an all-girls school competed for the county championships. Beverly, a senior who is on her way to Yale next year to study economics, said that the judges of their cases were mostly men.

“I found that odd,” said Beverly. “And in the county championships, I found it particularly so. The judge in that case, I would guess, was about your age. We were clearly winning. But at the end of the trial, the judge spent at least twice as long praising the other team’s lawyers—who were all boys. He used fishing analogies to demonstrate his points. Critiquing one of our lawyers, he said: ‘When you’re addressing someone at the bench you should use the urinal stance.’ And he proceeded to demonstrate that posture.”

“What did you think of this guy?” I asked.

She looked me straight in the eye. “Dinosaur,” she replied.

[image: ]

The “equalist” attitude expressed by alpha girls comports with “Third Wave” feminism that gender studies authors and activists have written about in recent years. Rather than a movement, the Third Wave is a generation, of which alpha girls are a part—girls born to Beverly’s generation of women, who have grown up with the fruits of feminism as part of their culture and politics. They feel entitled to equality—gender and otherwise—as they increasingly reap the benefits not only of feminism but also of other social justice movements such as the gay-lesbian rights movement, antiracism movements, and labor movements. Consequently, many young women have carved out identities that reflect their understanding of the interconnection of social justice issues—identities that stand in stark contrast to the exclusionary, militant image of feminists constructed by the media during the 1980s and 1990s.

The media is important, and not just because it contributed to the way the current generation of girls perceives feminism. Although the alpha generation was not the first to grow up with television, it has witnessed its expansion, first by cable, then by satellite and mobile technology; children now tune into their favorite shows on their laptops, iPods, and cell phones. The average child over six years of age in America watches close to four hours of television a day.11 Most children spend another hour or two per day playing videos games or tooling around on a computer.12

Boys and girls in our survey sample didn’t spend quite as much time glued to the tube as the average American teenager. On average, they watched two hours of television per day and spent another two hours on the Internet for non-school-related purposes. Consistent with their seriousness of purpose, alpha girls, on average, spent slightly less time playing on the Internet than the rest of the sample.13

What we see on television can affect how we behave. Watching sexist images doesn’t necessarily lead to sexist behavior, but it increases its likelihood. We are a species of imitators.iii Within the first days of life, sometimes even within the first hours, children can imitate behavior. Imitative ability quickly advances, and by the time a child is three, she can mimic the complex behavior that
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