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Praise for

RAGE BECOMES HER



“Intelligent and keenly observed, this is a bracingly liberating call for the right of women to own their anger and use it to benefit a society ‘at risk for authoritarianism.’ Important, timely, necessary reading.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

“How many women cry when angry because we’ve held it in for so long? How many discover that anger turned inward is depression? . . . Rage Becomes Her will be good for women and for the future of this country. After all, women have a lot to be angry about.”

—Gloria Steinem

“Soraya Chemaly turns her rigorous compassion, scrupulous fairness, and microscopically sharp clarity of thought on our culture’s forced suppression of female anger. . . . Get ready for the age of women’s anger. Our world will never be the same. And, yes, that’s a threat.”

—Lindy West, New York Times bestselling author of Shrill: Notes from a Loud Woman

“To those who think #MeToo has gone too far: read this book. To those who think #MeToo hasn’t gone far enough: read this book! To those who haven’t given #MeToo a thought: you damned well better read this book! Soraya Chemaly marshals solid research with unapologetic passion and humor, in compelling prose. Men should read this book to understand women; women should read this book to understand themselves. Rage Becomes Her could save your life.”

—Robin Morgan, award-winning author and activist

“An encyclopedic look at the myriad of ways that female anger has been repressed, silenced, and omitted to preserve and perpetuate the status quo. . . . Chemaly’s case for female rage is inarguably prescient. This book will make you angry—in a really, really good way.”

—Liz Plank, executive producer, Vox.com

“This explosive, vital, and unapologetic book lifts the lid on a hugely important but little-discussed aspect of gender inequality. With skill, wit, and sharp insight, Chemaly peels back layers of cultural norms and repression to lay bare the reality of women’s rage. She joins the dots to trace the connections between misogyny, violence, and the repression of female anger. She weaves a path that takes us from pornography to the playground, media to medicine. This book should make you furious. It is a battle cry for women’s right to rage—teaching us that we have every right to be angry and demanding that the world pays attention to that anger.”

—Laura Bates, author of Girl Up and Everyday Sexism

“By taking us through her own journey as a daughter, mother, and writer, Chemaly forces us to examine why gender matters in anger, how we can un-gender our emotions, encouraging her reader to be angry, be loud, and embrace the rage that burns inside of you.”

—Anushay Hossein, writer and political commentator
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To angry women,

shameless girls,

and the men who trust us,

especially,

for their love and encouragement,

my mother, Norma;

my daughters, Isabelle, Caroline, and Noel;

and my husband, Thomas


Our feelings are our most genuine paths to knowledge.

—AUDRE LORDE

Every act of becoming conscious (it says here in this book) is an unnatural act.

—ADRIENNE RICH, THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF ANGER




INTRODUCTION



NICE TO MEET YOU, RAGE

My parents’ 1965 wedding was a lavish affair that went on for more than twenty hours, with over five hundred guests in attendance. Photos show glamorous women in long evening gowns and smiling men in carefully tailored black tie standing, in glittering groups, around a cake that covered the expanse of a five-foot square table.

Among the most prized gifts my parents received that day was their wedding china. These white-and-gold plates were more than an expensive gesture: they were an important symbol of adulthood and their community’s and family’s approval of marriage in general and of this marriage in particular. For my mother, they represented a core aspect of her identity: that of being a woman, soon to be mother, the nurturer of her family. Growing up, these look-but-don’t-touch dishes were at the top of a hierarchy of plates that my mother established. When my siblings and I were small, we used them only on the rarest and most special occasions and always with great care.

That’s why, one day when I was fifteen, I was dumbfounded to see my mother standing on the long veranda outside our kitchen, chucking one china plate after another as far and as hard as she could into the hot, humid air. Our kitchen was on the second floor of a house that sat perched at the top of a long, rolling hill. I watched each dish soar through the atmosphere, its weight generating a sharp, steady trajectory before shattering into pieces on the terrace far below.

While the image is vivid in my mind, I have no memory of any sound. What I remember most was that there was no noise at all as my mother methodically threw one, then another, then another, over and over until her hands were finally free. She didn’t utter a sound the entire time. I have no idea if she even knew anyone was watching. When she was done, she walked back into the kitchen and asked me how my school day had gone, as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. I desperately wanted to know what I had witnessed, but it didn’t feel like a good time to ask questions, so I sat and worked on my homework as my mother prepared dinner and the day morphed into night. We never talked about anger.



Why do we so rarely learn how to be angry?

Like most of us, I learned about anger in a vacuum of information, by watching the people around me: what they did with their anger, how they responded to other people when they were mad. I don’t remember my parents or other adults ever talking to me about anger directly. Sadness, yes. Envy, anxiety, guilt, check, check, check. But not anger. It turns out that, for girls, this is par for the course. While parents talk to girls about emotions more than they do to boys, anger is excluded. Reflect with me for a moment: How did you first learn to think about emotions, and anger in particular? Can you remember having any conversations with authority figures or role models about how to think about your anger or what to do with it? If you are a woman, chances are the answer is no.

As far as my own early understanding of anger, the plate-throwing incident said it all. My mother may have been livid, but she gave every appearance of being cheerful and happy. By staying silent and choosing this particular outlet for her feelings, she communicated a trove of information: for example, that anger was experienced in isolation and was not worth sharing verbally with others. That furious feelings are best kept to oneself. That when they do inevitably come out, the results can be scary, shocking, and destructive.

My mother was acting in a way that remains typical for many women: she was getting her anger “out,” but in a way that explicitly separated it from her relationships. Most women report feeling the angriest in private and interpersonal settings. They also prioritize their relationships—at home, work, and even in political contexts—in determining, consciously or not, if and how to express negative emotions.

Throwing plates is an example of a coping mechanism, but it is not an effective or healthy way to express anger. Coping often involves self-silencing and feelings of powerlessness. Getting anger out in this way is not the same as envisioning anger as a transitional tool that helps you to change the world around you. Plate throwing did, however, allow my mother to be angry without seeming angry. In this way, it allowed her to be a “good” woman, which, significantly, meant not being demanding, loud, or expressing her own needs. Even though this episode happened more than thirty-five years ago, it remains true that social norms continue to dictate how we think and feel about emotions, especially when it comes to women and anger.

But first, what happens when we experience anger? Feeling anger involves a constellation of factors, including physiology, genetics, and cognitive processing. These make up the character of anger. For example, you might be a person who tends to get angry quickly, known as “trait anger”; or you might be slower to anger and experience it mainly when provoked. That is called “state anger.” Context is equally critical, however. Our responses to provocation, our assessments, and our judgments always involve a back-and-forth between character and context. Where you are and who you may be angry with, as well as the broader social construction of anger (part of what’s called an “emotional culture”) matter.

While we experience anger internally, it is mediated culturally and externally by other people’s expectations and social prohibitions. Roles and responsibilities, power and privilege are the framers of our anger. Relationships, culture, social status, exposure to discrimination, poverty, and access to power all factor into how we think about, experience, and utilize anger. Different countries, regions—even neighboring communities in the same state—have been shown to have anger profiles, exhibiting different patterns of behavior and social dynamics. So, for example, in some cultures anger is a way to vent frustration, but in others it is more for exerting authority. In the United States, anger in white men is often portrayed as justifiable and patriotic, but in black men, as criminality; and in black women, as threat. In the Western world, which this book focuses on, anger in women has been widely associated with “madness.”

Anger is also not unidirectional but part of endless mental, physical, and intellectual feedback loops that operate below our conscious understanding. It is sometimes called a “secondary” emotion—resulting from other, often hidden, feelings of shame or fear. You might not always identify anger as part of what may be causing you discomfort, pain, or distress, but chances are that if you look closely, unexpressed or inadequately expressed anger plays a part in what you are experiencing. For some of us, being angry causes anxiety, which, in turn, makes us angrier. For others, anger becomes part of our bodies, causing physical discomfort, which then makes us short tempered, unhappy, and impairs our health. These anger feedback loops often directly implicate unacknowledged social injustice. One of the most common feedback loops that women live with involves anger caused by discrimination that, if denied, intensifies, increasing stress and its effects.

Of course, everyone feels anger. Studies show that differences between men’s and women’s experiences of feeling angry are virtually nonexistent. Where there is a difference, they defy stereotypes about men being the so-called angry sex. For a variety of reasons, which we will explore, women report feeling anger more frequently, more intensely, and for longer periods of time than men do. Most episodes involving anger do not involve physical interactions but verbal ones, and women are more likely than men to use angry and aggressive language. Additionally, men more frequently associate feeling powerful with experiencing anger, but women, notably, associate powerlessness with their anger.

If everyone feels anger, why focus on women? Why does gender matter?

Because while women and men feel anger similarly, there are stark differences in how we respond to those feelings and how they are received by the people around us. Men and women also tend to have different physiological responses to anger-stimulating provocation. Gender-role expectations, often overlapping with racial-role expectations, dictate the degree to which we can use anger effectively in personal contexts and to participate in civic and political life. Despite differences, women’s responses are routinely ignored in public discussion, in analyses of anger dynamics, and in many proposed “anger management” solutions.

Binary gender schemas are being challenged and dismantled every day, but they still profoundly govern our lives. Gender schemas—organizing generalizations that we learn early in life—simplify the world around us, but they also reproduce problematic discrimination. Male and female categories assigned at birth immediately form the basis, in our families, for how we assign roles, attributes, responsibilities, and status. They determine just as powerfully how we experience our feelings, as well as how they are perceived and responded to by others.

At home, children still learn quickly that for boys and men, anger reinforces traditional gender expectations, but that for girls and women, anger confounds them. It’s as children that most of us learn to regard anger as unfeminine, unattractive, and selfish. Many of us are taught that our anger will be an imposition on others, making us irksome and unlikeable. That it will alienate our loved ones or put off people we want to attract. That it will twist our faces, make us ugly. This is true even for those of us who have to use anger to defend ourselves in charged and dangerous situations. As girls, we are not taught to acknowledge or manage our anger so much as fear, ignore, hide, and transform it.

On the other hand, anger and masculinity are powerfully enmeshed and reinforce one another. In boys and men, anger has to be controlled, but it is often seen as a virtue, especially when it is used to protect, defend, or lead. Anger is thought of in terms of disruption, loudness, authority, vulgarity, and physical aggression and domination, and couched in terms of violence and clichés of masculinity. Boys learn early on about anger, but far less about other feelings, which handicaps them—and society—in different ways. Socially discouraged from seeming feminine (in other words, being empathetic, vulnerable, and compassionate), their emotional alternatives often come down to withdrawal or aggressive expressions of anger.

As we move from our families to our communities, we become engaged in systems that distribute not only resources and cultural capital but also emotional expression. Gender combines with race, class, age, and other aspects of our identities and social status to alter how we behave and are treated.



There is not a woman alive who does not understand that women’s anger is openly reviled. We don’t need books, studies, theories, or specialists to tell us this. During the past several years, I’ve spoken to thousands of girls and women at schools, conferences, and corporations. Without fail, afterward they come up to me to say the same two things: they want to know how to stand up for themselves “without sounding angry or bitter,” and they want to share stories about how, when they do express anger about issues specifically relevant to their lives as women, people respond with doubt and often aggression.

Women experience discrimination differently, but we share the experience—in anger or merely when simply speaking assertively—of being told we are “crazy,” “irrational,” even “demonic.” If we are worried, and, as studies show, compelled to repackage, ignore, divert, or trivialize our anger, it is because we well understand the costs of displaying it. Our society is infinitely creative in finding ways to dismiss and pathologize women’s rage. I have always understood that being seen as an “angry woman”—sometimes simply for sharing my thoughts out loud—would cast me as overemotional, irrational, “passionate,” maybe hysterical, and certainly a “not-objective” and fuzzy thinker.

When a woman shows anger in institutional, political, and professional settings, she automatically violates gender norms. She is met with aversion, perceived as more hostile, irritable, less competent, and unlikeable—the kiss of death for a class of people expected to maintain social connections. The same people who might opt to work for an angry-sounding, aggressive man are likely to be less tolerant of the same behavior if the boss were a woman. When a man becomes angry in an argument or debate, people are more likely to abandon their own positions and defer to his. But when a woman acts the same way, she’s likely to elicit the opposite response. For some of us, considered angry by nature and default, the risks of asserting ourselves, defending ourselves, or speaking out in support of issues that are important to us can be significant. Black girls and women, for example, routinely silenced by “Angry Black Woman” stereotypes have to contend with abiding dangers of institutionalized violence that might result from their expressing justifiable rage. The fact that men, as studies find, consider anger power enhancing in a way that women don’t, makes sense because for men, anger is far more likely to be power enhancing.

The lessons are subtle and consistent. We go from being “cute princesses,” to “drama queens,” to “high-maintenance bitches.” Girls who object to unfairness or injustice are often teased and taunted. Adult women are described as oversensitive or exaggerating. Representations and responses like these, whether in families or in popular culture, teach us that our anger is not something we or anyone else should take seriously. Women come to expect and dread mockery and ridicule as likely responses to their anger. This persistent denial of subjectivity, knowledge, and reasonable concerns—commonly known as gaslighting—is deeply harmful and often abusive. Women’s anticipation of negative responses is why so many women remain silent about what they need, want, and feel, and why so many men can easily choose ignorance and dominance over intimacy.

Women’s anger is usually disparaged in virtually all arenas, except those in which anger confirms gender-role stereotypes about women as nurturers and reproductive agents. This means we are allowed to be angry but not on our own behalves. If a woman is angry in her “place,” as a mother or a teacher, for example, she is respected, and her anger is generally understood and acceptable. If, however, she transgresses and is angry in what is thought of as a men’s arena—such as traditional politics or the workplace—she is almost always penalized in some way.

Women aren’t somehow magically protected from these ideas and social norms. We frequently internalize them, seeing our anger as incompatible with our primary designated roles as caretakers. Even the incipient suggestion of anger—in themselves or in other women—makes some women profoundly uncomfortable. In an effort not to seem angry, we ruminate. We go out of our way to look “rational” and “calm.” We minimize our anger, calling it frustration, impatience, exasperation, or irritation, words that don’t convey the intrinsic social and public demand that anger does. We learn to contain our selves: our voices, hair, clothes, and, most importantly, speech. Anger is usually about saying “no” in a world where women are conditioned to say almost anything but “no.” Even our technology incorporates these ideas, in deferential female-voiced virtual assistants (Siri, Alexa, and Cortana come to mind) for whom the responses “yes” and “what can I do for you?” are prime directives and raisons d’être.

A cultivated feminine habit of prioritizing the needs of others and putting people at ease frequently puts us at a disadvantage. In particular, girls and women learn to put aside anger in order to de-escalate tension or conflict, lowering the temperature of encounters or situations that put us or others at risk. We understand that abandoning our anger is a necessary adaptation to a perpetual undercurrent of possible male violence. In a society where male violence toward women is a reality for many of us, we simply cannot know how a man—whether someone familiar or a stranger—will respond and if he will be violent. We can only trust, hope, and minimize risk.

Layered on top of these habits is pervasive silence around the fact that we are constantly making these assessments. And so, as we will see, the men around us at home, school, and work often actively deny our experiences or can be ignorant of the constant calculus we make when it comes to expressing ourselves. If men knew how truly angry the women around them often are—and understood the structures enforcing women’s silence—they would be staggered.

It’s important to note, up front, how much these behaviors are learned and tied to gender specifically. There are plenty of men who exhibit stereotypically “female” anger behaviors, just as many women display “male” habits. People who score higher for masculine traits are more likely to express their anger openly and to feel comfortable doing so, whereas those who are more feminine exhibit more control over their anger, often masking it in other expressions. Androgynous, nonbinary/gender-fluid people, freer from gender-based displays and roles, tend to be able to express anger more productively and, in general, to develop a robust ability to control and use their emotions more effectively.

Anger is like water. No matter how hard a person tries to dam, divert, or deny it, it will find a way, usually along the path of least resistance. As I will discuss in this book, women often “feel” their anger in their bodies. Unprocessed, anger threads itself through our appearances, bodies, eating habits, and relationships, fueling low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, self-harm, and actual physical illness. The harms are more than physical, however. Gendered ideas about anger make us question ourselves, doubt our feelings, set aside our needs, and renounce our own capacity for moral conviction. Ignoring anger makes us careless with ourselves and allows society to be careless with us. It is notable, however, that treating women’s anger and pain in these ways makes it easier to exploit us—for reproduction, labor, sex, and ideology.



Ask yourself, why would a society deny girls and women, from cradle to grave, the right to feel, express, and leverage anger and be respected when we do? Anger has a bad rap, but it is actually one of the most hopeful and forward thinking of all our emotions. It begets transformation, manifesting our passion and keeping us invested in the world. It is a rational and emotional response to trespass, violation, and moral disorder. It bridges the divide between what “is” and what “ought” to be, between a difficult past and an improved possibility. Anger warns us viscerally of violation, threat, and insult.

Like many women, I am still constantly being reminded that it’s “better” if women didn’t “seem so angry.” What does “better” mean, exactly? And why does it fall so disproportionately on the shoulders of women to be “better” by putting aside anger in order to “understand” and to forgive and forget? Does it make us “good” people? Is it healthy? Does it enable us to protect our interests, bring change to struggling communities, or upend failing systems?

An unqualified no.

Mainly, it props up a profoundly corrupt status quo.

When we are angry and expect a reasonable response, we are walking, talking refutations of this status quo. In expressing anger and demanding to be heard, we reveal the deeper belief that we can engage with and shape the world around us—a right that, until now, has almost always been reserved for men. Saying “I am angry” is a necessary first step to “Listen.” “Believe me.” “Trust me.” “I know.” “Time to do something.” When a girl or woman is angry, she is saying “What I am feeling, thinking, and saying matters.” As the treatment of our anger and the state of our politics vividly confirm, this is not an assurance that we can take for granted.

This is the real danger of our anger: it makes it clear that we take ourselves seriously. This is true in our homes and in our public lives. By effectively severing anger from “good womanhood,” we chose to sever girls and women from the emotion that best protects us against danger and injustice.



That anger metaphors are filled with kitchen imagery—anger simmers and smolders before reaching a boiling point; a person has to “mull things over” and “cool off”; we are supposed to “contain” or “put a lid” on our anger, or it will leave a bad “taste in the mouth”—strikes me as more than an interesting coincidence. As women, we often have to bite our tongues, eat our words, and swallow our pride. It’s almost, as one of my daughters put it, as if we are supposed to keep our anger in the kitchen. Where we might, for example, throw plates.

I don’t throw plates, but I do throw words. It took me years to acknowledge my own anger, and when I did, I didn’t know what to do with it. I had the distinct sensation of being alien to myself—which was ironic, since the real inauthenticity was in my denying anger, not my recognizing it. Now I write and write and write. I write my rage onto paper and into bits and bytes. I write anger out of my head and my body and put it out in the world where, frankly, it belongs. This can cause deep discomfort in the people around me, and, at times, it has brought personal or professional costs. But it also leads to richer and more productive experiences, relationships, and life outcomes. It took me too long to realize that the people most inclined to say “You sound angry” are the same people who uniformly don’t care to ask “Why?” They’re interested in silence, not dialogue. This response to women expressing anger happens on larger and larger scales: in schools, places of worship, the workplace, and politics. A society that does not respect women’s anger is one that does not respect women—not as human beings, thinkers, knowers, active participants, or citizens.

Women around the world are clearly angry and acting on that emotion. That means, inevitably, a backlash often among “moderates” who are fond of disparaging angry women as dangerous and unhinged. It is easier to criticize the angry women than to ask the questions “What is making you so angry?” and “What can we do about it?”—the answers to which have disruptive and revolutionary implications.

There is real urgency behind these questions. We are living in what feels like an age of pronounced rage and near-constant outrage. There is a lot to be angry about, and everywhere you turn, people seem furious, indignant, and impatient. Every time I see a bold, outspoken, and unapologetically angry woman, I applaud her because of what her expression represents culturally.

This book is about shifting our public understanding of anger. It is about why girls and women saying the words “I am angry” matters to us as individuals and to our society. It is not an endorsement of unbridled rage, or permission to deliver a swift roundhouse kick to the face of anyone who upsets you, or to regularly fill the spaces you live and work in with hostility and discomfort. It’s also distinctly not a self-help or anger management book. Self-help, different from self-efficacy, is frequently what you do when you aren’t getting the help you need from your society. We cannot “self-help” our way to being heard, taken seriously, paid fairly, cared for adequately, or treated with dignity. We cannot “self-help” our way to peace or to justice.

This book is, rather, an interrogation of questions that demand our attention, such as: What would it mean to ungender our emotions? What would the world look like if all of us were allowed to experience and productively express the full range of our emotions without penalty? What if girls and women were not so often and effectively cut off from this particular emotion as a function of being feminine? What do we lose, personally and as a society, by not listening to women’s anger or respecting it when it does have a voice? And, importantly, how does our treatment of women’s “anger-free emotionality” relate to democracy and put us at risk of authoritarianism?

My hope is that Rage Becomes Her will change our thinking about anger, gender, emotional life, and their political impacts. I hope that it will arm you with tools to see yourself and your environment more clearly, ultimately improving both your life and the lives of those in your orbit. Because the truth is that anger isn’t what gets in our way—it is our way. All we have to do is own it.
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MAD GIRLS

[My mother] had handed down respect for the possibilities—and the will to grasp them.

—Alice Walker

Each morning in preschool, my daughter constructed a tall and elaborate castle out of blocks, ribbons, and paper, only to have the same classmate, a little boy, gleefully destroy it. Over a period of several weeks, one or the other of the boy’s parents, both invariably pleasant, would step forward after the fact and repeat any number of well-worn platitudes as my daughter fumed: “He’s just going through a phase!” “He’s such a boy! He loves destroying things,” and, my personal favorite, “He. Just. Can’t. Help. Himself!” Over time, my daughter grew increasingly frustrated and angry.

But my daughter didn’t yell, kick, throw a tantrum, or strike out at him. First, she asked him politely to stop. Then she stood in his way, body blocking him, but gently. She built a stronger foundation, so that her castles would be less likely to topple. She moved to another part of the classroom. She behaved exactly how you would want someone to behave if she was following all the rules about how to be a nice person. It didn’t work.

For weeks, his parents never swooped in before he took apart her building, they only commented afterward. Like many parents, I followed an unspoken rule about not disciplining other people’s children. In the meantime, I imagined his mother and father thinking, because they often did their thinking out loud, “What red-blooded boy wouldn’t knock it down?”

It was so tempting. She was building a glittery tower in a public space. He was a boy who couldn’t control himself and, being a boy, had violent inclinations. Besides, ultimately, wasn’t she responsible for keeping her building safe? It’s not like she made a big fuss when he knocked it down, so she mustn’t have cared that much. As a matter of fact, she did what studies show is common among girls this age. Angry school-age girls tend not to vent but, instead, to dig in and find ways to protect their interests quietly.

Meanwhile, what example did I set for my angry daughter? It depends on your perspective. Many people would say it was good for her to learn to be patient and kind, polite and understanding. Looking back, I think I set an awful example. My attempts to teach her how to avoid damage, live cooperatively with others, and be a good citizen were gendered in unhelpful ways. I tried to help her to accomplish her goal—an intact building—but I didn’t give her anger the uptake, meaning validation and support, that it deserved. Neither did any of the other adults. She had every right to be angry, but I didn’t encourage her to express herself in a way that was public, disruptive, or demanding.

In the interest of classroom relations, I politely talked to the boy’s parents. They sympathized with my daughter’s frustration but only to the extent that they sincerely hoped she found a way to feel better. They didn’t seem to “see” that she was angry, nor did they understand that her anger was a demand on their son in direct relation to their own inaction. They were perfectly content to rely on her cooperation in his working through what he wanted to work through, yet they felt no obligation to ask him to do the same. Even in this early, and relatively innocent setting, he was already mislearning the meaning of “no.” He was running roughshod, with no sense of consequences, over the people around him. By default, his feelings were prioritized, and he was not only allowed but also encouraged to control the environment.

Scenarios like this one play out over and over again throughout childhood. In my experience, it is difficult for many adults to accept that boys can and should control themselves and meet the same behavioral standards that we expect from girls. It is even harder to accept that girls feel angry and have legitimate rights not to make themselves cheerfully available as resources for boys’ development. In 2014, researchers from multiple universities conducted a large-scale, four-country study into preschool preparedness and gender. Children in the United States showed the largest gender gaps in self-regulation. Researchers found that parental and teacher expectations of gender informed the way that children acted and were evaluated, and, ultimately, whether or not they were held accountable for controlling themselves. Sex differences in self-control, other research indicates, are almost certainly what we call epigenetic, reflecting the interaction of genetic predisposition and social and cultural expectations.

Had my daughter responded with a disruptive, loud display of anger, the focus of the discussion probably would have concerned her behavior, not the boy’s. It would have been falsely equated with, or even prioritized over, the boy’s lack of control or empathy, instead of being seen as a justifiable response to his bad behavior.



In 1976, in one of the earliest attempts to understand how parental biases influence behavior, researchers deliberately masked babies’ gender and asked adults to describe what they saw when they observed them. Adults “saw” different emotional states depending on whether they thought the baby was a boy or a girl. A fussy boy, for example, was considered irritable and angry, whereas a fussy girl was more likely to be described as fearful or sad. Adults even attribute gendered emotions to simple line drawings. A series of 1986 experiments revealed that when adults studying a particular drawing thought that the artist was a boy, they were inclined to describe the images as angrier, or more violent and hostile.

The finding that adults have emotion gender biases holds true decades later. Harriet Tenenbaum, a developmental psychologist at England’s University of Surrey, has studied the ways that parents talk to children. “Most parents say they want boys to be more expressive,” she explains, “but don’t know [they] are speaking differently to them.” Parents speak to daughters more about emotions, using a wider range of words. The one exception to what researchers call “emotion talk”? Anger and negative feelings. Parents talk to boys about being mad but don’t do the same with girls. Mothers in particular tend to use words related to anger when talking to boys or telling them stories.

Assumptions about emotionality and gender extend well into adulthood.

In 2011 Dr. Kerri Johnson, an assistant professor of communication studies and psychology at UCLA, released the findings of an innovative study on perceptions of gender and emotion. “It’s okay—even expected—for men to express anger,” she said. “But when women have a negative emotion, they’re expected to express their displeasure with sadness.”

Sex bias leads us to see happiness and fear on women’s faces more easily, categorizing women’s neutral faces as less angry than men’s faces. In studies, women’s neutral faces are described as “submissive,” “innocent,” “scared,” and “happy.” In one, women’s faces were labelled by participants as “cooperative” and “babyish.” Multiple experiments reveal that an angry woman’s face is one of the most difficult for people to parse, and an androgynous face with an angry expression is overwhelmingly categorized as male.

A “sad” woman and an “angry” man might be experiencing similar negative emotions, but these words, and the stereotypes they elicit, produce radically different outcomes. The difference is not trivial.

Power, considered by some theorists to be the “entrance requirement” for anger, is not necessary for sadness. Anger is an “approach” emotion, while sadness is a “retreat” emotion. Thinking of a person as sad makes us see them as weaker and more submissive. Anger, not sadness, is associated with controlling one’s circumstances, such as competition, independence, and leadership. Anger, not sadness, is linked to assertiveness, persistence, and aggressiveness. Anger, not sadness, is a way to actively make change and confront challenges. Anger, not sadness, leads to perceptions of higher status and respect. Like happy people, angry people are more optimistic, feeling that change is possible and that they can influence outcomes. Sad and fearful people tend toward pessimism, feeling powerless to make change.

Social science researchers Matthijs Baas, Carsten De Dreu, and Bernard Nijstad have shown that anger, unlike sadness, encourages “unstructured thinking” when a person is engaged in creative tasks, and that people who are angry are better at generating more ideas. Even more interesting, one study found that the ideas they came up with were highly original.

There are cognitive benefits to sadness, however. For example, sadness often means that a person is thinking more deeply and methodically about what is upsetting her; sad people tend to consider social ills instead of assigning individual blame. Sad people are also more generous. On the downside, sadness can easily turn into paralyzing rumination, lowered expectations, and costly impatience. Sad people expect and are satisfied with less.

What does separating anger from femininity mean for us as women? For one thing, it means that we render women’s anger ineffective as a personal or collective public resource. This treatment of women’s anger is a powerful regulation; an ideal way to reduce women’s pushback against their own inequality.



In 2012 an in-depth analysis of research into gender, childhood, and emotional regulation canvased three decades of studies into how children display emotions. The studies included more than twenty-one thousand subjects and looked not only at how children express themselves, but also at how adults responded and how children, in turn, adapted to expectations. Researchers found “significant, but very small gender differences” in boys’ and girls’ expression and experience of emotions, but significant differences in how their emotions were treated by others.

At home or in child care, babies learn about their emotions as subjects of gender bias, meaning few interactions with adults do not involve their being treated differently depending on assigned sex. Girls are expected by most adults to display a pleasant affect and to be more affiliative, helpful, and cooperative. When a baby girl shows positive emotions or is compliant, she is far more likely to be rewarded with smiles, warmth, and food, whereas a boy tends to be similarly rewarded for being stoic and tough. As they leave toddlerhood, girls express negative emotions and aggression—both verbal and physical—less and less openly.

By the time they are preschoolers, children already associate anger with masculine faces and report believing that it is normal for boys to be angry, but not for girls. As they move from the intimacy of their homes into schools, sports clubs, and places of worship, children come under more intense social pressure to behave in stereotypical ways. Observed gaps in how boys and girls display anger grow largest outside of their families as children try to reduce friction by conforming to dominant norms.

By the time they enter school, most children already think of disruptive behaviors and assertiveness—for example, using loud voices, interrupting, burping, joking, and cursing—as linguistic markers of masculinity, acceptable for boys but not for girls. Children fine-tune their response to adult expectations, and adults consistently demonstrate discomfort with the idea of a righteously angry girl making demands. Girls, admonished to use “nicer” voices three times more often than boys are, learn to prioritize the needs and feelings of people around them; often this means ignoring their own discomfort, resentment, or anger.

Ask most parents, and they will swear that they teach children to be polite in the same way, regardless of gender. But as it turns out, boys and girls are not learning this lesson in equal measure. In one study, researchers deliberately disappointed children in a series of gift-giving scenarios. Regardless of how they felt, girls were more likely, on average, to smile, say thank you, and appear to be happy, despite feeling disappointed. Studies show that girls who begin to exhibit behavioral problems at these ages score high in measures of feeling that they are unable to openly express displeasure or anger, even in private, after a disappointment. These tendencies—self-silencing and acting out—are bidirectional, with each one acting on the likelihood of the other.

Girls learn to smile early, and many cultures teach girls explicitly to “put on a pretty face.” It is a way of soothing the people around us, a facial adaptation to the expectation that we put others first, preserve social connections, and hide our disappointment, frustration, anger, or fear. We are expected to be more accommodating and less assertive or dominant. As girls’ smiles become less authentic, so, too, does their understanding of themselves.

For black girls, being expected to smile is additionally infused with racism and historic demands that black people set white people at ease by showing they are not actually unhappy with circumstances of inequality. Yet few people are interested in thinking about the ways that encouraging girls to be “nice,” maybe admonishing, “You’re prettier when you smile,” is also related to social status.

We are so busy teaching girls to be likeable that we often forget to teach them, as we do boys, that they should be respected.

CULTURAL RELEVANCE MATTERS TO HOW WE FEEL AND THINK ABOUT OURSELVES



After a period that psychologists call latency, girls enter puberty and begin to express emotions, including anger, more openly and frequently again. When they become more assertive, especially about things that make them unhappy, adults are sometimes taken aback. “What happened to my sweet little girl?” is a common question. Girls, however, often express negative emotions without being able to say why they have them.

Every girl learns, in varying degrees, to filter herself through messages of women’s relative cultural irrelevance, powerlessness, and comparative worthlessness. Images and words conveying disdain for girls, women, and femininity come at children fast and furiously, whereas most boys’ passage to adulthood—even for boys disadvantaged by class or ethnicity—remains cloaked in the cultural centrality of maleness and masculinity.

When girls consume media or participate in cultural events such as watching popular films or attending exciting sporting events, they frequently have to make a simple choice: either put themselves in men’s and boys’ shoes or consider what the relative invisibility, silence, and misrepresentation of girls and women who look like them means. Women aren’t acknowledged on most national currencies or as public statues. Books, movies, games, and popular entertainment feature men and boys two to three times more often as protagonists—more often white than not. As children get older, similar metrics become even more true.

Every year, media analyses come to the stubbornly unchanging conclusion that men, again overwhelmingly white, hold roughly 70 percent to 73 percent of the roles in top US films, as well as the majority of speaking parts and creative and executive positions on-screen and off. The gender breakdown in films globally is equally skewed. According to a report studying gender, race, and LGBTQ film portrayals in 2014, no women over forty-five years of age performed a lead or colead role. Only three lead or colead women were from minority backgrounds. Not one woman protagonist played a lesbian or bisexual character.

Similar patterns are evident in media ranging from video games to school materials. Many adults worry about video games because of violence, but most don’t consider the erasure and common sexualization of girls and women serious enough to prohibit certain games. For example, EA Sports’s phenomenally popular FIFA soccer video game franchise didn’t include any women’s teams until a 2015 release. Does it matter that players of this video game rarely or never see women as players, managers, coaches, or even audience members within the game?

Even in school, children get subtle messages about whose stories matter. Literature classes routinely feature literature written by women and men of color as exceptional (one among many white male writers) or available for study in some schools as elective classes only. A recent global review found that gender bias is also “rife in textbooks.” The result of pedagogical choices like these shape self-esteem, empathy, and understanding. They also shape resentment, confusion, and anger.

A few years ago, I asked a roomful of more than a hundred students ages fourteen to eighteen if they had learned about slavery and the civil rights movement. All had. That day, we were talking about sexual assault on campus, so I asked how many had knowledge of the rapes of black women in slavery, during Jim Crow, and the civil rights movement. Virtually none. How many students, I asked, had heard and laughed at rape jokes in popular movies, for example? More than 90 percent. I asked for a show of hands of who’d been taught about centuries of women’s fight for liberation in the United States or its indivisibility from fights for racial equality and LGBTQ rights. Maybe six. Sojourner Truth, I felt like explaining, is not the name of an indie band.

Because of the prevalence of boys’ and men’s perspectives, girls learn early to put themselves in boys’ and men’s shoes. A girl’s imagination would be a barren place if she didn’t. Boys, however, are far less likely to do this and are, in some cases, shamed for doing this. Boys generally don’t look up to women as role models, and they don’t have to cross-gender empathize when they consume media. The centrality and visibility that exist, particularly, in the United States, for young, white boys is a source of confidence, invisible capital that becomes evident in self-esteem.

But the problem for girls is more than erasure, bias, and stereotypes. It’s the quiet and largely unremarked-upon degradation of femininity that fills the air. Phrases such as “cry like a girl,” “throw like a girl,” and “scream like a girl,” are still socially acceptable staples of childhood in many circles. Everyday language is peppered with slurs that swing from positive to pejorative, reflecting the structural inequality between masculine and good, versus feminine and bad. We are all sluts and hos in waiting. “Reappropriated” words, like slut or bitch, are casually connected to the threat of violence. “Happy birthday, Bitch!” escalates into “Suck my dick, bitch,” in the blink of an eye. Most everyone knows that making someone your bitch might not mean that person is female, just as they also know it means that being dominated and powerless are feminine states of being.

Social media comes under harsh criticism for the role it plays in bullying and abuse, but it’s important to consider the deeply traditional roots of online abuse. Bullying, which is what we have always called sexism, racism, and homophobia, now has network power, but the root problem is not technology as much as it is cultural mores. The upside, however, is that people online are freer to represent themselves in ways that they could not before, to find communities, and to counter denigration.

This is an important cultural force. Much of girls’ social media output—photographs, Snapchats, memes, commentary—powerfully challenges stereotypes that portray women in negative or impossibly idealistic ways. The creation of memes and the use of selfies, for example, allow girls to confront, undermine, and critique unhelpful and damaging media portrayals with creativity, humor, and anger. Girls can frame, narrate, define, make, and own this media. Those with “unruly” bodies can refute shaming.

However, even as we use tech to generate our new norms, we remain subjected to dominant ones that are cheaply and easily proliferated. Selfie culture has virtues, but it also has a focus on thinness, whiteness, and idealized beauty, highlighting ways that girls and women are “supposed” to look. In all forms of media, for example, girls and women are at least four times more likely to be portrayed as underweight and physically diminished, conveying fragility, weakness, and helplessness. The more physically winnowed a girl is, the more socially popular she might become. Studies of children around the world show that by age ten, girls already believe that they are, indeed, weak, vulnerable, not as brave as boys, and in need of “protection.” Girls are turning this information around and around in their heads just as they are made to feel the limiting and worrisome effects of their physical vulnerability. Studies show that even parents, many of whom would say they support equality, tacitly treat girls as more fragile and less capable. They impose real physical restrictions on girls that convey threat, for example, limiting their movement at night or teaching girls to go to the bathroom using the buddy system. The learned sense of vulnerability and helplessness that we impose on many girls makes developing resilience to harms, whether personal or cultural, more difficult.

As girls work their way intellectually through these demands, they are also considering what it means that a woman’s words, ideas, interests, abilities, and hard work seem to take a back seat to her appearance. Women are most visible as sexualized entertainment. On the day I was writing this, for example, I wondered what a girl would see if she searched for “women athletes.” The number one result was “The Top 50 Hottest Female Athletes of 2017.” In 2015 a search for “women CEOs” turned up, as the first image, not an actual woman but a picture of a Barbie doll. That’s right. A Barbie doll whose name, by the way, is CEO Barbie.

These motifs are accompanied by a pronounced lack of sorority in representation of women. Women, isolated from other women, are frequently portrayed as existing in a sea of men. If a woman is brilliant or powerful, it is because she is unique. Even fabulously successful films featuring iconographic “empowered” girls and women—Wonder Woman being among the most recent and popular—struggle to cultivate camaraderie with other women. For example, once Wonder Woman leaves her Amazonian paradise her primary fighting comrades and archnemeses are men. There are admirable female role models, positive depictions of women’s friendships, and programming that reflects the diversity of the world, but as studies show, year after year, women remain on the margins and often, still, on their own.

I have focused on binary gender descriptions because there is very little research about childhood, emotional regulation, and gender fluidity, and because we do not, as a culture, have social “scripts”—the unconscious guidelines we follow to organize thoughts and behavior—for nonbinary people. Almost all studies use traditional binary frameworks for analysis. There are few positive dominant stereotypes about bi, trans, and queer people that shape childhood. Children who defy binaries are caught in the crosshairs, leaving parents to either create safe environments and force social change, or else contribute, wittingly or not, to damaging demands that their children conform.

It is important to note how deeply female denigration can shape the lives and emotions of children and adults who do not conform to traditional gender expectations. The vast majority of childhood bullying stems from variations of gender policing, in the form of homophobia, transphobia, and sexist harassment. Disciplining children who don’t conform to binaries—gender or sexual—is harshest, for example, for boys who willingly choose femininity or for girls who renounce it to claim male prerogatives.

“I find that those who wish to ridicule or dismiss me,” trans activist Julia Serano has explained, “do not simply take me to task for the fact that I fail to conform to gender norms. Instead, more often than not, they mock my femininity. From my perspective, most of the anti-trans sentiment that I have had to deal with is probably better described as misogyny.”

It’s a cruel trick we play on girls, exposing them to these realities at the same time that we exert the most social pressure on them to ignore and hide the anger they provoke. We look away from girls’ anger and collude in the systems that erode their sense of worth; then we turn around and wonder what it is about their “nature” that makes them so lacking in confidence as women.

Undermining girls’ confidence goes hand in hand with the denial, disparagement, and diversion of their anger. The first response to a girl’s being angry might be someone taking a picture or filming a video of her expressing her anger. An angry little girl is “cute” and “sassy,” two of the most highly ranked adjacent terms to the words “angry girl” on Google. Teenage girls who express anger or frustration are less cute. If they are dusky and dark, they are less cute and become “uppity.”

Ageism, homophobia, and racism all play a part in how our anger is perceived. There is no time of life when our anger is acceptable. Teenage girls are spoiled, silly, or moody for standing up for themselves. Older women, fed up and saying so, are bitter castrators. Angry women are butches, lesbians, and man haters. We are called Sad Asian Girls, Hot-tempered Latinas, Crazy White Women, and Angry Black Women. It goes without saying that “angry women” are “ugly women,” the cardinal sin in a world where women’s worth, safety, and glory are reliant on their sexual and reproductive value to men around them. None of this leads us to think of anger as the moral or political property of women.

In spite of my awareness of all of this, I was unprepared for my own biases or how stubbornly impactful these ideas could be. My response to what was happening in my daughter’s classroom evoked familiar habits. I considered the costs and decided that, coming from me, overt anger in a conversation with the boy’s parents would not do my daughter any favors. This is called “preemptive self-condemnation,” and it’s common in women when they are angry. I was sensitive to how poorly my anger might be received, so I set about using some well-developed alternatives. I made polite suggestions. I asked the teacher if she could intervene. I listened patiently to his parents. I wanted to preserve the peace and cultivate relationships. Anger and an angry expression of frustration, I thought, were futile and potentially damaging.

WHEN ANGER IS SEEN AS A RISK NOT WORTH TAKING, WHAT HAPPENS TO SELF-ESTEEM?



Anger rarely makes an appearance in popular debates of gender confidence gaps. Up until the age of roughly five, girls and boys essentially enjoy similar levels of self-esteem, feelings of competence and ambition. Most girls regard themselves as highly as boys do, they feel pride in themselves and in their own gender, they have lofty aspirations, and they are no more likely to report feelings of shame than boys are.

After the age of five, however, girls’ faith in their own abilities falters and trips in ways that boys’ do not. One 2017 study of American children found that, at five years old, girls and boys are equally likely to associate genius with their own gender. One year later, boys still make that association, but girls don’t. At six and seven, 65 percent of boys believe that boys and men are “really, really smart,” while only 48 percent of girls think girls and women are. It may be that boys are overconfident and that girls are actually more realistic, but the gap is notable in any case. Even the framing of a confidence-gap issue often assumes that a standard of male confidence is what girls and women should seek to achieve.

Throughout adolescence, boys retain the sense that they are exceptional and competent, despite the fact that girls outpace them in grade point average and college ambitions. Boys’ high estimation of themselves and, in particular, their leadership abilities have no age limit, whereas the opposite is true of girls, whose relative lack of confidence follows them into adulthood. In the United States, from age six or seven on, despite superior performance in school, most girls are less likely to feel capable or act like leaders in mixed company, and they are less likely to run for student government or to support other girls, particularly white girls, who do. Our daughters leave school with less, not more, confidence than they go in with.

Lyn Mikel Brown, Carol Gilligan, and Rachel Simmons are experienced and notable psychologists and educators who have studied and written extensively about the emotional lives of girls during this period of transition. Throughout their work, they’ve turned increasingly to the importance of understanding anger and aggression, demonstrating how girls—operating in a vacuum of information about their negative emotions—channel their anger and aggression covertly, resorting to gossiping and spreading untruths about others, for example. Girls also police themselves to avoid the negative judgment of other girls.

In their decades’ worth of investigation, the three researchers have observed differences in how girls’ social location, meaning their status in a pecking order, affects the way they express anger. Most studies about gender, emotions, and self-esteem, they’ve explained, reflect dominant norms of white middle-class femininity. Marginalized and minority girls express anger more freely and demonstrate a more developed sense of how and when to use anger consciously. “Where economic struggle and disenfranchisement prevail, self-assertion and aggression become as much a part of the social landscape as playgrounds and ice cream trucks,” writes Simmons in her book, Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture of Aggression in Girls. “In this world, silence can mean invisibility and danger.”

Anger is particularly treacherous. Any displays of emotions, vulnerability, and passivity—“traditional feminine” characteristics—signal weakness. But implicit-bias studies show that girls who are assertive, don’t hedge their speech, actively claim verbal space, and, yes, maybe say they are mad, are considered rude, confrontational, uncooperative, and transgressive by adults.

By adolescence, most girls know that overt displays of anger threaten their safety and success. They understand their anger puts status, likeability, and relationships at risk. Worse, unlike most boys they encounter, girls are far more likely to associate anger with shame. For working-class and black girls, who also feel that anger is shameful and know that the expression of anger is frowned on, anger is particularly complicated and risky, because it is also often a valuable and necessary self-defense.

Before accusations of “angry black women” are used to stereotype, silence, and police women, they are used to penalize girls for “talking back,” “being belligerent,” and “having too much attitude.” These girls, labelled “angry” and “disruptive,” are often acting in ways that are indistinguishable from behaviors seen in young white boys as “rambunctiousness” and signs of “leadership potential.” Starting in early childhood, adults see black girls as less innocent or less in need of nurturing or protection. Starting in kindergarten, black girls are significantly more likely to be disciplined, suspended, or expelled at between, depending on where they live, five to seven times the rate of their peers. Biases such as these are pushing black girls into a well-documented school-to-prison pipeline. In school environments like these, many girls go out of their way to be “good” and to avoid expressing anger under any circumstances, even in self-defense.

Latina girls are more likely to face dismissal when they “act out.” “Mainstream people often do not hear what we are saying,” writes Edén E. Torres in Chicana Without Apology, “because they are listening to us through stereotypes that paint us as hot-blooded and explosive.” Mental health advocate Dior Vargas distinctly remembers gendered expectations, which are often passed on by mothers and grandmothers, themselves grappling with anger. “Women were more subdued about negative emotions. I was expected to not talk about them. It feels like a weight on your chest,” she explained to me. “We are socialized to understand that we can’t express anger, but that it’s okay to cry. When I saw emotion in women, it meant tears. I thought men could not biologically cry. Even crying, however, can be discouraged, leaving us with few ways to express what we feel.”

Girls of Asian descent on the other hand are more often to encounter the expectation that they will “naturally” be quiet and agreeable. “While growing up, I would see my brother’s tantrums explained away or not disciplined well. Meanwhile, my parents and all the adults around me came down hard on any expression of anger from me,” explained Regina Yau, a writer and women’s rights activist, when we spoke. Her words will resonate with many women. “The stereotype of the dutiful, obedient, tractable daughter meant that the adults around me were perplexed. I had a temper and was made to feel like it was a grave shortcoming. I was told repeatedly that I am not allowed and ‘do not have the right’ to be angry at anything. What I eventually taught myself to do is to channel my anger into empowering my feminist activism—to do something about the conventions and cultures that tell women that emotions and feelings are weaknesses and that they cannot handle female anger while giving men a pass for maiming/injuring/killing women just because they can’t handle their own anger at rejection.”

In 1994, Lela Lee, at the time a college student, drew and produced an animated short she called Angry Little Asian Girl. The main character of the series, Kim Lee, went on to be featured in a popular book series.

Lee explains that as she explored the theme of anger over time in her art, she “began to understand that women of all ages and backgrounds felt that they were not allowed to be angry.” (The title text of her current website is now simply, “Anger Is a Gift.”)

Middle-class white girls appear to be the most likely to suppress negative feelings and the least likely to be openly angry. A distancing from emotions like this is necessary to maintain standards of femininity built around relative helplessness, vulnerability, sadness, thinness, and passivity as dominant norms. This is also an ideal of femininity that can be easily weaponized. The need to protect white women, portrayed as frail, innocent, and defenseless, is a centuries-old justification for terroristic racist violence. For example, in news media, the exaggerated vulnerability of white girls and women is called “missing white woman syndrome,” an almost fetishistic fascination with violent stranger dangers to white girls and women at the expense of missing and murdered dark ones. Young white girls are seen as and portrayed in American culture as the apex of innocence, in need of masculine protection. It is no accident that these are the girls and women who are seen as least capable to lead or to feel as though they can.

“When girls make a choice to value their emotions,” explains Simmons, “they value themselves.”

IN GIRLS AND WOMEN, ANGER, AGGRESSION, AND ASSERTIVENESS ARE SEEN AS ONE BEHAVIOR



One of the most persistent problems girls and women encounter when it comes to managing strong negative emotions is passive aggression, an expression of anger that has generated an entire “mean-girl” entertainment genre. By adolescence, most girls understand what relational and indirect aggression between girls and women looks like. Gossip, quiet exclusion, slights, and innuendo, for example, are familiar to us all. They are also passive-aggressive behaviors associated mainly with girls and women.

Being indirectly aggressive is one way that many women navigate strong negative emotions and competition in the face of social prohibitions on displaying them more openly. It is also a way to regulate group behavior. A girl or a woman who is brazenly ambitious, “too popular,” or “winning”—gender transgressions—can find herself on the receiving end of gossip, exclusion, and bullying both online and offline.

In women in particular, assertiveness, aggression, and anger are often considered one and the same. Anger is an emotion, but assertiveness and aggression are behaviors. For example, I have a blunt speaking style. This does not mean I’m angry, but it can be unsettling to some people. Sometimes I joke that all I have to do to be considered aggressive is walk into a room. But it’s not actually a joke at all because perceptions matter.

It is possible to be both assertive and aggressive without anger. You can also be filled with anger yet have a peaceful demeanor. Aggression is more hostile than assertion: the former suggesting less care for another’s needs or perspectives, the latter being a clear display of need expressed within understood constraints and norms of behavior.

In adolescence girls experience the daily conflict of having feelings of anger and aggression but knowing that those feelings and behaviors are out of sync with femininity. Many girls conform to gender norms because it’s easier and more comfortable for everyone involved, and they are conditioned to put others at ease.

This does not mean that we are “naturally” less aggressive or that boys and men are not passively aggressive. Girls and women are capable of aggression and are also increasingly physically aggressive. However, physical aggression is still not the preferred expression of anger or response to anger for women, who, as a result, become expert at controlling such impulses. The ability to assess and adapt in this way, meaning, basically, having to control oneself in situations that often generate a sense of risk or threat, is a skill that sometimes results in women being described as “manipulative” and “deceptive.”

Despite the fact that passive aggression is a form of aggression, aggressiveness is still conflated with physicality, associated with men and masculinity. For many people, that equation is reduced to one simple word: testosterone. How many times have you heard, or perhaps even asserted, that women are not as angry or aggressive as men are because men’s anger and aggressiveness—and their inability to regulate them—are governed by their biology? I have lost track.

The popular understanding of this relationship is that testosterone causes aggression and anger, and that because boys and men produce far more testosterone than women do—indeed, it is the male sex hormone—they are more prone to aggressive, angry behavior. More interestingly, however, is that while testosterone results in more aggression (not anger), acting aggressively, in turn, spurs the body to release more testosterone into the bloodstream.

This effect was discovered in an ingenious experiment conducted by psychologist Sari van Anders, who, along with others at the University of Michigan, researches how social norms affect hormones. Hormones, the body’s chemical “messengers,” stimulate certain physical responses and regulate mood and behavior. In 2015 van Anders and her team worked with a theater troupe, producing a script in which some of the actors would “fire” other cast members in particularly hostile, humiliating, and cruel ways. Before and after each performance, saliva swabs were taken from participants and tested, revealing that the people who acted aggressively not only had higher testosterone levels afterward but also that they felt aggressive—and for a prolonged period of time—due to the hormonal shift. This was true in both men and women. Another study that measured the effects of behavior on hormonal production found similar dynamics. Men who physically care for infant children, for example, experience steep declines in testosterone.

In the theater troupe experiment simply acting “manly” did not alter hormone production, the researchers found. Exerting power did. The actors in this study, both men and women, were instructed by researchers to conform to gender stereotypes while playing their parts. These performances resulted in negligible differences in testosterone production. The most influential quality affecting testosterone production was what van Anders and her associates labelled “wielding power.” Firing a person increased testosterone in men by 3 to 4 percent. In women it generated a 10 percent increase.

Traditional childhood gender socialization encourages boys, in virtually any way you can consider, to wield power with their bodies, words, voices, and space. Part of this is learning to associate anger and aggression with being “real” men, behaviors that, as we will see later, actually make relationships more enraging for women. The research asks us to consider how teaching boys to act in physically expansive, aggressive, and prototypically understood “masculine ways” might be altering their hormones. The same is true for girls.

Attributing certain displays of emotion and behavior to hormonal activity is a common, simple, and comforting way to evade challenging complexity. When teenage girls begin to articulate frustration or exhibit anger and strong negative emotions, adults are prone to falling back on this explanation. With a roll of the eye, many adults wave off frustration, anxiety, anger, and more with a “She’s in the raging hormone stage and out of control!” There is no doubt that hormones affect us all, but to dismiss girls in this way is counterproductive. “In fact,” explains psychologist Lisa Damour, author of Untangled: Guiding Teenage Girls Through the Seven Transitions into Adulthood, studies show that “hormones respond to, or may even be trumped by, other factors that influence your daughter’s mood, such as stressful events or the quality of her relationship[s].”

In truth, anger in girls is highly rational. We live in a culture that grinds their pride and confidence in being girls into a fine pulp and then blows it back in their faces. They acutely feel the very real disparate impact of limitations on their physical freedom and behavior. Feelings of anger become enmeshed in ideas about being “good,” and about beauty, bodies, food, relationships, and power. Experiences like these provoke frustration, depression, anxiety, and sometimes violence in even the most rational men. When it does, we don’t talk about their hormones. Among the most striking examples of this double standard I found while researching this book were professional websites dedicated to helping boys and men with anger management during frustrating experiences. Most described anger and frustration as a function of legitimate concerns that are often related to life stage changes, such as new school transition difficulties, joblessness, the birth of children, or retirement. I could not find one example of hormones being referenced as a cause.

COMING TO TERMS WITH INEQUALITY



It is during our girlhoods that what we are taught about anger begins to manifest in our feelings of self-worth, deservedness, and legitimacy, preconditions to high self-confidence, self-esteem, and a sense of our own rights.

When asked what triggers their feelings of anger and
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