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The Godfather of Sexist Pseudoscience
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"his skull-measuring quack believed women are no smarter than gorillas. SO why do his 19th-

century ideas still influence education policy?

Narratively | Stephanie Newman

Illustration by Sarula Bao.

In the summer of 1881, Frenchman Gustave Le Bon entered the forbidding Tatras

Mountains of southern Poland. A bearded man of 40, Le Bon was a Parisian polymath

with an appetite for science, anthropology, and psychology. His mission in Poland was

¢ locate and study the society of Podhaleans living in the Tatras. Using the portable
prior, Le Bon hoped to record the skull measurements

cephalometer he invented years
y blonde-haired, blue-eyed mountain people. Convinced of the relationship

ed that only a superior breed could thrive in

of these curl

hetween race and intellect, Le Bon suspect

the inhospitable Tatras — a racc that must have evolved beyond their Polish peasant

neighbors. How else could they have built a society on terrain so dangerous that even

Russian generals avoided sending troops through the peaks?

With his contraption of steel rulers and pressurized screws, Le Bon mea
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and Jews. The only population Le Bon

e larger than both Polish peasant . ey
sy “clite Parisians,” among

‘ ot he P aleans were
determined had more brain mass than the Podh

which Le Bon happened to count himself.

. : . France, however the
Today craniometry 1s considered pseudoscience. In 19th-century ; ,

ulous and apparently irrefutable,
e explains Stephen Jay
putation as the

measurement of skulls was seen as "so metic

“won high esteem as the jewel of nineteenth-century sci€nc

Gould in his 1980 essay “Women’s Brains.” As a result, Le bon earned a re
n as a disciple of Paul Broca,

ntiated himself

“father of modern social science.” Gould describes Le Bo
the “unquestioned leader” of craniometry, and writes that Le Bon differe
as the “chief misogynist” of Broca’s school. While many craniometrists strived to prove
the inferiority of non-white races, Le Bon took pride in using his work to denigrate

women and dismiss the burgeoning movement for gender-equal education in France.

“There are a large number of women whose brains are closer in size to those of gorillas
than to the most developed male brains,” he wrote in a fiery 1879 essay against sending
ladies to school. “This inferiority is so obvious that no one can contest it for a moment.
... A desire to give them the same education, and to pose the same goals for them, 1s a

dangerous chimera.” His remarks explain why he didn’t bother to use his cephalometer

on a single Podhalean female.

Ie Bon’s assertions were based on measurements of ancient skulls that Paul Broca

excavated from I’ Homme Mort cave in 1873. Of the seven male skulls and six female

skulls in the cave, the average cranial capacity difference was 99.5 cubic centimeters.

Because the modern-day size difference between male and female skulls is larger (129.5

~ 220.7 cco, to be exact), Le Bon concluded that males had evolved to become more

intelligent than females, much as, in his mind, the Podhaleans were evolutionarily more

fit than their Polish counterparts.
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Le Bon for his study on the society of Podhaleans living in the Tatras.

His | T . | -
€ap from data to Interpretation seemed justified by 19th-century standards. Charles

In himself believed that evolution revealed female deficiencies. In The Descent of
Man in 1871, Darwin claimed that “the chief distinction in the intellectual powers of the

(WO sexes is shewn Dy man attaining to a higher eminence, in whatever he takes up, than

Darw

woman can attain. ... Thus man has ultimately become superior to woman.” If women

could achieve more than men, why hadn’t they? Le Bon was merely drawing on facts,

with a dash of common sense.

Naturally, contemporary feminists who are familiar with Le Bon loathe his work. His
name still crops up in the occasional text, including Andi Zeisler’s 2016 We Were
Feminists Once, a radical feminist critique of media and pop culture. Zeisler, the co-

founder of Bitch Media, points to his gorilla brain comment as a signature example of

gender essentialism, or “the belief in binary, fixed differences between men and women

that account for ‘natural’ behavior and characteristics.”

Gender essentialism, also known as gender fatalism, insists that men and women come

pre-programmed with a set of sex-based qualities. Coincidentally, or maybe not, these

qualities usually align with our most prominent cultural narratives about men and
women. Prime examples include the common stereotypes that men are competitive,

while women are collaborative; that men are physical, while women are emotional; and

that men are systems thinkers, while women care about human perspectives.

f 12 10/10/2021. 5:
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Hlustration of a portable cephalometer invented by Le Bon.

’ Zeisler suggests that his gender essentialist claims still influence education policy, to

women’s detriment. And sure enough, Le Bon’s essentialist approach to gender and the

brain continues to thrive. Rather than skull dimensions, in the 21st century it's brain
scans and neuro-imaging that have roiled a national conflict. On one side of the debate
are gender-based learning advocates pointing to research they call indisputable — brain
scans so clear on male/female differences that the only reason for protest is political
correctness. Opposing them is a group of academic scientists and women’s rights
advocates, desperately raising their hands to publicize the harm caused by gender-
segregated classrooms. By collaborating with the ACLU, these researchers and lawyers

hope to stem the tide of neuro-sexism, the term they’ve coined to describe the co-

optation of brain science as a vehicle for gender-based treatment.

K’ XK XK

“I’m going to show you scans of how the male and female brain operate differently,”

Michael Gurian, CEO of the Gurian Institute, told a crowd of Google employees in 2008.

He had just published his book Leadership and the Sexes, and he was speaking as a guest
in Google’s author series for employees. He pointed to side-by-side brain scans,

explaining to his audience the “natural differences between the male and female brain

that every corporation, every firm, has gotta bring into the mix, and from which all tools

can be developed to help men and women in the workplace.”

of 12 10/10/2021, 5:21




¢’ o0Uurces

page 41, ana #4 on page Z44
2. read "The median isn't the message”, summarize it

PART 2:
3. read pages 27-37 and pages 41-44 in "A Rhetoric Arc
2 paragraphs.

NA RS A

+ 4

Loher Oof Sexist l’wudm\'u‘nn- (,dfmhcf of scxist-pﬁcudnﬁci
g of- : SC1..

hitps u'ucmnckct.cnm’cxp!nrc/llcm/lhc-

some of these natural differ '
ttural differences. according to Gurian's body of work, include left-

DIrain and right-brain lateralisa s :
ght-brain lateralization. higher verbal acuity in girls, and better spatial

processing in b : A { , .
g 1In boys. He concedes that while males and females differ due to a
combinatio " A A~ tAr : :
on of factors — nature, nurture, and culture — he's most interested in
‘nature.” sl . : : .
He describes himself as a brain-based consultant, meaning that he relies on

brain scans to i -  op ico 1
SCans to illustrate the gender differences that arise in utero.

Michael Gurian is one of the most prominent advocates for gender-differentiated
learning: the belief that males and females must be taught differently to account for

disparities in their brain chemistry. According to its website, the Gurian Institute has
worked with 2,000 schools and 60,000 teachers across the country. Gurian has written

over two-dozen books, including some titles that have become New York Times

bestsellers, though he doesn’t conduct his own primary research.

In many of his books and speeches, Gurian voices his belief that contemporary

education fails to accommodate the male brain, setting boys up at a disadvantage that

lubricates the school-to-prison pipeline. The solution he preaches is intense teacher

i"

training in gender-based behavior.

“When the teachers get trained, they alter,” he says. “They stop over-punishing males”

for rough-housing with each other and not standing still in line; behaviors, he specifies,
that are “locked into the brain.” He also believes that gender-based education leads to

more female empowerment and more involvement of women in STEM fields. When it

comes to girls in single-sex classrooms, his mantra is, “There’s no negative for girls. It's

all good for girls.”

Despite what Gurian says, an abundance of hard data shows the dangers of gender-

segregated schools. Rebecca Bigler, a psychology professor at University of Texas, has

run multiple experiments on gender bias in the classroom. One study found that

children in all-boys or all-girls classes were “more likely to rate occupations as

appropriate for ‘only men’ or ‘only women.” Another study, with a sample size of 367,

“found that for both boys and girls, the more [gender-segregated] classes they took in
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The Godfather of Sexist Pseudoscience hitps://getpocket.com/explore/item/ the-godfather.

consider their wives “beasts of burden.”

He could have easily directed his audience
outside to the Colonial Pavilion, where 400 Alricans were on display in a Negro S:mmm
and Javanese dancers performed for white spectators. They were clearly meant to

uphold their culture and natural talents. I.ef them dance,

let them sing, but don’t stuff

their head with unnecessary ideas that might lead to revolt against their Furopean

CCS

masters.
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supporter of gender-based educ

male/female brain differences le

ation, shares Michael Gurian’s belief that essential

ad to different learning styles. As evidence for his

VIeWs, Sax conjures a familiar primate: the gorilla. “In reality, gender is ... 2 biological
tact of our species, just as it is for gorillas and chimpanzees and every other primate,” he
writes in Why Gender Matters: What Parents and Teachers Need to Know About the

Emerging Science of Sex Differences. “A primate researcher who ignored these differences

would be a poor researcher. But a researcher studying humans who dares to highlight
similar differences among humans, and to suggest that those differences might be

hardwired — as they clearly are in chimpanzees — is now likely to be denounced as a

Not all scientists agree. One of the first warnings about Leonard Sax’s practices arrived
back in 2006, when University of Pennsylvania linguistics professor Mark Liberman

started examining Sax’s scientific claims in a series of blog posts. He found several

inaccuracies in Sax’s representations of data, which he maintained even after Sax wrote

him a letter in self-defense. Liberman’s final words on the matter were that Sax’s

reactionary tool of the patriarchy.” -

scientific claims could not be trusted.

Both Liberman and Lise Eliot, Professor
of Neuroscience at The Chicago Medical
School of Rosalind Franklin University

of Medicine & Science, believe that
small sample sizes mar Sax’s and

Gurian’s conclusions. Gurian often

asserts in books, presentations, and

trainings that boys use the right side of
the brain to work on abstract problems,
while girls use both sides. According to

Eliot, Gurian likely sourced his

Portait of Le Bon. Photo courtesy Wikimedia Commons.
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1995, over two dozen studies” have contradicted those results.

In 2011, Eliot and Diane Halpern, an academic and former president of the American
Psychology Association, co-authored an article in Science called “The Pseudoscience of
Single-Sex Schooling.” They directly cite Leonard Sax as a pseudoscientist teaching
harmful single-sex practices. Eliot has no hesitation using the word “pseudoscience” to
describe Gurian and Sax. After all, Judge Joseph Goodwin used that terminology, too,
when he ruled "against the single-sex classes at Van Devender Middle School in Wood

County, West Virginia.” Judge Goodwin claimed specifically that the school district had

been “led astray by the teachings of Dr. Leonard Sax,” and “referred to brain sex

rationales for single-sex education as ‘pseudoscience.” And regardless, the law about

Stereotypes and education is clear: sex classification cannot be based on stereotypes or
generalizations about the way boys and girls learn.

Even though federal judges have ruled against gender-based teaching in public schools,
Gurian remains unfazed by ACLU complaints against the districts that have adopted his
practices. “The ACLU-Eliot quote-unquote study was not really a study,” he said to me.

"It was just a diatribe.” He called the accusations “unfortunate politics” that mixed
racism and sexism and “all of that old stuff” Gurian went on to note that everyone in his

field gets attacked, but that “there’s no real basis for it all in reality.” His bottom line

about gender-based education: “Show me the harm. ... Anything that doesn’t have proof
of harm is vacuous to me.”

* Kk Xk

During his foray into craniometry, Le Bon had yet to write what would become the

most famous of his books and the one that drew Adolf Hitler into the Le Bon fandom:

The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind. In 1895, Le Bon published the book as an

analysis of the collective mind. How does the human brain function in a mob? And how

would a crowd mentality influence the social and political climate in France?

Le Bon’s answers weren't pretty. He argued that the crowd mind was contagious, as a

0of 12
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