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VANDERB l T U N V E R S T y 

SEARCHING FOR A STEAK SANDWICH 

Why men have trouble expressing emotion 
by STEVEN OLIVAS, Ph.D. 

A scenario like t his one occurs night ly 
in households across America: 

T lie ll!lslxllld, a good, clccclll 111(111, wa/11s past llis wife 
(sillillg at tile hilcll ell ta/Jic, starillg IJiallhly al!eacl) e11 
mule to tile rejrigemto1: He opells it- stares, as if trails-

fixed, for a few /110/llCIIts before rctumi11g to l1is se11scs - a11d 
II ea rs jro111 tile ge11eral dircctio11 of II is wife a heavy sigh. 

Tile lllCIII c ri11gc.~ to llilllsclf, a11d colltill!le.~ to stare I'CIUII!tly 
i11to the refrigcralol: No, a stmh salldwicll 
lws 1101 yet appwred. B11t there's llope, we 
IIIIISt 11ever give 11p tile search . ... 

U11tlnl'arted, tile wife sighs agai11, tllis 
lillie laude~; witl1 111ore c111pllasis 011 tile 
cxpulsioll of ai 1: 

Solllcwllere ill tile dell , the falllily dog 
stirs ill his sleep. 

Tl1e llusiJalld, 11ow l111owi11g tllat 
this iss11e WIIIIOI POSSWLY lYe avoided 
a11y lo11ger ashs tile fatal qtJC.~Iioll: 
"Ho11ey, wlwts wro11g?" 

The <tuestioll COilt<lills a dcliwtc 1Jalw1ce of curiosity mixed 
with g11arded masculi11c disi11tcrcst. Til e a11swe1; which has /Jee11 
a pnrl of this da11ce of futility si11cc the illvelllioll of the miscom­
Hlllllicalion, relums in predictable fasllioll: 

"Notlli11g." 
The huslx111d is stucl1. 
The wife is stucll. 
The dog is asleep. 
Tile cal di ed of stress several years ago. 

Ronald Levant , a psychologist from Harvard University, has 
spent the greater portion of his distingui shed career studying 
men - more specifically, the way in which men are socialized 
to truncate their emotions. He coined the term "Alexithymia" 
to describe the symptoms of men who are largely unaware not 
only of their own emotions, but also incapable of accurately 

reading the emotions of others. The exceptions, of course, are 
anger and lust- two emotions which men seem greatly capa­
ble of feel ing (but perhaps maintain their difficulty in appro­
priately expressing). 

From the earliest tribal days of human survival, men have 
been "trained" to ignore their feeli ngs and instincts to better 
facilitate fighting in war, engaging in dangerous hunts for 
food, withstanding pain, and more recently playing Nf-L foot­
ball. For the most part , these behaviors were very functional in 
the past. They taught men to face danger by suppressi ng the 
instincts of flight and self-preservation. In fact, as noted by 

Christopher Kilmartin in Tile Maswlinc Self 
(1999), tribes which were not threatened 

by others, and did not have a need to 
kill wild game for survival, developed 
largely egalitarian societ ies where men 

and women s hared power and, for the 
purposes of this article, emotional 
expressiveness. 

So .... what are the consequences 
of this gender difference? Is it truly 
more "manly" to express tenderness 
through a whack on the rear end fol-
lowing a "great tackle?" A punch on 

the shoulder to demonstrate that he is "interested?" A slow, 
deep, rolling, guttural (enough with the disgust ing adjectives 
already!!!) burp to show that he appreciated a fine meal? Per­
haps not , but there are some aspects of "maleness" which have 
ample opportunity to create discomfort and misunderstand­
ings in relationships with women (and between each other­
but we won't go there for now) . 

Take the above example. I'll bet that most of you antici­
pated the wife's response , and can project the husband's ham­
handed handling of the discussion that is sure to follow. 
Women have been socialized (and again, I hate to speak in 
generalizations) to rend the feelings of people around them. 
Think of the difference between a parent going through a list 
of possible emotions that the stuffed Pooh Bear is feeling as 
his head is crushed between a Tonka Truck and the broken-off 
remnants of an Easy-Bake Oven. For a daughter, the range 
may indeed he significantly more expansive (i.e. "Pooh looks 
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like he is feel ing hurt, a fraid, angry . .. " 
e tc.) than the same exercise with a son 
( i.e., "Good one, son! Now let's go 
rebuild the carbure tor. "). Girls are 
taught to have a greater repertoire of 
emotional respo nses. So parents, do 
your children a favor by helping them 
unders tand these subtle differences 
between emo tions by pointing them out 
as they occur. l.le lieve me, it will pay off 
in the long nm. 

For the mos t part , men and women 
are trained to understand and respond 
to emot ions (bo th internally and ex ter­
na lly) clifferent ly. Tha t is not to say that 
there is not a plethora of exceptions on 
e ither side - goodness, no ! Without 
exceptions , the world might never have 
had the pleasure o f experiencing 
Richard Simmons, or "Sable," the cur­
rt·nt reigning WW F Women's \Vrestl ing 
champion (I am ashamed that I actually 
know this). No , without individual dif­
ferences, we writers would have little 
usc for the term gcllcmlly spccll1i11g. 

·s o , generally S(Jl'aking, efforts should 
he made on both sid es to understand 
the other. There a rc some specific exer­
cises that can be do ne to achieve this 
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e ncl . l'vlen: this would mean to begin b)' 
taking inventot')' of the feelings you 
experience daily (as an aside, this lis t 
should not include such feelings as 
"hungry," "tired ," or "really Rea lly 
REALLY in the mood for a Three 
Stooges movie"). Put a name (or, a dif­
ferent "fram e") to the viscera l responses 
that you fed . Then , take the time to 
force yourself to notice feelings in o th­
e rs . Write them down , maybe maki ng a 
game out of seeing how many feelings 
)'Ott can recognize in others ( i.e. , begin 
to really take the time to notice). Hey, 
identifying what your partner is feeling 
may give you the edge you need! 

r o r women: understand that this 
truncation is no t being done on pur­
pose. I have, as a therapist and teacher, 
heard many times that women are angry 
because they perceive this relative lack 
o f emo tio na l expressiveness and aware­
ness as a part of a grand contrived "act" 
that men somehow orchestrate to drive 
the ir partners crazy. W hile this may be 
true for some (again , we are generally 
speaking here) , the con fusion tha t this 
attitude c reates may widen the gap 
between the relatio nship partners. 

To communicate more effectively 
with men , it may he helpful for women 
to speak in terms that are more behav-

io rally oriented . Linking a fee ling to an 
ac tion or bodi ly response ( i.e.," . .. it 
feels like my s tomach is tied up in 
kno ts when I get hurt like that ") will 
certainly fac ilitat e bo th pa rties' under­
standing of each o ther. 

Remember, this is an effort for both 
s ides - the man is using mo re feeling 
language, and the woman is using more 
concrete language. Tha t, m y friend, is 
how we beg in to bridge the communi­
cation gap. 

In closing, I hope that I am not 
understood to mean that the gap is nat­
ural and the refore good - quite the 
contrat')'! I hope the message you take 
away from this s hort pi ece is that the 
gap is real. That is , to unders tand that it 
exis ts is the firs t s tep toward reconcilia­
tion. 

O h , and the husband in the scenario 
above? Well he and his wi fe are d oing 
just fine. In fact , I love he r more now 
than I did even yesterday. rill 

Steven 0 /iv(fs is a post-doctoral 
res ident at \1(1/l(lcr/Jilt:~ Psycho­
logical m1d Co11mdin,~ Center and 
(l.'isislmll prvfc.~sor of psychology 
at Tennessee Stelle University. 
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April 1999 
Tuesday, April 6 
Creative Life Planning Group me.e ts over lunch every Tuesday. New members welcome. 
Noon to 1:00 p.m. Cuninggim Center. Also meets April 13, 20 and 27. 

Wednesday, Apri I I 
Real Knoclwuts : The 'Vomen's Self-Defense Movement anclthe Transformation of 
Assault Prevention. Martha McCaughey, Ph.D. appears as part of the year-long speakers 
series, "Celebrating the Struggle." 7:00 p.m. Wilson Hall 126. Sec article, page 5. 

Saturday, April 10 
'Vandet· 'Varner Parks. Take a study break o r 
time for yourself and relax at \Varner Parks, 
one of Nashville's best p laces to hike and 
enjoy nature. A van will leave the \Vomen's 
Center at II :00 a.m. and re turn at 2:00 p.m. 
To reserve a space, contact I-lilm)' forbes at 

322-6518 or hilary.forhes@vanderbilt .edu. 

Sunday, April 11 
Matinee Movie for lesbian and Bisexual 
'Vomen. "Everything Relative" is a lesbian 
"Big Chill. " Po pco rn will be provided , but 
bring your own beverage and candy. Questions 
or directions, contact Hilary Forbes at 322-
6518 or hila ry.forbes@vanderbilt.edu. 
4:00 p.m. Cuninggim Center. 

Monday, April 12 

Vandetbilt Place 

I 

The Cuninggim Centet is located in the 
Ftanklin Building at 3 16 West Side Row. 

Dool( Group meets to discuss Chasing Dirt: Tire Amcricmr Pursuit of Clcmrlincss by Snellen 
Hoy. Facilita ted by janet Colburn. 5:1.5 p.m. Cuninggim Center. 

Tuesday, April 13 
An Evening with Ellen Gilchrist , accla imed novel ist , poet and short-story writer, whose 
work focuses on Southern women. Part o f the speakers series, "Celebrating the Struggle." 
7:00 p.m. Wilson Hall 103. Sec article, page 5. 

Wednesday, April 14 
Drown 13ag lunch for lesbian and Bisexual 'Vomen. faculty, staff, and graduate s tu­
dents will talk about "Being Out at Vanderbilt : What Has Your Experience Been?" 
11:45 <1.111. to 1:00 p.m. Cuninggim Center. If you have ques tions, contact Hilary Forbes 
at 322-6518 or hilaryforhes@vanderbilt. edu . 

Thursday, Apri l 15 
Reading Sisters. This new book gro up fo cusing on the writings of black women authors 
meets to discuss /11 tire Mca11timc by lyanla Vanzant. Everyone is welcome to participate. 
Books available a t the VU bookstore. Noo11 to 1:00 p.m. Cuninggim Center. 

Wednesday, April 21 
Talldng to Your Kids about Alcohol and Drugs. An information session fo r parents pre­
sented hy Rhonda Venable and Nancy Anderson o f the Psychological and Counseling 
Center. Nou 11 to 1:00 p.m. Cuninggirn Center. 

Wednesday, Apri I 28 
lesbian and 13isexual 'Vomen's Afternoon Tea. 4:00 to G:OO p.m. Cuninggim Center. 
If you have questions, contact Hilary Forbes at 322-6518 or hilaryforbes@vanderhilt.edu. 
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IN THE LIBRARY ... BARBARA CLARKE 
\\v n1en:S Center lilm1ricm 

Barbie at 40: still distorting ideas of body image 
, wenty-eight young women of 

diverse backgrounds have con­
tributed their thoughts about 

body image to Adios, Hnrbie: l'ormg 
\Vo111e11 Write About Body Inwge mul 
l£lentily (Seal Press, 1998). The volume 
is edited by Ophira Edut , editor and 
founding publisher of HUES (Hear Us 
Emerging Sisters) magazine . Feminist 
author and activist Rebecca \Valker 

wrote the foreword. 
Body image issues 

affec t all women, not 
just middle-class white 

girls. The 

writers 
celebrate 
their dif-

ferences and discuss how 
and why they have cho­

sen to ignore society's overwhelming 
messages about appropriate body size, 
shape, color, and appearance. They use 
" their bodies to present a different 
image of beauty, of self. They risk alien­
ation, harassment , even violence, to live 
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as they truly are." They take pride in 
their different bodies; they attempt to 
redefine and expand notions of beauty 
and hope that socie ty will come to value 
difference. 

Amo ng the contributors are women 
of all shapes and s izes and ethnic back­
grounds. The writers include a Jewish 
woman who refuses to have her nose 
straightened; an Asian-American athlete; 
women who decline to shave body hair; 
a disabled transsexual; a Mexican-Amer­
ican lesbian; and a woman with tattoos. 
Some of the writers have overcome eat­
ing disorders. Several describe the nega­
tive influence of the thin, beautiful, 

fashion- conscious 13arhie. In 

computer games than arc girls and mos t 
computer games are aimed at boys. 
Most adults agree that it is very impor­
tant for today's girls to be comfo rtable 
with technology and with computers; 
boys have an advantage if they are more 
familiar with co mputers and more eager 
to use them. The editors note that 
"these differential preferences are associ­
ated with differential access to techno­
logical fields as the children grow older, 
and this differential access threatens to 
worsen as technological literacy increas­
ingly becomes a general precondition 
for employment." 

Contributors, who come from a vari­
ety of academic fi elds or technical back- ( 

grounds, analyze gender roles 

"You're busted, Babs. You've 
been found guilty of inspiring 
fourth-grade girls to diet, of 
modeling an impossible 
beauty standard, of clinging 
to homogeneity in a diverse 
new world. Your time is up. 

and technology and discuss why 
certain types of games seem to 
appeal more to boys or girls. 
Some chapters cover the new 
girls' games movement and soft­
ware aimed primarily at girls. 
There is some controversy over 
whether it is preferable to des ign 
games for females, o r to broaden 
the appeal of mostly male-oriented 
products, so that more girls will 

Pack your bags and be 
outta the Dreamhouse by noon. " 

- OPHIR!\ Eou 1 IN ADI6s, BAR fil E 
be interested in them . ldeally 
these games should include 

"Klaus 13arbie, and Other Dolls l'd 
Like to See" Susan Jane Gilman claims 

that dolls show young girls what society 
values; she illustrates how dolls could 
be designed to expand girls' horizons 
and their concepts of beauty. 

Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins 
are the editors of hmn llnrbie to Mo1·tnl 
Ko111bnt: Genflcr ami Co111p11tcr Ga111cs 
(MIT Press, 1998), a comprehensive 
study of a complex topic. 13oys appear to 
he much more interested in video and 

s trong female role models which 
could appeal to all children. Some con­
tributors aver that stereotypical girls' 
culture should be valued and that com­
puter games geared to these interes ts 
should be available. 

The middle third of the book is 
devoted to interviews with women 
involved in the production of software 
at six companies, including Sega and 
Mattei. Mattei is the manufacturer of 
13arhie Fashion Designer, which, to the 
dismay of many feminists, is the best­
selling children's software product ever. 
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An evening with Ellen Gilchrist: stories of Southern women 
"Sarah had expected Vanderbilt to be 
difficult, she had expected to have to 
study for hours every night, but it was 
not so. The stimulation of the classes 
and the teachers and the ancient old 
trees and the buildings and the feeling 
of learning turned her mind into a 
dynamo." 
-FROM 5ARAfl (ONLEY, BY ElLEN GILCHRIST 

Award-winning writer Ellen Gilchrist 
is known for her portrayals of passion­
ate, willhtl Southern women , and her 
latest novel , Sarah Co11/cy, features a 
Vanderbilt graduate as one of those 
memorable characters. 

While at Vanderbilt , Sarah meets and 
fa lls in love with a fellow student , but 
ends up marrying his brother. Years 
later, a reunion in Nashville g ives Sarah 

the opportunity to ren ew the romance. 
The significan ce of the Vanderbilt 

setting may be among the topics for dis­
cussion when Gilchris t comes 
to campus April 13 for "An 
Evening with Ellen Gilchris t" 
at 7:00 p.m. in Wilson Hall 
103. Gilchrist's appearance, 
which is expected to include 
read ings from her work and 
analysis o f her task as an 
a uthor, wi ll be fo llowed by a 
reception and hook-signing. 

the contemporary South , although s he 
has ranged as far afield as anc ient 
Greece ( in Alla/Jasis). Her 1984 collel:­

tion of sho rt stories, Victu1y 
01'cr.fapwr, won the National 
13ook Award. 

T he common element in a ll 
her work is the p resence o f 
s trong fema le characters, many 
of whom recur throughout her 
novels and short s to ries. These 
women confront issues of li fe 
and love in typically outspo-

Gilchris t was born and 
raised in Vicksburg, 1'vl issis­
s ippi , and now lives in Fayet-

ELLEN GILCHRIST ken and unapologetic fash ion. 
To spctrll Al'lil 1.3 

teville, Arkansas. A former newspaper 
editor in New O rleans, she published 
her l'irs t work of fiction when she was in 
her 40s. Most o f he r s to ries are set in 

Critics have p raised Gilchris t's 
lyrical writing style as well as 

her characterizations. "To say that Ellen 
Gilchri st can write is to say that Placido 
Domingo can sing," commented a 
reviewer in the \Vas lriii~IOII Post. 

McCaughey prescribes 'knockout' for rape culture 
For l'vlart ha tvlcCaughey, campus 

rape prevention efforts do not go far 
e no ugh. Ins tead o f o ffering fr ightening 
s tatis t il's on the prevalence of rap e, col­
leges should ins tead 
he ofl'cring self­
defense courses for 
women s tudents. 

O nl y by learning 
to defend the ir own 
bodies can wome n 
trul y "challenge the 
rape culture a t its 
core," argues 
1'vlcCaughey, an assis­
tant professor of 
wome n's s tudies at 
Virginia Tech and 
author o f a ground­
breaking book on the 
women's self-defense 
movement. 

ivlcCaughcy's 
book, Rarl I<noclwrrts: Tire Plrysiurl Fem­
inism of \VolltCII S Sc/f-Dtjcllse has drawn 
praise and criticism for its thesis that 
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femini sm should emphasize resis tance 
rather than viet i m ization. "\ :Vome n no 
lo nge r have to ride s idesaddle, work in 
lo ng skins, or cavort in corsets. How is 

it tha t so many of us 
s till don't know how 
to hit? " the author 
asks in Real I<noch­
orrt s. 

~vic Caughey wi II 
discuss her transfor­
mation from a "fright ­
ened feminis t" to a 
self-d efense advocate 
in appearances at Van­
de rbilt on vVednesd ay. 
Ap ril 7. At 7:00 p.m. 
in Wilson Ha ll 126, 
s he will g ive a lecture 
that is free and open 
to the public. At 4:00 
p.m. the same clay, s he 
will discuss her work 

comparing mal e bodybuilding and 
female ano rexia for the Social Con struc­
tion of the 13ody Seminar at the Robert 

Penn \Varren Centn for the Humanities. 
In her book, tvlcCaughey n otes tha t 

growing numbers of American women 
arc availing themselves o f protection 
from possible assault: from pepper spray 
to handgun owners hip , interest in self­
defense is on the rise. ivlcCaughey says 
her personal interest began after reading 
int erviews w ith convicted rapists. Living 
alone in a firs t-floor apartment , " I 
couldn't come ho me in the evening and 
re lax without checking my closets and 
all the o ther hiding places that the me n 
talked about ," she says. As a result , sh e 
took a self-defense class and even tually 
became interes ted in a scholarly exami­
nation o f the self-defense movement. 

ivlcCaughey found that "a surprising 
degree of ambivalen ce about women's 
aggression kee ps many feminis ts 
s trongly opposed to, or at best , indiffer­
ent toward women's self-de fense ." But 
she argues persuasively tha t "self­
de fense is feminism in the flesh ," a true 
knockout punch against the o ppr ession 
of living in fear. 
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• Poet and songwriter Diana Darby will lead an eight-week 
poetry workshop, "Finding the Deep Voice," at the 
Women's Center beginning in May. Darby, who has written 
four books of poetry and worked as a staff writer for 
Warner Brothers, will help each participant find her own 
voice through the use of a journal. The workshop will also 
examine image, moment and the transformation line as 
mechanisms for finding a voice. Cost will be $110 for stu­
dents and $160 for others. For more information, contact 
Darby at 353-1420. 

• "Three Views," an exhibit of works by three Nashville 
artists, will be on display at the University Club Gallery 
throughout the month of April. The exhibit includes 10 
paintings by each of the artists, Ellen Caron Torrence, Susan 

• A conference for college women in scientific and technical 
fields will be held April 15 and 16 at the Oak Ridge 
National Laboratory in Oak Ridge, TN. Science and Tech· 
nology in the 21st Century - A World of Options 
for Women will give students the opportunity to explore 
career opportunities in scientific fields by meeting with 
women scientists and engineers. Cost is $25 and registra­
tion is due by April 5. To register, consult the Women in Sci­
ence and Technology (WIST) web page at: 
www.orau.gov/orise/wist99/home.htm. 

Goshgarian 
McGrew and Sheila 
Baldwin. The 
women say their 
paintings have 
"contrasts and sim­
ilarities" in con­
cept, subject matter 
and technical 

(From left) artists Ellen Caron Torrence, Susan approaches. One of 
Goshgarian McGrew and Sheila Baldwin. the artists, Susan 

McGrew, is a physician who works at the Vanderbilt Child 
Development Center. All of the women have shown their 
work at group and juried exhibits in recent years and their 
paintings are included in several public and private collec­
tions. After the April show, the exhibit will travel to other 
sites in Tennessee and Kentucky. 
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