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Introduction

The Crisis of Connection

Niobe Way, Carol Gilligan, Pedro Noguera, 
and Alisha Ali

At the beginning of the twenty- first century, we are beset by a crisis of 
connection. People are increasingly disconnected from themselves and 
each other, with a state of alienation, isolation, and fragmentation charac-
terizing much of the modern world. The quintessential “we,” as in “We the 
people” or “We hold these truths to be self- evident,” which once served as 
a reference to a collective consciousness and state of communion, if not 
community, has lost all meaning. In the place of the “we,” we have been 
left with the “me,” the solitary individual, whose needs, wants, and desires 
take precedence over the collective.1 Human society has evolved to a 
stage where the rights of the individual, particularly those with wealth, 
power, and status, supersede all other rights and responsibilities.

Though the concept of a crisis of connection is not yet widely utilized, 
signs of its existence are everywhere. The decreasing levels of empathy 
and trust, and the rising indices of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and 
social isolation indicate a loss of connection at the individual and 
community levels. The impact of such a crisis is evident in the rising 
rates of suicide, drug addiction, and mass violence, and the high rates 
of incarceration, hate crimes, domestic violence, and sexual assault on 
college campuses, as well as astronomical inequality in income, educa-
tion, health care, and housing. The crisis is, furthermore, reflected in 
our competition for basic human needs— safety, good schools, housing, 
nutrition, clean water, and health care— and in our tendency to treat 
social problems as individual or group- specific rather than collective 
concerns. We have conditioned ourselves to accept a variety of social 
maladies, such as the presence of homeless people living on the streets, 
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as  unfortunate but inevitable features of modern society and thus not a 
reflection of any type of crisis. In this book, we provide evidence that we 
are indeed in the midst of a crisis because as the bonds of solidarity and 
cohesion weaken, our ability to address our societal problems and pur-
sue our common interests is severely damaged. Lamenting the current 
state of affairs, an opinion editorial in the New York Times recently con-
cluded: “When there is no ‘we’ anymore . . . then there is no legitimate 
authority and no unifying basis for our continued association.”2

While a failure to recognize an inclusive “we” or a common human-
ity has been evident throughout human history, it is the disconnection 
within, as well as across, communities that appears to have increased 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and now accelerates 
as we push further into the twenty- first. Jane Jacobs, the activist, urban 
planner, and visionary author of The Death and Life of Great Ameri-
can Cities,3 documented how cities during the twentieth century were 
being transformed into inhospitable and impersonal environments by 
planners such as Robert Moses, who placed greater value on highways 
than neighborhood parks. He failed to recognize how the erection of 
high- rise apartments was undermining the “stoop culture” that had long 
been present in neighborhoods and had contributed to safety and a high 
quality of life. In his now seminal work Bowling Alone, political scien-
tist Robert Putnam drew attention to what he described as a decline in 
social capital— the benefits and privileges derived from an individual’s 
participation in social networks.4 Putnam showed that civic organiza-
tions (e.g., bowling teams) and social institutions (e.g., the family, the 
workplace, schools, and religious organizations) that once provided the 
bonds to hold society together have weakened, and as they have lost their 
influence, alienation and individualism have grown.5 Yet, despite wide-
spread agreement about the fraying of human connection across and 
within communities, there is a lack of consensus as to the root of this 
crisis or what might be done about it.

Over the past four decades, however, the basis for such a consensus 
has emerged from discoveries within a wide range of disciplines, from 
neuroscience, developmental psychology, and sociology to evolutionary 
anthropology, health sciences, and primatology. The collective insights 
from these fields, coalescing in the newly emerging field of the science 
of human connection,6 compose a five- part story about the roots and 
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consequences of the crisis of connection and the potential solutions. 
Although each part of the story— based on findings from different sci-
entific disciplines— has been known for decades, we have failed to see 
the entire picture due to our tendency to segregate scientific disciplines 
and methods (see Ali and Sichel, this volume). Like the Indian parable 
in which the blind men are unable to “see” the elephant because they 
feel only the tail, the ear, the trunk, the side, or the tusk,7 each scientific 
discipline has remained largely isolated, focused on one component of 
the human experience and using one type of method, and rarely, if ever, 
communicating with other disciplines or methods. This “blind men” ap-
proach to science has resulted in an inability to hear or see the full story 
of human experience in culture and context or what lies at the root of 
our crisis of connection and how we can effectively address it.

The aim of this edited book is to tell the five- part story evident in the 
science of human connection that explains: (1) who we are as humans, 
with a focus on our capacity and need for connection; (2) what has led 
to our crisis of connection; (3) the evidence of the crisis; (4) the conse-
quences of the crisis; and (5) the potential solutions.

The five- part story from the natural and social sciences begins with 
studies from developmental psychology, evolutionary anthropology, 
primatology, and neuroscience. We learn from the research, including 
the narrative based research with girls and boys, that humans are inher-
ently responsive and relational beings, born with a voice, with the abil-
ity to communicate and engage with others, and with the desire to live 
in relationships.8 We are not simply the rugged, aggressive, and compet-
itive individuals that we are often made out to be.9 In fact, our tendency 
toward altruism and cooperation is now recognized as a key factor in 
our survival as a species.10 Over the past half century, researchers of 
infants, children, and adolescents have repeatedly found that we are, 
by nature, empathic, caring, cooperative, and interdependent and that 
connection is integral to human development.11 Primatologist Frans de 
Waal has called for “a complete reassessment of our assumptions about 
human nature” to account for this new and not so new research.12

However, according to the second part of the story evident in the sci-
ences, there is a conflict between human nature and the modern culture 
we have constructed. We want to connect within and across communi-
ties, but we live in a society that is rooted in ideologies, beliefs, and  values 
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that  prevent us from finding what we want and need most to thrive. 
 Patriarchal ideologies, for example, lead us to privilege stereotypically 
 masculine qualities and characteristics over those deemed feminine. 
Thus, we value self over relationships, individual success over the com-
mon good, the mind over the body, and thinking over feeling. Such pri-
orities and preferences explicitly devalue core elements of our humanity 
and contribute to a decline in familial and communal bonds and a dis-
connection from oneself and others.13 Not only is contemporary society 
organized around patriarchal ideologies, it is also aligned with those of 
capitalism and White supremacy, in which the needs of some (e.g., the 
employers, the rich, and White people) are considered more important 
than the needs of others (e.g., workers, the poor, and people of color).14 
Such “hierarchies of humanness” are perpetuated and  reproduced 
through widely shared stereotypes that justify the hierarchy, denigrate 
groups of people, and legitimize neglect and violence.15 Such stereotypes 
circulate in homes, schools, neighborhoods, workplaces, and the media, 
and compromise our ability to listen to ourselves and each other, create 
inclusive communities, or recognize our common humanity. Our ide-
ologies and their corresponding stereotypes and values, in other words, 
lead to a crisis of connection.

In the third part of the story, the science of human connection pro-
vides evidence of the crisis itself. Research in developmental and social 
psychology, social neuroscience, sociology, and the health sciences shows 
three broad patterns of increasing disconnection from ourselves and each 
other. One is a decline in levels of trust and empathy, the second is ris-
ing indices of depression and anxiety, and the third is increasing levels 
of loneliness and social isolation around the world.16 As the barriers to 
human connection calcify, our ability to see beyond them becomes ever 
more limited and our awareness that we are part of one human family 
becomes ever more faint.

The fourth part of the story then draws on evidence in the social 
and health sciences that reveals the dire consequences of losing our 
connection to ourselves and to others.17 With declining rates of trust 
and empathy come, according to the data, increasing rates of income 
and educational inequality, hate crimes, and mass incarceration.18 With 
rising rates of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and isolation, we have 
increasing rates of suicide, drug addiction, mass violence, health prob-
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lems, and a decline in life expectancy among the most alienated groups, 
 including a growing number of White working- class males.19 Epidemi-
ologists Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett conclude that the two most 
important factors determining the health and well- being of people liv-
ing in industrialized countries are social status and friendships. Those 
who lack friendships or who have low social status are at greatest risk for 
health problems, substance abuse, and premature death.20

In his book Descartes’ Error, neuroscientist Antonio Damasio re-
veals that the separation of reason from emotion is a manifestation 
not of  rationality but of brain injury or trauma, suggesting that the 
culture of the Enlightenment, in splitting thought from emotion, has 
traumatic effects.21 Similarly, French sociologist Émile Durkheim, writ-
ing over a hundred years earlier, described the anomie and alienation 
that result when there is a mismatch between the needs of the people 
and the values of the society in which they live.22 Psychologist Sigmund 
Freud, writing in Civilization and Its Discontents, describes a collec-
tive neurosis manifest in aggression and a “death wish” as the price of 
civilization.23 For all three— Damasio, Durkheim, and Freud— a crisis 
endemic to modern society and rooted in a particular set of ideologies 
threatens our existence.

In the fifth and final part of the story, we draw from the sciences to 
suggest potential solutions. In the developmental psychology research 
that began in the early 1980s with studies of girls and young women,24 
and then continued in the 1990s with studies of boys and young men,25 
we find the human potential to resist disconnection. Girls and boys 
 remind us that we have the capacity, as humans, to reject ideologies that 
hurt and, in some cases, kill us. The story thus comes full circle and il-
luminates a solution that is not ideologically driven, but rather based 
in what we know from the social and natural sciences about our human 
capacity and desire to live in connection with each other. From the gos-
pels of Jesus to Pope Francis’s call for a “revolution of tenderness,” from 
the work of Albert Einstein to the Dalai Lama, we hear the message that 
love is the solution. Not the “selfless love” that Virginia Woolf warned 
against in writing about the Angel in the House or the “anemic love” that 
Martin Luther King Jr. spoke of in his 1965 speech at Oberlin College, 
but a love that includes the self and is rooted in justice and a sense of a 
common humanity.
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In this chapter, we first tell the five- part story as it emerged starkly 
in the 1980s and 1990s from narrative- based, developmental research 
with girls and boys. Such research not only revealed a crisis of con-
nection occurring during development as children are initiated into 
a set of cultural ideologies premised on a “hierarchy of humanness.” It 
also indicated the root of the problem (i.e., the clash between nature 
and culture), the consequences of the crisis (i.e., drug and alcohol use, 
suicide, eating disorders, cutting, violence), as well as the solutions to 
the crisis rooted in resistance. Following the description of what we 
learned from listening to girls and boys, we repeat the same five- part 
story in the sciences but this time as told from a wide array of scientific 
disciplines and not simply from the narrative- based studies of girls 
and boys. The same story that the girls and boys told us about a crisis 
of connection, its roots, consequences, and solutions, is revealed in the 
larger body of science that includes social neuroscience, evolutionary 
anthropology, primatology, sociology, social and developmental psy-
chology, and the health sciences. The research in these disciplines in-
dicates that the crisis of connection is occurring not only during child 
development but also in society more broadly. We close our chapter 
with a brief description of the applied work that tells the fifth part of 
the story. If we act on the knowledge we now have from the science 
of human connection, we can become, as Brazilian educator Paulo 
Freire urged, “more fully human” by connecting the “me” to a “we,” 
but a “we” that includes rather than rules out a “me” so that no one is 
silenced or pushed to the margins.26 A “we,” in other words, that truly 
encompasses all of humanity.

The Crisis of Connection in Human Development

The paradigm shift in the sciences leading to the recognition that humans 
are inherently relational and responsive beings began, ironically, with the 
inclusion of women in studies of human development in the 1970s. The 
“different voice” that developmental psychologist Carol Gilligan wrote 
about in her groundbreaking book, In a Different Voice, was one that 
had been ignored because it joined reason with emotion and spoke of 
the self as living in rather than apart from relationships. It was, in fact, 
a human voice.27 With this recognition, the question for developmental 
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psychologists turned from how we gain the capacity to love to how our 
desire and ability to love come to be muted or stunted as we grow older. 
Here the research with girls proved crucial (see Gilligan, Rogers, and 
Noel, this volume).

Moving from girlhood to womanhood, girls in the research led by Gil-
ligan and conducted by the Harvard Project on Women’s Psychology and 
Girls’ Development in the 1980s and 1990s were narrating a crisis of con-
nection: a turning point or crossroads in development where what had 
seemed ordinary— having a voice and living in relationship— suddenly 
became extraordinary. Paradoxically, girls on the cusp of adolescence 
were being pressured to forgo genuine relationship in which they could 
openly express their thoughts and feelings in order to have fake relation-
ships in which they could not.28

Over a period of ten years, Harvard Project researchers listened to 
hundreds of girls, diverse in ethnicity and social class, from ages seven to 
seventeen, in a range of public and private schools and after- school pro-
grams in the United States. Their goal was to learn from girls about their 
experiences of coming of age. With the focus on coming of age and with 
girls as the narrators, the researchers illuminated an intersection where 
psychological development came into conflict with social adaptation. 
Listening to girls, they heard what artists have observed and recorded 
across time and cultures: prior to adolescence, girls will speak with strik-
ing honesty and openness about their thoughts and feelings and raise 
astute questions about the world around them. They reveal their human 
capacity for empathy, mutual understanding, and self- reflection and see 
the human world in a remarkably clear- eyed manner. In a discussion of 
whether it is ever good to tell a lie, Elise, an eleven- year- old sixth grader 
in an urban public school, and a participant in the Harvard Project’s 
after- school program on strengthening healthy resistance and courage 
in girls, said: “My house is wallpapered with lies.” This candid scrutiny of 
the human world was a stark and common finding of the research with 
girls. Tessie, also eleven, explained why it is important to speak about 
conflicts in relationships rather than “just keep it inside”:

When you are having an argument with your mother or brother and you 
just keep it inside and don’t tell anyone, you never hear the person’s point 
of view. And if you are telling someone about it, you are telling it from 
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both sides and so you hear what my mother said, or what my brother said. 
And the other person can say, well, you might be mad, but your mom was 
right, and you say, yeah, I know. So when you say it out loud, you have to 
listen.29

During middle and late childhood, girls will say what they see and know 
about themselves and others from watching and listening to what goes 
on around them.

Yet as girls become young women and enter secondary education, 
they are initiated into the gendered splits and hierarchies of a patriarchal 
order. It is at this point that the researchers heard their open and honest 
voices waver. Girls who had been lively and outspoken at eight and nine, 
ten and eleven, came under pressure to be a certain kind of girl— the 
kind of girl other people want to be with. Someone who will be included 
rather than excluded; someone who doesn’t say what she “really” thinks 
and feels, who is not “too loud” or too honest; a girl who is less likely 
to interrupt the social order or disrupt the surface flow of events with 
her questions and comments; a girl who feels pressure to adopt a public 
story of girlhood that ironically ensures that her voice is not heard or 
taken seriously.

“I never utter my real feelings about anything,” Anne Frank wrote in 
her diary at age fifteen. Her confession is echoed by countless girls dur-
ing early and middle adolescence. Neeti, sixteen, an outstanding student 
and school leader, explained, “The voice that stands up for what I believe 
in has been buried deep inside me.” Iris, seventeen, said, “If I were to say 
what I was feeling and thinking, no one would want to be with me. My 
voice would be too loud.” Sheila, sixteen, described how she looks out for 
herself by never saying what she is actually feeling and thinking. In this 
way, she can dismiss what others may say about her since they don’t re-
ally know who she is. “Brilliant isn’t it,” she asked her interviewer, who 
agreed. It is, in its own way, a brilliant strategy. But, as the interviewer 
then reflected, it is one by which Sheila protects herself at the expense of 
what she had said that she wanted: “honesty in relationships.”

The rising incidence of the phrase “I don’t know” among girls as they 
approach and enter adolescence led the researchers to the realization that 
this disclaimer of knowing served for the most part not as an admission 
of ignorance but as a cover for knowledge. An injunction, “don’t,” had 
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come to stand between “I” and “know.”30 Raising the tone of their voices 
at the end of their responses, suggesting that they were asking rather than 
answering a question, adolescent girls also began to show signs of psy-
chological distress, manifest in the sudden high incidence among ado-
lescent girls of depression, eating disorders, cutting, suicidal acts, and 
other forms of destructive behavior.31

Coming of age, girls articulated a crisis of connection: if they said what 
they were feeling and thinking, no one would want to be with them, and 
if they didn’t say what they were feeling and thinking, no one would be 
with them, they would be all alone. Either way they would lose connec-
tion. Either way, the loss of connection was imminent. What’s more, 
the choice they faced between having a voice and having relationships 
is psychologically incoherent, in that without a voice, there is no one 
present, there is no relationship, and without relationship or resonance, 
voices recedes into silence. It was the incoherence of a move that girls 
recognized to be socially and culturally adaptive and enforced by the 
educational system that created for many girls, at the edge of adoles-
cence, an experience of crisis. Either way, by speaking or not speaking, 
they would lose their connection with others. To add to the confu-
sion, they were facing a loss of connection that was said, in the name 
of  maturity and being a good woman, to be not a loss but a gain. Many 
girls were doing well, some exceptionally well according to standard 
measures of accomplishment and success. And yet they registered the 
loss and felt the sadness.32

Yet, listening to girls speak about their worlds also highlighted a po-
tential to resist the loss. By not splitting their minds from their bodies, 
their thoughts from their emotions, and their honest voices from their 
relationships, girls retained their ability to think inductively— to reason 
from experience— as well as their capacity for empathy, cooperation, and 
mutual understanding. These fundamental human capacities rely on the 
integration of mind and body, thought and emotion, self and relation-
ships. The research with girls thus elucidated both the mechanisms of 
disconnection by which our desire and ability to live in connection be-
come compromised or disabled and the ways in which the loss of con-
nection can be averted.

With the disruption of connection, with the crisis that renders human 
connection seemingly quixotic, it becomes possible to establish and 
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maintain the hierarchies of oppression, the splitting of humans into su-
perior and inferior on the basis of race, class, caste, gender, religion, na-
tionality, and sexuality. But in a variety of ways, some more effective than 
others, girls will resist losing their connection with their bodies, their 
emotions, and their relationships. They resist the structures of patriar-
chy that divide human qualities into “masculine” and “feminine,” and 
privilege those considered masculine (mind, self, and thought) while 
devaluing those gendered feminine (body, relationships, and emotions). 
When Neeti, eleven, was told by the camp director that her homesick 
cousin could not call his parents because it was against the rules, she 
spoke up for her cousin and challenged the director’s prioritizing of rules 
over relationships: “Sorry,” she said, “he’s only seven . . . people are more 
important than rules.”

The patriarchal bind that renders women captive to a morality that 
would silence them in the name of goodness is countered by a resistance 
grounded in a recognition that without a voice, without a self, there can 
be no relationship, only the chimera of relationship. It was the refusal of 
some girls to give up their desire for relationship in order to have fake 
relationships that drew attention to a potential for transformation. Crisis 
in its medical meaning signifies a turning point that holds both danger 
and opportunity. The crisis of connection signals the risk of losing con-
nection and all that implies, but it also creates an opportunity to resist the 
loss and thus to break what has become a vicious cycle.

The research with girls also contributed to our understanding of the 
crisis of connection by showing how a healthy resistance to losing con-
nection becomes a political resistance to the structures that divide us 
from one another, and how this political resistance then comes under 
pressures to become a psychological resistance or a reluctance to know 
what we know. By joining girls’ healthy resistance, by educating and de-
veloping their honest voices and their ability to be present with others 
and with themselves, women tapped into their own desire to live in con-
nection and their resistance to silencing themselves. Supporting girls’ 
healthy development and encouraging their resilience thus  challenged 
the structures of patriarchy that had placed girls in a bind. Mothers and 
fathers, teachers and counselors committed to fostering girls’ well- being 
found themselves working to disassemble the structures that would 
force girls to choose between having a voice and having relationships. 
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By highlighting the tension between the more valued “masculine” traits 
(reason, the self, independence) and the requisites for being a good 
woman (being caring, empathic, responsive to others, and selfless), the 
research with girls made it clear why women’s and girls’ voices remain 
key both to understanding and to solving the crisis of connection.

The work with girls and women initiated by members of the Harvard 
Project included the Women Teaching Girls/Girls Teaching Women re-
treats (see Dorney, this volume), the Strengthening Healthy Resistance 
and Courage in Girls Project (see Gilligan, Rogers, and Noel, this vol-
ume), the Women and Race Retreats,33 and the Company of Women/
Company of Girls Theater Project.34 The voices of preadolescent girls 
and their articulation of the crisis of connection prompt women to recall 
what for many had been a lost time. But such projects with women and 
girls also make it clear that strengthening healthy resistance and cour-
age in girls ultimately implies a political transformation. It means freeing 
democracy from patriarchy.35

The research with girls was pathbreaking and radical in its implica-
tions. It revealed how the human voice— emotional and relational as well 
as thoughtful and self- assertive— leads to a crisis of connection and also 
how this crisis is met with a healthy resistance: a reluctance to lose con-
nection with oneself and with others, a refusal to remain silent about 
what one sees or to lose touch with one’s experience and come not to 
know what one knows. In this way, the research of the Harvard Project 
and more particularly its studies with girls and women elucidated a po-
tential to break rather than repeat a destructive pattern, to end a destruc-
tive cycle, to free love and create a more caring and humane society.36

Other researchers have also noted patterns of resistance among girls 
and women. Developmental psychologist Janie Ward’s research (see 
Ward, this volume) reveals patterns of resistance among Black girls and 
their mothers and distinguishes between resistance for survival and re-
sistance for liberation.37 Resistance for survival includes strategies that 
provide short- term solutions such as dropping out of dehumanizing 
schools that are not educating students. Resistance for liberation en-
compasses strategies that offer long- term solutions such as challenging 
the quality of education in public schools. Ward finds that Black moth-
ers of girls socialize their children to resist for liberation by communicat-
ing to them the nature of their challenges and ways of addressing them. 
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Similarly, the research of developmental psychologist Deborah Tolman 
documents the ways in which girls and young women resist a culture of 
misogyny that disconnects girls from their bodies and leads to slut sham-
ing. She offers concrete solutions that nourish the humanity of girls and 
women (see Tolman, this volume).

Drawing from hundreds of interviews conducted throughout ado-
lescence with boys from a wide range of ethnicities, races, and social 
classes, developmental psychologist Niobe Way and her research team 
reveal a story similar to the one found in the research with girls.38 Like 
girls, boys openly express their desire for genuine connections with 
others, including with boys. They reveal the human capacity for mutual 
understanding, care, and empathy and demonstrate remarkably astute 
abilities to read the human world. Yet as they reach middle to late 
adolescence and as expectations of manhood intensify,39 they begin 
to experience a crisis of connection in which they speak about losing 
trust and closeness in their male friendships and, for some, no longer 
believe it’s possible to have intimate relationships with other boys even 
though they continue to yearn for them. Rather than “I don’t know” 
evident in the girls’ research, the boys begin to say “I don’t care” in 
response to questions about whether they want close male friendships. 
Only a few years earlier, however, their desire for such friendships was 
clear. While girls say “I don’t know,” boys say “I don’t care,” reflecting 
a gender binary essential to patriarchy— where women don’t think and 
men don’t feel.

When Justin, at 15 years old in one of Way’s studies,40 was asked to 
describe his friendships, he responded:

[My best friend and I] love each other . . . that’s it . . . you have this thing 
that is deep, so deep, it’s within you, you can’t explain it. It’s just a thing that 
you know that that person is that person . . . and that is all that should be 
important in our friendship. . . . I guess in life, sometimes two people can 
really, really understand each other and really have a trust, respect, and 
love for each other. It just happens, it’s human nature.41

During early and middle adolescence, boys often speak about having or 
wanting male friendships with whom “you have this thing that is deep, 
so deep it’s within you, you can’t explain it.” Set against an American 
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culture where boys and men are perceived to be “activity- oriented,” “emo-
tionally illiterate,” and interested only in independence, these findings 
are surprising. Although norms of masculinity suggest that what boys 
want and need most are opportunities for competition and autonomy, 
approximately 85 percent of the hundreds of boys in Way’s studies indi-
cate that boys’ closest friendships share the plot of Love Story more than 
Lord of the Flies. Black, Latino, Asian American, and White boys from 
working-  to middle- class families in the United States spoke of valu-
ing their close male friendships not because their friends were worthy 
opponents in the competition for manhood but because they were able 
to share their thoughts and feelings— their deepest secrets— with these 
friends.42

Hector said at the age of fourteen: “I’ve got two best friends— Willy 
and Brian. Like sometimes when me and Willy argue, me and Brian are 
real close. Then when me and Brian are not doing so good, me and Willy 
are real close. It’s like circles of love. Sometimes, we’re all close.” Jason 
said at fifteen: “My ideal best friend is a close, close friend who I could 
say anything to . . . ’cause sometimes you need to spill your heart out to 
somebody and if there’s nobody there, then you gonna keep it inside, 
then you will have anger. So you need somebody to talk to always.” 
When asked to explain why he feels close to his best friend, Marcus said: 
“If I’m having problems at home, they’ll like counsel me, I just trust them 
with anything, like deep secrets, anything.” While boys spoke about en-
joying sports or videogames with their friends, the emphasis was almost 
always on talking together and sharing secrets with their best friends.43

The boys in Way’s studies also believed that the intimacy in their male 
friendships was essential for their health and well- being. Stephen said in 
his freshman year:

You need friends to talk to sometimes, you know like you have nobody to 
talk to, you don’t have a friend, it’s hard. You got to keep things bottled up 
inside, you might just start . . . crying or whatever. Like if a family mem-
ber is beating on you or something and you can’t tell a friend, you might 
just go out, just you know do drugs, sell drugs whatever.44

Chen at 15 years old said that he needed “someone to talk to, like you have 
problems with something, you go talk to him. You know, if you keep 
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it all to yourself, you go crazy. Try to take it out on someone else.” Another 
boy concurred, saying that “without friends you will go crazy or mad or 
you’ll be lonely all of the time, be depressed. . . . You would go wacko.” Kai 
said bluntly at the age of fourteen: “My friendships are important ’cause 
you need a friend or else, you would be depressed, you won’t be happy, 
you would try to kill yourself, ’cause then you’ll be all alone and no one 
to talk to.”45

Like the girls in the research conducted by the Harvard Project, the 
boys resist cultural expectations that lead them to silence vital parts of 
themselves. For boys, this means resisting codes of masculinity that 
would turn a core human desire and need for close friendship into a 
“girly and gay” thing, which, in a homophobic and misogynist culture, 
is equivalent to being lame, and no one wants to be lame.

As these boys reached late adolescence, however, they began to de-
scribe the loss of close friendships and trust with other boys. Justin said 
in his senior year:

I don’t know, maybe, not a lot, but I guess that best friends become close 
friends. So that’s basically the only thing that changed. It’s like best friends 
become close friends, close friends become general friends and then 
general friends become acquaintances. So they just . . . if there’s distance 
whether it’s, I don’t know, natural or whatever. You can say that but it just 
happens that way.

Michael said in his senior year:

Like my friendship with my best friend is fading, but I’m saying it’s still 
there but. . . . It’s sad ’cause he lives only one block away from me. . . . It’s 
like a DJ used his cross fader and started fading it slowly and slowly and 
now I’m like halfway through the cross fade.46

When asked about whether he still had a best friend in his junior year, 
Guillermo replied:

Not really. I think myself. The friend I had, I lost it. . . . That was the only 
person that I could trust and we talked about everything. When I was 

14 | Way, Gilligan, Noguera, and Ali

709-74674_Way_5P.indd   14 6/21/18   1:57 PM



Introduction | 15

down, he used to help me feel better. The same I did to him. So I feel pretty 
lonely and sometimes depressed . . . because I don’t have no one to go out 
with, no one to speak on the phone, no one to tell my secrets, or to help me 
solve my problems. [Why don’t you think you have someone?] Because I 
think that it will never be the same, you know, I think that when you have 
a real friend and you lost it, I don’t think you find another one like him. 
That’s the point of view I have . . . I tried to look for a person, you know 
but it’s not that easy.47

Rather than simply being a period of progress, adolescence for the 
boys in Way’s studies appears to also be a period of loss. As their bodies 
were almost fully grown and their minds increasingly attuned to cultural 
messages about manhood and maturity, they began to distance them-
selves from the very relationships that they relied on previously so that 
they wouldn’t go “crazy or mad or be lonely all the time.” While some 
boys, such as Guillermo, explicitly indicated their feelings of sadness over 
the loss, other boys expressed not caring about the loss. Yet like the little 
boy in Maurice Sendak’s story who claimed not to care until he was swal-
lowed up by a lion,48 their repeated responses of not caring as well as the 
increase in suicide rates nationally among boys at the exact same age as 
their reported losses suggest that they do, in fact, care deeply. 

In response to a cultural context that links the need for emotional in-
timacy with an age (babyish), a sex (female), and a sexuality (gay), these 
boys “mature” into men who are autonomous, emotionally stoic, and 
isolated. The ages of sixteen to nineteen, however, are not only a time of 
disconnection for the boys in Way’s studies, but also an age in which dis-
connection is common for boys across the United States, as suggested by 
the rising rates of self-  and other- directed violence during this period.49 
Just as the boys during early and middle adolescence predicted, not hav-
ing friends to share their deepest secrets makes them go “wacko.”50

The reasons for boys’ crisis of connection in their friendships dur-
ing adolescence can be divided into thin and thick culture explanations. 
Thin culture explanations repeat narratives that are familiar to many 
but only skim the surface. When boys were asked directly about the 
loss of trust and close male friendships, they repeated well- worn narra-
tives about why such friendships disappeared. Having girlfriends, busy 
work and school schedules, and changes in schools and neighborhoods 
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were risk- free and frequently stated reasons for the loss of friendships 
and trust. The boys invoked these explanations freely but not without 
expressing frustration, sadness, and anger at their losses and a wish to 
regain what they had earlier in their development.51

Thick culture explanations focus on the norms of masculinity and 
 maturity in American culture that make such friendships a gay, girly, or 
childish thing rather than a human capacity, desire, and need. When Jason, 
a ninth grader who had a close male friend with whom he shared all his 
secrets, was asked if and why male friendships are important, he explained 
that with them “you are not lonely . . . you need someone to turn to when 
things are bad.” Three years later, he said in response to the same question 
about his friendships that while he had nothing against gay people, he him-
self was not gay. He also told his interviewer that he no longer had any close 
male friends, although he “wouldn’t mind” having such friendships like 
the ones he had when he was younger. Other boys during late adolescence 
responded similarly. When boys didn’t directly discuss this link between 
sexuality and friendships, they did indirectly with the phrase “no homo,” 
a verbal tick that was repeated after every intimate phrase. “We’re close, 
no homo.” “We talk, no homo.” Questions about close male friendships 
became questions about sexuality only during late adolescence.

The boys revealed the ways in which American norms of masculinity, 
or the pressure to “man up,” split the mind from the body, boys from 
girls, straight boys from gay boys, and thinking from feeling. When 
asked what it would be like to be a girl, Andy at the age of sixteen said: 
“It might be nice to be a girl because then you wouldn’t have to be 
emotionless.” The assumption here is that boys and men are supposed 
to think and not feel and girls and women are supposed to feel and not 
think (lest they sound like men). In such a culture, boys struggle to hold 
on to their friendships and girls, as suggested by the Harvard Project 
research, struggle to hold on to what they know.

Constructions of maturity are also to blame for the crisis of connec-
tion among adolescent boys. Despite decades of work on the importance 
of connectedness in human development,52 the essential components 
of maturity in the United States continue to be independence and 
stoicism— qualities that are privileged in a patriarchal society. Moham-
med said in his junior year: “But I don’t know. Recently, . . . you know 
I kind of changed something. Not that much, but you know, I feel like 
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there’s no need to— I could keep [my feelings] to myself. You know, I’m 
mature enough.” Interpreting a desire to share feelings as a sign of im-
maturity, Mohammed shuts down. He understood implicitly that there 
are consequences to becoming “mature.” Other boys were also aware of 
these consequences as they explicitly linked maturity and manhood with 
self- sufficiency, saying things such as “Now I’m a man, I need to take 
care of myself and not rely on others.” One only needs to ask the ques-
tion of what it would mean for us to define manhood and maturity as the 
ability to have mutually supportive relationships to underscore how far 
modern society is from valuing them.

Developmental psychologist Judy Chu finds that young boys also face 
pressures to disconnect from their relational presence and emotional 
openness. She shows how in the transition from preschool to first grade, 
boys will replace relational presence (their attentiveness, articulateness, 
authenticity, and directness in relationships) with relational pretense 
and posturing. But she also documents boys’ resistance, their struggle to 
maintain their openly expressive voices (see Chu, this volume).53 In her 
two- year longitudinal study of four-  and five- year- old boys, she finds 
that the boys start off reading the emotional and relational world with 
remarkable acuity and are able to articulate their need and desire for one 
another. They implicitly reject the autonomy associated with masculinity 
by seeking out the support of other boys in the classroom and defending 
their peers when others are bullying them. They display, in other words, 
a healthy resistance to debilitating norms of masculinity that manifest 
in their school and peer group cultures. Over the school year, however, 
Chu notes that the boys begin to behave in more stereotypic ways by cre-
ating, for example, a “mean team” that explicitly excludes girls. Although 
some of the boys privately admitted to liking girls, on the “mean team” 
girls are the enemy. Chu’s research indicates that the crisis of connec-
tion occurs at different moments in development and not simply during 
adolescence. When children and adolescents are pressured to adhere to 
patriarchal dictates in and out of the classroom, they begin to disconnect 
from themselves and each other in the name of being “normal.”

Developmental psychologist Onnie Rogers finds that boys accommo-
date and resist not only gender stereotypes but also racial stereotypes 
(see Rogers, this volume). In her study of Black adolescent boys attend-
ing an all- boys school in Chicago that serves boys of color, she finds three 
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patterns in their construction of their identities. The first entails Black 
boys adhering to the gender and racial stereotypes that are projected 
onto them by society. The second pattern is Black boys claiming to be 
“the exception” to the racial stereotypes but adhering to gender stereo-
types. The third pattern involves Black boys resisting both racial and 
gender stereotypes and noting that the negative messages projected onto 
them about being Black as well as male are, indeed, stereotypes and thus 
not accurate representations of boys, men, or Black people. Rogers con-
cludes that while her findings may be distinct to the school context in 
which she collected her data, it is critical for researchers to investigate 
the processes of resistance and accommodation to stereotypes across 
 intersecting social identities.

The research with girls and boys in developmental psychology tells 
us a five- part story that sheds light on both how the crisis of connection 
emerges and how it might be countered. They underscore, first of all, our 
human capacity to feel another person’s feelings, to observe the human 
world, to voice what we see and hear and know, to be curious about each 
other, to notice cultural contradictions, and to want and fight for authentic 
relationships in which we are heard, seen, and supported. They reveal, in 
other words, our human capacity and need for connection and our 
ability to resist cultural norms that hurt us. Second, girls and boys re-
veal the patriarchal ideologies and their corresponding stereotypes that 
privilege the stereotypically masculine over the stereotypically feminine 
and split boys from girls, the mind from the body, thinking from feel-
ing, and the self from relationships. They remind us that our definitions 
of maturation and manhood, with their emphasis on autonomy and in-
dependence, make it hard for us to find what we want and need most to 
thrive. Third, we learn from boys and girls about the crisis of connection 
as they grow older and learn not to say what they know and feel as it is 
deemed too risky. They imply what a teenage character explicitly says 
in a John Hughes coming- of- age film: “When you grow up, your heart 
dies.”54 The fourth part of the five- part story that we learn from girls and 
boys is the consequences of the crisis that appear right at the moment 
during development when boys become “boys” (or how boys are often 
said to be), and girls begin to disconnect from what they know.55

The girls and boys in the developmental research also reveal the fifth 
and final part of the story— the potential solutions. By demonstrat-
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ing their human capacity to resist cultural pressures to disconnect from 
what they know about themselves and others in the name of being a 
“perfect girl” or “a real man,” they show us a way out of the crisis of 
connection. This body of developmental research indicates that the 
story of human development is not simply one of accommodation to 
oppressive cultural forces. It is also a story of resistance to dehumaniza-
tion.56 It is this story of resistance that allows us to recognize our com-
mon humanity in the face of forces that divides us from ourselves and 
from one another and to see that in resisting the loss of connection to 
ourselves and others, we have an opportunity to create a more just and 
humane society.

The Crisis of Connection in Society

When we listen to the larger body of research in primatology, evolution-
ary anthropology, child development, neuroscience, social psychology, 
sociology, education, and the health sciences, we hear, once again, the 
same five- part story as we heard in the narrative- based developmental 
research with girls and boys: (1) the human desire for connection, (2) the 
ideologies and their corresponding stereotypes that disconnect us from 
ourselves and each other and lead to a crisis of connection, (3) evidence 
of a crisis of connection, (4) the consequences of the crisis, and (5) the 
potential solutions.57

Part 1: The Nature of Humans

Whereas once humans were described by scientists and philosophers as 
primarily aggressive and competitive and in need of social and political 
institutions to control our violent impulses, new and old research across 
a wide range of disciplines underscores our capacity for empathy, coop-
eration, and altruism, and our desire for relationship.58 In his book The 
Age of Empathy, primatologist Frans de Waal observed:

Empathy is part of our evolution, and not just a recent part, but an innate, 
age- old capacity. . . . We involuntarily enter the bodies of those around 
us so that their movements and emotions echo within us as if they’re 
our own [from the beginning of life].59
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In Mothers and Others, evolutionary anthropologist Sarah Blaffer 
Hrdy states:

From a tender age and without special training, modern humans identify 
with the plights of others and without being asked, volunteer to help and 
share, even with strangers. In these respects, our line of apes is a class by 
itself. . . . This ability to identify with others and vicariously experience 
their suffering is not simply learned: it is part of us.60

Our evolutionary past reveals our capacity and need for relationships 
and the ways in which “mothers and others” have nurtured our social 
and emotional needs over the ages.61 Like Charles Darwin, Hrdy main-
tains that our social capacities lie at the root of our survival as a species. 
Furthermore, she asserts that our stories of ourselves have overlooked 
a central aspect of our evolutionary history, namely our child- rearing 
capacities and patterns. Without mothers, fathers, uncles, aunts, siblings, 
cousins, grandparents, and others who serve as “alloparents” in raising 
the children, we would not have had the opportunity to hunt or gather 
or, more broadly, survive as a species. The necessity for the collective rais-
ing of children early in our histories led evolution to select for the very 
social and emotional skills that were and are necessary for humans to 
thrive.

The groundbreaking work on attachment and loss by the British 
psychiatrist and psychoanalyst John Bowlby countered what had been 
accepted wisdom about human development by observing young chil-
dren who were separated from their caregivers, whether due to the 
exigencies of war or by having to go to the hospital. Witnessing the 
children’s distress at the loss of connection, Bowlby identified a tra-
jectory of  responses to loss that began with protest and, when protest 
proved ineffective, led to despair and ultimately to detachment.62 More 
recently, Carol Gilligan and Naomi Snider observed how the trajectory 
of  children’s protest to loss observed by Bowlby parallels the resistance 
to loss that the Harvard Project researchers detected in their studies with 
girls. Such resistance, however, can turn into despair and detachment if 
it doesn’t prove effective at repairing the loss. Gilligan and Snider further 
note that patriarchal ideals of masculinity and femininity correspond to 
what Bowlby identifies as pathological responses to loss, namely compul-
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sive self- reliance and compulsive caregiving.63 These responses to loss 
are problematic in that they become barriers to regaining or restoring 
connection.

In addition to the work on loss, Bowlby and developmental 
 psychologist Mary Ainsworth provide compelling evidence of attach-
ment, revealing the ways in which infants and young children seek the 
proximity of their caretakers during times of fear or stress.64 Such behav-
ior increases the likelihood of protection and survival from predators 
and is thus, they argue, evolutionarily adaptive. One sees evidence of the 
attachment system in the ways in which babies signal to their caretak-
ers through smiling or vocalizing when they are seeking interaction or 
through crying when they want to be soothed. Secure  attachment, in 
which children know that their caretakers will  respond to them when 
they are in need, has been linked to positive adjustment over the life 
span. In contrast, insecure or anxious attachment, in which children 
lack confidence in their caretaker’s responsiveness, has been associ-
ated with maladjustment.65 The different ways that children attach and 
the impact of such attachment styles on developmental outcomes have 
been examined for over half a century. Researchers have consistently 
found that children’s early attachment styles have a lifelong impact on 
human development.66

Other developmental psychologists have also documented the social 
and emotional nature of human beings. Michael Tomasello counters 
previous assumptions about what motivates behavior by showing that 
young children have strong desires to help, inform, and share, without 
expecting any reward.67 Children display naturally altruistic and selfless 
tendencies, independent of influences from their caregivers or socializa-
tion. His research also reveals that as children grow, their altruism and 
empathy become more selective but do not diminish. Even in the first 
years of life, infants can discern the underlying goals and intentions of 
others and show empathy toward them, crying when they hear other in-
fants cry.68 Tomasello’s research indicates that those children who coop-
erate with each other are more likely to share the rewards of their work 
together. This latter finding has significant implications for strategies to 
address the crisis of connection.

In his “still face” experiment, developmental psychologist Edward 
Tronick provides a searing demonstration of the relational nature of 
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human beings. In a two- minute video of a mother and her one- year- 
old baby, we initially see the pair engaged in a responsive relationship, 
smiling and cooing with delight. The mother is then instructed by the 
experimenter to become still- faced and stop responding to her infant’s 
gestures and smiles. Instantly the baby picks up the break in connection. 
When the baby’s repeated efforts to reengage her or his mother are ig-
nored by the mother, the baby becomes visibly distressed.69 The experi-
ment shows that even in the first year of life, humans are social creatures 
who register the loss of connection, who move to repair ruptures in rela-
tionship, and who become visibly distressed when their efforts at repair 
are met with no response.70

Underscoring the importance of close relationships throughout the 
lifespan, social psychologists at the University of Virginia find that per-
ceptions of task difficulty are shaped by the proximity of a close friend.71 
In an experimental design, the researchers asked college students to stand 
at the base of a hill while carrying a weighted backpack and to estimate 
the steepness of the hill. Some participants stood next to close friends 
whom they had known a long time, some stood next to friends they had 
not known for long, some stood next to strangers, and the rest stood 
alone. The students who stood with close friends gave significantly lower 
estimates of the steepness of the hill than those who stood alone, next 
to strangers, or to new friends. The longer the close friends had known 
each other, the less steep the hill appeared. In a similar study, college 
students were asked to recall a positive social relationship, a neutral one, 
and a negative one immediately before estimating the steepness of a hill. 
Researchers found that those who recalled a positive social relationship 
estimated the hill to be less steep than those who recalled a neutral or 
negative one. In addition, the closer the participants felt to the person 
they were recalling, the less steep the hill appeared to be.72 The world 
sounds and looks less stressful when standing next to, or even thinking 
about, a person to whom one feels close.

Further evidence for the social and emotional nature of humans 
comes from social neuroscientist Matthew Lieberman in his book Social: 
Why Our Brains Are Wired to Connect: “[We] are wired to be social. We 
are driven by deep motivations to stay connected to friends and family. 
We are naturally curious about what is going on in the minds of other 
 people. . . . We will spend our entire lives motivated by social connection.”73 

22 | Way, Gilligan, Noguera, and Ali

709-74674_Way_5P.indd   22 6/21/18   1:57 PM



Introduction | 23

Social psychologist Ethan Kross and his colleagues find that social rejec-
tion lights up the same region of the brain as physical pain, indicating 
that biologically we are as wired to maintain a sense of belonging as we 
are to remain physically safe.74 Furthermore, Lieberman notes when our 
brains are not engaged in anything specific, we think about other people 
like a reflex, suggesting that our brains are actively promoting coopera-
tion, empathy, and understanding even during “down time.”

Like the voices of girls and boys in the narrative- based developmen-
tal studies, the research from primatology, evolutionary anthropology, 
 developmental psychology, and social neuroscience underscores our 
natural capacity and need for empathy, mutual understanding, coopera-
tion, and care and shows us what happens in their absence.

Part 2: The Roots of the Crisis of Connection

The second part of the five- part story highlights a tension between 
human nature and culture. While the research underscores our human 
capacity and desire to live in relationships, contemporary society rests 
on a set of ideologies, values, and beliefs that divide us from ourselves 
and each other. We devalue our friendships and emphasize our individ-
ual achievements. We privilege stereotypically masculine qualities over 
feminine ones and insist on a set of stereotypes that perpetuate a hier-
archy of humanness with wealthy, White, Christian, and straight men 
being on top and all others being on the bottom.75 Success is measured, 
furthermore, only in economic terms and not in indicators of social and 
emotional wellbeing.76

Empirical evidence of the growing tendency to privilege the mas-
culinized “me” over the femininized “we” is found in a set of studies 
that examine how our language has changed over time.77 A search of 
texts between 1960 and 2008 in a Google database conducted by psy-
chologist Jean Twenge and her colleagues found that words and phrases 
such as “self,” “I come first,” and “I can do it myself ” were used more 
frequently over time, while words and phrases like “community,” “col-
lective,” “tribe,” “share,” “united,” and “common good” declined.78 Using 
the Google database but expanding their search to texts throughout 
the twentieth century, psychologists Pelin Kesebir and Selin Kesebir 
found that the usage of words such as “thankfulness,” “appreciation,” 
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“kindness,” and “helpfulness” dropped by up to 56 percent by the end of 
the twentieth century.79 In her search of the same database, psychologist 
Patricia Greenfield also found that individual oriented words increased 
while communal words decreased throughout the twentieth century.80 
Psychologists Nathan De Wall and Richard Pond gathered the lyrics 
of the Billboard top 10 hit songs from 1980 to 2007 and found that the 
use of “we” and “us” as well as “love” decreased while the use of “I” and 
“me” and words such as “kill” and “hate” increased.81 A study of 49,818 
American college students who completed the Narcissistic Personality 
Inventory (e.g., “I can live my life any way I want to”; “If I ruled the 
world, it would be a better place”) found that the average college stu-
dent in 2009 scored higher in narcissism than 65 percent of students in 
1982.82 These trends of self- focus and aggrandizement fit with what we 
hear in popular culture, with pop artists, for example, singing lyrics such 
as “I am the greatest man that ever lived” or “I am god.”83

Stereotypes about gender, race, class, sexuality, nationality, and re-
ligion, furthermore, pervade our daily conversations and justify our 
ideologies that we share in modern society. They communicate a set 
of incoherent beliefs about ourselves and each other, such as that only 
some of us think (e.g., White and Asian males) while others feel (e.g., 
females, Latinos, Black people, gay males, and poor people), with the im-
plication being that none of us think and feel. We, in other words, have 
gendered, raced, sexualized, and classed core human capacities and put 
them in ideological hierarchies so that certain capacities (e.g., thinking) 
are privileged over others (e.g., feeling). The science of human connec-
tion reveals not only that all humans think and feel but that thinking and 
feeling often go together.84 Thus, when we stereotype ourselves and each 
other, we disconnect from what we know about ourselves and about our 
common humanity.

Stereotypes, furthermore, intersect so that those about Asians, for 
example, are not the same as those about Asian women nor are those 
about Asian women the same as those for White women.85 While some 
stereotypes appear “positive” (e.g., Asian people are smart, boys are 
good at math), they position one group in opposition to another (girls 
vs. boys, Asians vs. non- Asians) and serve to reify what are perceived to 
be innate differences.86 The stereotype that Black people are good ath-
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letes suggests that Black people who do not possess this competency 
are not “true” representations of their race.87 In this way, the Black male 
scientist who lacks athletic prowess is deemed “not Black enough,” the 
Asian teen who struggles in math is not really Asian, and the boy who 
is emotionally sensitive is not really a boy.88 Regardless of the specificity, 
stereotypes have a dehumanizing effect by suggesting that a particular 
group of people is competent in only one dimension— if that— of what 
makes them human.89 By dividing ourselves into hierarchical binaries 
that reduce ourselves and each other to being either competent or incom-
petent in fundamental parts of who we are as humans, we further our 
disconnection with ourselves and with each other and abet the crisis of 
connection.

Stereotypes, and the ideologies they serve, justify inequity and inhu-
mane treatment. If Black and poor families are stereotyped as not valuing 
education, it’s easier to rationalize the lack of investment in the public 
schools that serve such children. If Asian families are stereotyped as 
valuing only academic achievement, schools are justified in not provid-
ing social and emotional support for those students. If undocumented 
immigrants are stereotyped as having fewer basic needs than others, it is 
not necessary to provide them with safe working conditions and access 
to good housing, health care, and schooling. If “girls don’t like math,” 
schools can ignore gender disparities in math performance. If “women 
talk too much,” it is okay for men to “shut them down.” If “men are from 
Mars and women are from Venus,” then misunderstanding and miscom-
munication are inevitable.90

Studies over the past four decades have concluded that stereotypes 
have devastating consequences on health and well- being and lead to 
a disconnection with the self and with others.91 Sociologist Michael 
 Kimmel (this volume), for example, reveals the damage to boys and 
men caused by a code of masculinity that emphasizes stoicism and ag-
gression, as well as dominance of men over women.92 Sociologist Pedro 
Noguera (this volume) finds that African American and Latino boys are 
doubly trapped by gender and racial stereotypes that undermine their 
relationships and limit their academic achievements and their future 
possibilities.93 Describing the ingrained nature of stereotypes for boys of 
color, Noguera claims that the images we hold toward them are powerful 
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in influencing what people see and expect of them. Our assumptions re-
lated to race and gender and all other social categories are so deeply en-
trenched that it is virtually impossible for us not to hold them unless we 
take conscious and deliberate action.94

In Pink Brain, Blue Brain, Neuroscientist Lise Eliot concludes:

Infant brains are so malleable that what begins as small differences at birth 
become amplified over time, as parents and teachers— and the culture at 
large— unwittingly reinforce gender stereotypes. The good news is that 
appreciating how sex differences emerge— rather than assuming them 
to be fixed biological facts— we can help all children reach their fullest 
potential.95

Evidence for Eliot’s point includes the findings that gender differences 
in math and science are found only in some cultures (e.g., the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Australia) and not in others (e.g., many 
Eastern European, Middle Eastern, and Asian countries).96 If such ste-
reotypes reflected nature, one would find gender differences around the 
world. We have made what is culture into what is nature.97

Contemporary society, with its technological innovations, has made it 
even easier to perpetuate harmful and inaccurate stereotypes; thus chal-
lenging them is ever more pressing. Writing about Twitter, columnist 
Bret Stephens contends:

We have created a virtual world where people feel free to let their racial 
prejudices [and stereotypes of all kinds] and fantasies run wild. . . . Bigotry 
flourishes on Twitter, since it offers the bigot the benefits of anonymity along 
with instantaneous, uncensored, self- publications. It’s the place where their 
political minds can be as foul as they want to be— without the expense or 
reputational risk of showing their face at a Richard Spencer rally.98

One only needs to look at any form of social media to see the ways that 
stereotypes of all kinds get spread around the world at mind- boggling 
speeds. Opinion writer Lindy West points out that “unfortunately, as 
any scientist can tell you . . . more often than not, sunlight makes things 
grow.”99 And as stereotypes grow like weeds, the crisis of connection 
within and across communities grows as well.
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Part 3: The Crisis of Connection

The crisis of connection itself, or the third part of the five- part story, 
is found in the declining levels of trust and empathy and the increas-
ing rates of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and isolation over the past 
century. A recent Pew Research Center report found that only 19 per-
cent of young people in the millennial generation in the United States 
(born between 1980 and 2000) think that “most people can be trusted,” 
whereas 31 percent of generation X (born between 1961 and 1980) and 
40 percent of baby boomers (born between 1941 and 1961) believed that 
when they were the age of the millennials.100 Similarly, in a nationally 
representative sample, 46 percent of American high school students 
in 1976 and adults in 1972 held the opinion that “most people can be 
trusted,” whereas only 16 percent of high school students in 2012 and 
31 percent of adults in 2014 said the same thing.101 Among high school 
students in 2012, 47 percent said that most people are “just looking out 
for themselves rather than trying to be helpful” and 49 percent said that 
most people “would try to take advantage of you if they got a chance.”102 
The researchers concluded that their findings suggest “a culture grow-
ing ever more toward disconnection and away from close communities. 
Trusting no one and relying on yourself is a self- fulfilling prophecy in 
an individualist world where the prevailing sentiment is ‘do unto oth-
ers before they do it to you.’”103 Other signs of a decline in trust since 
the 1970s include the shift in automobile drivers’ willingness to pick up 
hitchhikers, the rise in gated communities, and the increase in “home 
security” services.104

Not only interpersonal trust but also trust in public institutions has 
declined in the United States. According to the Pew Research Center, 78 
percent of people reported trusting their government in 1958, whereas 
only 19 percent did in 2015.105 Interpersonal trust and public trust have 
also been declining in other countries around the world. According to the 
World Values Survey, 30 percent of the public in the United Kingdom in 
2014 believed “most people can be trusted,” while 40 percent believed 
that in the 1980s. In addition, nearly 70 percent stated you “need to be 
very careful” when dealing with strangers, whereas 60  percent of the 
public believed that strangers could be trusted in 1959.106 In a national 
survey of Australians, the Scanlon Foundation found that 52 percent of 
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the public reported that they can trust others in 2012, but only 45 percent 
reported that just a year later.107 According to the Gallup World Poll, 
public trust in governments has also been declining across the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co- operation and Development (OECD) countries 
over just the past decade,108 with an average of 44 percent of the popu-
lation reporting trust in their government in 2006 and an average of 37 
percent reporting such trust in 2014.109

In addition to trust, there has also been a decline in empathy. In a 
cross- temporal meta- analysis conducted of 13,737 US college students 
who filled out an empathy questionnaire between 1979 and 2009, re-
searchers report that there has been a 40 percent decline in empathy 
or in the amount of time that college students spend “thinking about 
other people’s feelings,” with the steepest decline occurring after 2000. 
Among college students in 2009, 75 percent scored lower in empathy 
than the average 1979 student.110 In another study in the United States, 
75 percent of 2006 college students scored higher in beliefs that people 
“deserve what they get” (e.g., “people who meet with misfortune have 
often brought it on themselves”) than the average 1970s student.111 

Sociologist David Ramey finds that the same minor classroom trans-
gressions between White and Black students in the United States are per-
ceived differently, with White students viewed as struggling with mental 
health or behavioral challenges, while Black students are perceived as 
being “unruly” and “unwilling to learn.”112 Problems in school among 
Black students are also more likely than those same problems among 
White students to be perceived as a product of poor parenting, poor char-
acter, and cultural deficiencies, and as permanent to their character.113 
Social scientists have also found that White Americans are more likely 
to subject Black juveniles to harsher punishments than White juveniles 
and more likely to perceive Black juveniles as similar to adults in their 
blameworthiness than White juveniles.114 Similarly, police have been 
found to be more likely to perceive Black youth as guilty and deserving 
of punishment than White youth.115

A decline in empathy is seen in countries throughout world. Anger 
spread across the European Union when Angela Merkel, the chancel-
lor of Germany, agreed to accept one million refugees into her coun-
try and asked the other EU nations to follow suit. Despite the fact that 
many of these same countries have produced refugees themselves at 
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various points in history, the call for accommodation not only evoked 
a fierce reaction of opposition, but also gave rise to nationalist parties, 
some of which were elected to office (e.g., Hungary), and prompted Brit-
ain’s “Brexit.” Similar reactions to the global refugee crisis are evident in 
other regions. A national survey in Australia by the Scanlon Foundation 
finds that empathy has been rapidly declining over the past decade, 
with 23 percent of people in 2011 reporting that they thought refugees 
arriving in boats should be sent back and that number increasing to 33 
percent in 2014.116 Similar examples of hostility include mobs of South 
Africans attacking Somalis and burning their shops, Mexicans preying 
upon Central Americans and others seeking passage to the United States, 
and  Dominicans ordering a mass expulsion of Haitians even as undocu-
mented Dominican immigrants seek refuge in the United States and 
across the Caribbean.117

In addition to a decline in trust and empathy, there has been an in-
crease in depression and anxiety. While the decline in trust and em-
pathy underscores the disconnection to others, the latter underscores 
our growing disconnection from ourselves. One out of six Americans 
took an antidepressant or other psychiatric drug in 2013, three times 
as many as in 1996.118 According to the World Health  Organization, 
depressive disorders were ranked as the third leading cause of disability 
in 2004 and will move into the first place by 2030. Lifetime prevalence 
rates of depressive disorders range from 3 percent in Japan to 16.9 per-
cent in the United States, with most countries falling between 8 and 12 
percent.119

Anxiety disorders are also increasing around the world. A survey of 
40,192 college students and 12,056 children aged nine to seventeen in 
the United States who completed measures of anxiety between the 1950s 
and the 1990s found that the average college student in the 1990s was 
more anxious than 85 percent of the students in the 1950s and 71 percent 
of the students in the 1970s. Children as young as nine years old were 
found to be more anxious than children in the 1950s, with the researcher 
reporting that “the change was so large that normal school children 
in the 1980s reported higher levels of anxiety than child psychiatric 
patients in the 1950s.”120 Globally, approximately one person in thirteen 
currently suffers from anxiety disorders.121 Such disorders are more 
commonly reported in Western than in non- Western societies, with a 
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review of eighty- seven studies across forty- four countries indicating that 
the prevalence of anxiety ranged from 5.3 percent (3.5– 8.1 percent) in 
African cultures to 10.4 percent (7.0– 15.5 percent) in European/Anglo 
cultures.122 These findings, as well as the lifetime prevalence rates of 
depressive disorders in the United States compared to other nations, 
suggest, once again, that societies that privilege individualism over rela-
tionships are more at risk for a crisis of connection.

The data on friendships, loneliness, and social isolation also suggest 
a crisis of connection. Sociologists report that the percentage of adults 
who report having no close friends has increased from 36 percent in 1985 
to 53.4 percent by 2004. Furthermore, in 1985 the modal number of close 
friendship that adults had was three, while in 2004 it was zero, “with al-
most half of the population now reporting that they discuss important 
matters with either no one or with only one other person.”123 The num-
ber of socially isolated Americans has more than doubled since 1984, 
increasing from 20 percent to 40 percent of all Americans.124 More than 
four times as many Americans describe themselves as lonely now than 
in 1957.125 A 2010 national survey in the United States, furthermore, 
indicates that one out of every three adults in the United States over 
the age of forty- five now reports feeling lonely, whereas only one out of 
every five adults reported feeling lonely ten years previously.126 Currently, 
more than 50 percent of adults in the United States live alone, and each 
year thousands of people die with no one to claim their belongings or 
to take responsibility for their funerals.127 A 2010 report by the Mental 
Health Foundation found that the eighteen-  to thirty- four- year- olds 
surveyed were more likely than those over fifty- five to feel lonely and 
depressed because of loneliness.128

Such patterns of increasing isolation are found throughout Europe and 
Asia as well. According to national surveys, half a million people in the 
United Kingdom over the age of sixty spend each day alone with no so-
cial interaction,129 and in two- thirds of European countries, more than 
10 percent of persons aged sixty- five or over either have no friends or 
never meet up with them.130 In addition, a recent survey found that al-
most three- quarters of older people in the United Kingdom are lonely.131 
A 2017 poll by Age UK found that half a million people over the age 
of sixty usually spend each day alone, with no social interaction, while 
half a million more do not typically see or speak to anyone for six days 
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a week.132 Strikingly these increasing rates of self- reported loneliness 
and social isolation are most common in countries where autonomy 
and independence are privileged over relationships and community or 
in countries that are increasingly moving toward such value systems.133 
The “empty- nest elderly family” in China accounts for almost 25 percent 
of the households headed by older adults, and this number is expected 
to increase to 90 percent by 2030.134 Using national samples, a study of 
older adults in China showed that although about 16 percent felt lonely 
in 1992, the number had increased to 30 percent by 2000 and is likely 
much higher at this point.135

As evident in the declining rates of trust and empathy and increasing 
rates of depression, anxiety, loneliness, and social isolation, the crisis of 
connection is hitting epidemic proportions.

Part 4: The Consequences of the Crisis of Connection

The consequences of the crisis of connection, or the fourth part of the 
story evident in the science of human connection, are made up of two 
components.136 One explicitly links the declining rates of empathy and 
trust with increasing or high levels of income inequality, educational 
inequity, violence (e.g., police violence, sexual assault), and hate crime. 
The other links the increasing rates of depressive symptoms, anxiety, 
loneliness, and social isolation with suicide, drug addiction, domestic 
and mass violence, and physical health problems, including death. In a 
study of thirty industrialized countries, epidemiologists Richard Wilkin-
son and Kate Pickett found that those societies that value independence 
over friendships have higher rates of depression, addiction, and violent 
crime. Their research suggests, furthermore, that it is not the valuing of 
independence and individual rights that causes problems, but the privi-
leging of independence over friendships.137

Research also finds that countries that are the highest in levels of 
 social distrust and the lowest in empathy are also the highest in in-
come inequality.138 Those countries that report dramatic increases in 
income inequality since the late 1970s also report dramatic decreases 
in trust and empathy over the same period. While income inequality 
around the world is the highest it has been for the past half century,139 
levels of interpersonal and political trust are at all- time lows.140 Income 
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inequality has also been linked to a lack of friendships, with those coun-
tries reporting the highest levels of income inequality also reporting the 
lowest levels of friendship support among both the rich and the poor.141 
The findings suggest the effects are circular, with a decline in trust and 
empathy leading to lower levels of social support, which then lead to less 
trust and empathy. Wilkinson and Pickett state:

In the course of our research [studying income inequality in twenty indus-
trialized countries] we became aware that almost all problems which are 
more common at the bottom of the social ladder are [also] more common 
in more unequal societies. . . . Modern societies are, despite their afflu-
ence, social failures.142

By prioritizing the rights of the individual over those of the collective, by 
ignoring the need to build and reinforce bonds of community and soli-
darity, we undermine our need for collective trust and action. Wilkinson 
and Pickett conclude that “greater material equality can help to create 
a cohesive, co- operative community, to the benefit of all.”143 The data 
suggest, as well, that with more cohesive and connected communities, 
greater material equality will also emerge.144

The effects of a decline trust and empathy are visible not only in 
our economic system but also in our educational and criminal justice 
institutions.145 Black students in the United States are more than three 
times as likely as their Whites peers to be suspended or expelled, and 
Black students are more likely to receive harsher punishment for the 
same transgressions.146 Black girls are also more than two times more 
likely to be disciplined for minor infractions like dress code viola-
tions or loitering, two and a half times more likely to be punished 
for disobedience, and three times more likely to be cited for being 
disruptive.147 Furthermore, the simple fact that dropout rates can be 
as high as 70 percent in some urban public schools,148 as well as that 
racial and economic disparities in educational resources and attain-
ment continue to be dramatic even in such a wealthy country as the 
United States, are testaments to a complete and utter lack of empathy 
for people of color and for the poor and working  class in the United 
States.149
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Similarly, low levels of empathy are also reflected in our system 
of criminal justice. Since 2010, over two million people have been 
incarcerated in the US penal system, a dramatic increase that began 
in the 1970s and has accelerated ever since. Nearly 50 percent of the 
incarcerated are Black, even though Black people constitute merely 
12 percent of the US population. Today, one- third of Black males will 
be arrested and sent to prison during their lifetime, and between 
the ages of twenty and thirty- four, one out of nine Black people will 
be in prison.150 Black youth are more likely to be sentenced to adult 
prison than are White offenders, and once convicted, Black offenders 
receive longer sentences compared to White offenders for the same 
crime.151

While it is difficult to determine if police violence against Black peo-
ple is increasing in frequency, the ubiquity of camera phones and body 
cameras has made the issue more visible and public than ever before. 
Research suggests that such violence is linked to stereotypes and a gen-
eral lack of empathy. A study by social psychologist Phillip Goff and 
his colleagues found not only that Black faces were more associated 
with apes than White faces but that when people were primed with 
ape- related stimuli, they were more likely to endorse violence by police 
officers toward a Black suspect than a White suspect.152 This deeply dis-
turbing finding provides empirical evidence for the links among stereo-
types, a lack of empathy, and violence.153

A lack of empathy and stereotypes have also been linked to the high 
rates of violence against girls and women, with reports of sexual as-
sault on college campuses on the rise.154 Thirty-five percent of women 
worldwide have experienced either physical or sexual intimate part-
ner violence or nonpartner sexual violence in their lifetime.155 The 
recent uptick of reports of sexual harassment and assault, as part of 
the Me Too movement, has underscored a shocking lack of empathy 
toward girls and women.156

Stereotypes and a lack of empathy are also likely to be at the root of 
the high or increasing levels of hate crimes.157 Hate crimes are now being 
reported in the media on a daily basis. As with police violence, sexual as-
sault, and many other acts of violence, it is unclear whether the rates are 
increasing or whether they are simply receiving more media attention. 
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However, we now regularly read about people being shot, stabbed, and 
attacked because they identify with a particular race, religion, nation, 
sexual orientation, gender, or non- gender binary.158 Hate crimes against 
Muslims have increased dramatically in Christian- dominated countries 
since 9/11.159 According to a report by the Southern Poverty Law Center, 
the number of hate groups in the United States hit an all- time high in 
2011 and remained at near- historic levels in 2016.160 The Ku Klux Klan is 
now holding rallies in public places.161 Australia had its highest levels of 
reported racial discrimination in 2014, with 40 percent of people born 
in Asian countries reporting such discrimination over the past twelve 
months.162 Italy is also experiencing a dramatic increase in hate crimes 
directed at immigrants.163 Hate crimes directed against lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual, and transgendered people and communities have also risen since 
2011.164

Not only are there devastating consequences of a decline in trust 
and empathy and the perpetuation of stereotypes; there are also negative 
effects of increases in depression, anxiety, loneliness, and isolation that 
include suicide, drug addiction, domestic and mass violence, and phys-
ical health problems, including premature death. Depression and social 
isolation have been consistently linked to suicide, and all three problems 
have significantly increased over the past half century.165 According to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the United States, 
the US suicide rate has increased every year from 1999 to 2014 among 
both women and men and in every age group except those seventy- five 
and older. Now, entire schools and communities have been identified as 
“suicide hot zones” because of sustained increases that appear to oper-
ate like a contagious disease.166 Between 1999 and 2010, the suicide rate 
among Americans between thirty- five and sixty- five years of age rose by 
28 percent, with the rates increasing 30 percent for men between the ages 
of thirty- five and fifty, 50 percent for men in their fifties, and 60 percent 
for women in their sixties. The suicide rate for children under age four-
teen has doubled just since 1980.167 More people in the United States 
now die of suicide than in car accidents. The problem is not limited to 
the United States. Across the United Kingdom, the most recent statistics 
show that suicide is now the leading cause of death for men between the 
ages of twenty and forty- nine.168 Globally, suicide rates have increased 
50 percent of the past half century.169
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Research has also linked depression, anxiety, and social isolation to 
drug addiction, with increasing rates of all three problems correspond-
ing with an unparalleled growth in opiate addiction and overdose.170 
Deaths from a heroin overdose in the United States increased by 286 
percent from 2002 to 2013.171 Police officers and emergency service 
personnel in several cities are now asked to carry naxolone, an anti- 
overdose medication, with them so that they can respond quickly to 
heroin overdoses. Owners of fast- food restaurants report finding over-
dosed customers in their restrooms on a regular basis.172 While opiate 
addiction is a problem in many countries, the United States is dispropor-
tionately represented in the opiate statistics, with two million of the eight 
million heroin users from all the countries around world being from the 
United States.173 This latter pattern provides additional evidence that it 
is those individualistic modern cultures that are most at risk for a crisis 
of connection.

In addition, social isolation has been linked to domestic and mass vi-
olence.174 According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
people who are socially isolated and lack social support are more likely 
to perpetrate intimate partner violence as well as child maltreatment and 
elder abuse.175 While homicide rates across the nation have declined in 
recent years,176 incidents of mass violence, defined as violence that kills 
at least four people, occurred in the United States in 2015 at the rate of 
approximately one per day.177 The significance of this dramatic increase 
in mass violence can be truly appreciated when one considers that prior 
to 2005 such incidents occurred only a few times a decade. Since the 
2012 shooting at an elementary school in Newtown, Connecticut, there 
have been approximately 239 school shootings in the United States.178 
Those under the age of eighteen are now called “children of the mass 
shooting generation.”179 Evidence that such violence is linked to a crisis 
of connection is found in the data that show that perpetrators of these 
crimes are almost always described as lonely and isolated.180 They are 
also typically White, male, and young, individuals who would seem to 
have the most opportunity in American society. Yet due to alienation 
and isolation, they lash out against others.181 One of the brothers who 
maimed and killed people participating in the Boston Marathon openly 
discussed on social media that he was feeling lonely and longing for a 
close friend.182 Christian Toro, who was arrested with his brother for 
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building bombs in their Bronx apartment, was reportedly “lonely” and 
looking for a close friend.183 In a YouTube video made just before he 
killed six people and injured fourteen near the campus of UC Santa 
Barbara in 2014, Elliot Rodger said to the video camera, “Tomorrow is 
the day of retribution, the day in which I will have my revenge against 
humanity. Against all of you. For the last eight years of my life . . . I’ve 
been forced to endure an existence of loneliness . . . I’ve had to rot in 
loneliness all these years.”184 Mass violence is also increasing in other 
countries though not to the same degree as in the United States, a pattern 
that is likely due to not only particularly high rates of social isolation but 
also easy access to guns.185

The increase in depression, anxiety, and/or social isolation not only 
leads to increased suicide, drug addiction, and certain types of violence, 
but also leads to sickness and death. The health sciences have indicated 
over the past three decades that social isolation is as damaging to the 
body as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day.186 Social isolation has also been 
shown to weaken our immune system and to make us more susceptible 
to diseases such as Alzheimer’s, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart dis-
ease, and cancer.187 In an examination of over 148 studies, health re-
searchers Julianne Holt- Lunstad, Timothy Smith, and J. Bradley Layton 
concluded that individuals with strong social networks have a 91 percent 
greater likelihood of survival from various types of diseases compared 
to those with weak social networks. The risk of death for those with poor 
social networks is comparable to well- established risk factors such as 
smoking and excessive alcohol consumption, and this risk exceeds the 
influence of other factors such as physical inactivity and obesity.188 

Researchers have also found that those who have close friendships 
or strong social support networks are less likely to experience physi-
cal illnesses and more likely to live longer lives. In a six- year study of 
736 middle- aged men, attachment to a single person (almost always a 
spouse) did not lower the risk of heart attack and fatal coronary heart 
disease, whereas having a strong social support network did.189 Smok-
ing was the only risk factor comparable to a lack of social support. Re-
searchers find that physical wounds heal more quickly when the person 
is embedded in a strong support network and/or in a positive and af-
firming marriage. In contrast, being in a hostile marriage or being iso-
lated slows down the healing process.190 Isolation and loneliness have 
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been found to increase the likelihood of death by 26 percent and to 
lower the likelihood of and lead to a faster decline in physical activity 
participation over a two- year follow- up period. Loneliness also boosts 
rates of smoking, coronary heart disease and stroke, high blood pres-
sure, the onset of disability, cognitive decline, clinical dementia (with 
lonely people having a 64 percent increased chance of developing it), 
and death.191 Loneliness ranks above excessive drinking, obesity, and air 
pollution in increasing chances of early death by 45 percent.192

Additional evidence of the negative effects of disconnection from 
self and others comes from decades of research on self- silencing and 
depression.193 Self- silencing, described initially in the Harvard Project 
with girls and women, is the act of choosing not to voice one’s thoughts 
and feelings in relationships. Psychologist Alisha Ali found that self- 
silencing among psychotherapy clients predicted poorer clinical out-
comes at the end of therapy relative to those who did not self- silence. 
The Framingham Offspring Study of over five thousand participants 
found that women who silenced themselves in their relationships were 
four times more likely to die over the course of the ten- year study, even 
after controlling for other known risk factors such as smoking, blood 
pressure, and age.194 These findings demonstrate that silencing one’s au-
thentic voice can be psychologically damaging and physically lethal.195

Underscoring the importance of social relationships, Malcolm 
Gladwell, in Outliers, tells the story of Roseto, Pennsylvania— a tight- knit 
community of Italian immigrants. A physician, Dr. Wolf, in the 1950s 
became fascinated by this town because the rates of various health prob-
lems were extremely low, as were the rates of suicide, drug addiction, 
alcoholism, and crime when compared to the rest of the state and na-
tion. He and his team set out to understand the reasons for such healthy 
outcomes. They looked at nutrition, genetics, and the environment, but 
none of these factors appeared to tell the story. Finally, after years of in-
vestigation, they realized that the answer lay in the tight- knit quality of 
the community. In Gladwell’s words:

What Wolf slowly realized was that the secret of Roseto wasn’t diet or ex-
ercise or genes or the region where Roseto was situated. It had to be the 
Roseto itself. As Bruhn and Wolf walked around the town, they began to 
realize why. They looked at how the Rosetans visited each other, stopping 
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to chat with each other in Italian on the street, or cooking for each other 
in their backyards. They learned about the extended family clans that un-
derlay the town’s social structure. They saw how many homes had three 
generations living under one roof, and how much respect grandparents 
commanded. . . . Wolf and Bruhn had to convince the medical establish-
ment to think about health and heart attacks in an entirely new way: they 
had to get them to realize that you couldn’t understand why someone 
was healthy if all you did was think about their individual choices or 
actions in isolation. You had to look beyond the individual. You had to 
understand what culture they were a part of, and who their friends and 
families were, and what town in Italy their family came from. You had to 
appreciate the idea that community— the values of the world we inhabit 
and the people we surround ourselves with— has a profound effect on 
who we are.196

In sum, decades of research across the sciences have revealed the 
 critical nature of relationships and communities and underscored that 
our social and emotional needs and capacities are not simply feel- good 
issues; they are matters of life and death.

Part 5: Solutions to the Crisis of Connection

The fifth and final part of the five- part story evident in the science of 
human connection, especially in the developmental research with girls 
and boys, demonstrates our human potential to resist harmful ideologies 
and their corresponding stereotypes that disconnect us from ourselves 
and each other.197 Thus, the solution to the crisis of connection is to fos-
ter resistance to disconnection in our homes, schools, workplaces, and 
communities. The authors in this volume provide numerous examples 
of strategies of resistance. Their techniques are varied, but their under-
lying goals are the same: helping people connect to themselves and each 
other and build stronger and more inclusive communities. The solutions 
offered reinforce the belief that the problems we face cannot be solved 
simply at the individual level, but must be addressed through individ-
ual and collective actions that resist ideologies that dehumanize, with 
a focus on affirming our common interests and goals and recognizing 
each  other’s full humanity.
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School- Based Solutions
School- based solutions to the crisis of connection include the love 
pedagogy described in this volume by educator Lisa Arrastia. The 
foundation of schools that counter alienation and “othering” is a peda-
gogy that builds and reinforces connection, that promotes deep social 
and intellectual engagement, and that cultivates genuine relationships 
between teachers and students and among students themselves. Using 
her own university- based classroom and her teacher’s institute for 
K– 12 educators as examples, Arrastia shows that relationship is at the 
center of any effective and humane educational practice and that a 
love pedagogy is a significant educational methodology that radically 
resists the criminalization of poor and working- class young people 
within and outside of schools. Similarly, Pedro Noguera, in this vol-
ume, shows that such strategies can produce schools that are safe and 
conducive to learning.

Another example of a school- based solution is Mary Gordon’s Roots 
of Empathy, an international nonprofit organization that helps children 
develop and nurture their own empathy in a classroom setting, with the 
help of a baby and parent as a model. The program aims to help children 
understand that they belong, no matter what label society has imposed 
on them. As a result of their classroom- based interventions, classroom 
aggression goes down, prosocial behavior goes up, and students become 
kinder, more caring, and more focused on learning. Roots of Empathy 
is now in eleven countries and has touched the lives of more than eight 
hundred thousand children.198

The work of Niobe Way and Joseph D. Nelson in a middle school for 
boys of color in the Lower East Side of New York City offers another 
example of a school- based solution. In their Listening Project, boys and 
their teacher at George Jackson Academy are trained in transformative 
interviewing and interview each other, their teachers, and their fam-
ily members, to foster their curiosity and connection to others. The aim 
of the training is to promote listening to the self and others and asking 
questions that challenge the “Black box” of stereotypes by which we see 
ourselves and each other. Boys in the school are encouraged to bring for-
ward their own natural curiosity and allow their interviewees to  reveal 
their full humanity rather than simply confirm stereotypes. Drawing 
from their interviews, the boys are then asked to write biographical 
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essays and present their work in public settings. These activities not 
only serve to reconnect boys of color to their own humanity but also 
help them to see the humanity of others in their communities.

Victoria Rhoades illustrates still another school- based solution 
with her discussion of working with Shakespeare in the classroom. She 
demonstrates how her approach allows youth to transcend the stereo-
types that often divide them— stereotypes rooted in static notions of 
gender and race— and to find connection and meaningful relationships 
through a love of verse and performance. Rhoades’s project is unique 
in presenting a way of working with young men and women together 
that integrates the insights gained from developmental research with 
a pedagogy of voice and relationship. She found that encouraging the 
women to free their natural voices and stay present in their bodies 
freed the men to open their hearts and resist dehumanizing codes of 
masculinity.

The school- based pedagogy presented in Judith Dorney’s chapter di-
rectly addresses the crisis of connection and illustrates the transforma-
tive power of cross- generational connections between women and girls 
in school settings. She demonstrates the effectiveness of a curriculum 
based on a five- step progression from silence and remembering to art-
istry and birthing, with mourning a crucial middle step. The curriculum 
hinges on women educators connecting to the vision and passion that 
led them into education in the first place and also provides an opportu-
nity for them to reflect on the forces that have disconnected them from 
themselves, from one another, and from the girls in their classrooms. In 
the course of the retreats, led by Dorney and her colleagues, the women 
recognize the importance of encouraging girls to work through strong 
disagreement and emotional conflict.

We hear a similar message about the importance of genuine rela-
tionships in the school- based work presented by Michael Reichert and 
Joseph D. Nelson. The authors critique the current “boy crisis” that 
bemoans the state of boys and their achievements to emphasize the 
need for relational teaching. Their powerful message on the importance 
of  developing strong bonds with boys, especially during adolescence, 
illuminates the shortcomings of a system that does not allow them to 
 embrace their full potential as caring, compassionate, emotional human 
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beings. To address the crisis of connection in classrooms, Reichert and 
Nelson offer concrete solutions to the traps inherent in traditional forms 
of masculinity.

Community- Based Solutions
Moving from school- based to community- based solutions, Dana Edell 
describes a theatrical intervention that is transformative not only for 
the girls, but also for teaching artists, the audience, and the broader 
community. By empowering girls to write and perform their own sto-
ries, this work connects them to themselves and to each other and 
reveals their humanity to the audience. Theater provides an avenue 
through which they uncover the common experiences shared by so 
many girls and young women in a culture that defines femaleness in 
narrow terms of beauty and femininity, and that assumes that girl 
versus girl competition is natural. Through theater, they create bonds 
that enable them to overcome their sense of alienation and affirm their 
deep connections.

Gary Barker’s chapter offers community- based initiatives and pro-
vides additional insights into ways that we can transcend the pervasive 
and limiting binaries that divide us as humans. His nonprofit organiza-
tion Promundo started the MenCare campaign in 2011 that challenges 
the binary of women as caregivers and men as not. The campaign, in 
more than forty countries, engages men as active, nonviolent partners 
and caregivers and has led to changes in family leave policies in various 
countries around the world.

In his work with military veterans, Stephan Wolfert uses theater to 
address the crisis of connection evident among members of the mili-
tary. In his chapter with Alisha Ali, Wolfert discusses the development of 
the DE- CRUIT program that was designed to treat the  effects of trauma 
among military veterans by using Shakespeare and the power of human 
connection. The strategies used include group cohesion, communaliza-
tion of trauma, and therapeutic embodiment in supporting veterans’ 
transition from military life into civilian life. Emphasis is placed on 
the therapeutic effects of veterans working together to help each other 
through this transition and toward personal and interpersonal growth 
and shared healing.
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Khary Lazarre- White’s chapter describes his nonprofit organiza-
tion, New York City– based Brotherhood/Sister Sol, which is redefining 
norms of manhood and womanhood and speaking out for full freedom 
and access. Bro/Sis provides support, guidance, and love to youth to help 
them develop their minds, bodies, and spirits in a healthy manner and 
to connect to their own humanity as well as to the humanity of others. 
Bro/Sis reaches more than 1000 youth a year.

Focusing on policy- based options, Hirokazu Yoshikawa discusses 
the needs of undocumented children and the children of undocu-
mented parents. He presents policy initiatives that can address the 
crisis of connection by recognizing the humanity of immigrants (both 
documented and not). Such a recognition makes it possible to trans-
form the delivery of services to refugees, immigrants, and the poor 
from acts of charity to acts of solidarity. Yoshikawa’s chapter under-
scores the importance of addressing public attitudes in tandem with 
changing public policy debates around such issues as immigration and 
unauthorized migration.

Finally, love as a solution to the crisis of connection is discussed by 
Rabbi Burton Visotzky, Reverend Chloe Breyer, and Dr. Hussein Rashid. 
Quoting scripture and its interpretation over the past millennia, these 
three religious leaders together wrestle with the relationship of love with 
justice. While all three religions command love of God’s fellow creatures 
to promote our common humanity, each tradition offers a different inter-
pretation of love. These leaders suggest a way forward to creating mean-
ingful connections once we move past platitudes. They demonstrate that 
it is possible to have difficult conversations to deepen a sense of commu-
nity and belonging.

Even with such remarkable work being done by the practitioners and 
policymakers, whose work is showcased in this volume and by countless 
others, there remain significant barriers with which we must contend 
as we attempt to resist dehumanization and build human connection. 
Most daunting among these are the overriding cultural assumptions that 
situate individual success and wellness at an oppositional pole to com-
munal success. The belief that individuals can thrive only at the expense 
of collective growth runs counter not only to the prevailing scientific 
evidence on the human condition, but also to the significant strides 
made by groups who foster positive change in even the most vulnerable 
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individuals, by embracing the principles of empathy, kindness, and the 
recognition of our common humanity.

Conclusion

By drawing from the five- part story evident in the science of human con-
nection that tells us what lies at the root of our crisis of connection, 
its consequences, and its solutions, the contributions to this volume 
demonstrate the need for a paradigm shift— the elevation of a differ-
ent voice. This is a voice not bound by the opposition of dependence 
to independence, girl to boy, Black to White, rich to poor, straight to 
gay, or Christian to Muslim, but one that recognizes interdependence 
as the human condition and the condition in which all humans thrive. 
The emerging consensus in the human sciences makes it clear that, 
within ourselves, we have the potential to solve our seemingly insoluble 
conflicts and to create a thriving society. Yet we live in a society that 
devalues or ignores the very qualities and experiences that are integral 
to our ability to meet these challenges and solve our collective problems. 
Rather than engaging in ideological disagreement, we can draw from the 
science of human connection to better understand the consequences of 
the culture and society that we have created and maintained. As we rec-
ognize both our shared capacity for empathy, caring, and cooperation 
and our tendency to create false and hierarchical stories of ourselves and 
each other that disrupt those capacities, what previously seemed insur-
mountable becomes possible.

In many respects, the 2016 election of Donald Trump in the United 
States illuminated and magnified the divisions that exist among us, 
making it impossible to ignore the crisis of connection. Trump’s elec-
tion held up a mirror and forced us to look at ourselves and recognize 
how deep the crisis is. Writing about the election and what it repre-
sented, political theorist Naomi Klein suggests that

in so many ways, Trump is not a rupture at all, but rather the culmination— 
the logical end point— of a great many dangerous stories our culture has 
been telling for a very long time. That greed is good. That the market rules. 
That money is what matters in life. That white men are better than the 
rest. That the natural world is there for us to pillage. That the vulnerable 
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deserve their fate, and the 1 percent deserve their golden towers. That any-
thing public or commonly held is sinister and not worth protecting. That 
we are surrounded by danger and should only look after our own. That 
there is no alternative to any of this.199

Yet when the pursuit of our common humanity seems most remote and 
hope seems to have evaporated completely, Klein reminds us that a glim-
mer of new possibilities is emerging in the resolve many are taking to 
“spend a few more hours a week in face- to- face relationships, or to sur-
render some ego for the greater good of a project, or to recognize the 
value of so much in life that cannot be bought or sold— we might just 
get happier.”200

Experiencing the crisis of connection for themselves, people are now 
creating projects that bring us together in innovative ways. An example 
includes Brandon Doman’s Strangers Project, in which he asks people in 
public settings to answer the question “What’s it like being you?” Bran-
don writes, “I ask people to write about anything they want— as long as 
it’s true. Whether about love or loss, joy or fear, what they all have in 
common is an honest voice of the human experience. . . . When people 
share their stories, we can explore the connections that make us human.” 
He has collected over twenty- five thousand handwritten responses that 
he displays in galleries, at pop- up exhibitions in parks, in books, and 
online.201 Other community projects that seek to underscore our com-
mon humanity include Leslie and Sam Davol’s Uni Project, a nonprofit 
organization that brings learning and enrichment opportunities to pub-
lic spaces in New York City. Using custom- designed installations, they 
offer reading, drawing, and hands- on activities that let people of all ages 
and living in all types of neighborhoods learn and create together. They 
have found that connections are often made between people who might 
otherwise have passed each other by.202 The We Are Human Project, a 
campaign created by the Project for the Advancement of Our Com-
mon Humanity (PACH; www.pach.org) at New York University,203 asks 
people around the world to answer five questions that underscore their 
commonalities. The researchers find that questions about fears, hopes, 
and trust often evoke responses that are similar across race, ethnicity, 
class, gender, nationality, and religion. The Radical Listening Project, 
which joins Carol Gilligan’s Radical Listening Project at NYU, Columbia 
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University’s program in narrative medicine, Narrative4’s story exchange 
for empathy, and Narrativ’s storytelling, teaches the art of radical listen-
ing as a first step toward healing the destructive divides that afflict our 
country and our world.204 While these projects are not by themselves 
solutions to the crisis, they collectively remind us of commonalities in 
the midst of a world that focuses only on our differences and promotes 
ideologies that lead to a crisis of connection.

Our final story in this introduction is one of hope and solidarity and 
reminds us of what is possible. For some time now, AIDS and HIV rates 
have been rising among gay and bisexual Black men even as they have 
been declining among the rest of the population. In fact, the incidence 
of HIV/AIDS and morbidity from the disease is so high that, if treated 
as a nation, Black gay and bisexual men in the United States would have 
the highest rate of affliction in the world.205 The problem is particu-
larly severe in small rural communities where health care services are 
nonexistent and those afflicted with the disease are shunned by family, 
friends, and social institutions. Yet despite the severity of the problem, 
hope is emerging in the form of new “families” comprising commu-
nity health workers and others who have contracted the disease, who 
have learned to cope with it effectively, and who now provide care and 
education to others. These communities offer care and comfort even as 
governmental agencies and biological families turn their backs on this 
population. Regarding the creation of the groups that have risen, Linda 
Villarosa writes:

Black, gay, and bisexual men and the organizations and activists that sup-
port them have come to the painful realization that the nation and soci-
ety have failed them and that they must take care of themselves and one 
another. Their group names and slogans reflect a kind of defiant lift- as- 
we- climb self- reliance: My Brother’s Keeper, Us Helping Us . . .  Saving 
Ourselves Symposium, Our People, Our Problem, Our Solution, the tag line 
for the Black AIDS Institute. . . . They are finding ways to provide love 
and support.206

By pursuing our common humanity even in the face of devastating 
illness or other threats that at times seem overwhelming, we see that 
solidarity and strong bonds of reciprocity can counter fear and hatred. 
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It is not in our nature to abandon the sick, to turn our backs on those 
in need, or to pretend that everything will be all right, as long as we 
as individuals are safe and comfortable. Turning to each other rather 
than on each other may sound trite when put forward as a solution, but 
it is nonetheless the best path forward if we are to reclaim our common 
humanity.

As author Arundhati Roy wrote, we must “redefine the meaning of 
modernity” so that our individual and collective rights and responsibili-
ties are given equal weight in the search for solutions. We must reimag-
ine and work toward re- creating a modern society that embeds the 
self in relationships and communities and that does not privilege one 
core human capacity or one type of human over the other. In her book 
Deepening Darkness with David Richards, Carol Gilligan writes, “The 
opposite of patriarchy is democracy.”207 The goal, in other words, is not 
to flip the hierarchy so that what was on the bottom is now on the top 
but to create a society that is premised on the fundamental human-
ness of all and work toward articulating and recognizing that humanity. 
From the science of human connection, we now know the root of the 
crisis of connection, the prevalence of the crisis, the consequences, and 
the solutions. The time to act is now.
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