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Introduction: The day that changed it all

I found myself pacing up and down in my lounge, shouting at myself with my internal voice and occasionally letting some of the inner noise out with some heavy sighs. I was so frustrated, I felt I couldn’t verbalise how I was feeling; I was so irritated, it made me feel uncomfortable expressing my anxiety. I was desperate for an outlet for my emotions, it was driving me mad! 

This was April 2024. I remember it so well – it was early in the morning, it was raining, and it was silent inside my house.

No heartbeat. That is what the sonographer told my wife and I. Our baby had no heartbeat. That feeling of your stomach dropping is quite distinctive; that momentary pause in breathing as you try to absorb exactly what you were just told. 

It was our second miscarriage we had suffered that year. The first was in January when the pregnancy was at an earlier stage – just a couple of weeks. We actually talked ourselves into deciding we wouldn’t treat it as a miscarriage, rather a late period or a false positive test. 

But this second one hurt. Our baby was around 10 weeks, and it had started to form into the shape it was meant to be. We could see it on the scan screen.

It’s often said that if you look hard enough, you can find a silver lining in most events. I looked long and hard for that shiny piece of silver, but it was nowhere to be found. All I had was my thoughts, my anger and my questions. 

Phew! That was a heavy start to a book. Why on earth have I chosen to start your reading here? Well, I am still searching for that silver lining and, honestly, may never find it.

However, I have been taught some big life lessons; lessons so big that it sparked something inside me to want to share my story, share my lived and learned experiences’, and share some of the changes I have made about the way I think. This is all about bringing to the forefront of our conscious thoughts, those things we consider okay to talk about, and open a discussion as to why more stuff needs to be okay to talk about in the future. I approach this specifically from a male perspective. In simple terms, I want men to find the value of being open and honest, no matter the problem or topic.

Although I am not an academic, my views are substantiated by academic research and personal experiences of modern-day men. If you are looking for a book full of hard data and lots of scientific words, then you will get your fill, but this isn’t a scholarly textbook. I write from my own lived and learned experiences and by observing the frustrations of other men in the 2020s. I include lots of real-life stories, from real men, who have added their spin on this crazy world and their journey thus far.

		
	

Chapter 1: The Evolution of Masculinity — from then to now

A so-called crisis in masculinity is not nearly as new as we perhaps think. The concept of masculinity has evolved significantly throughout history, influenced by social, cultural, and political changes. There are well-documented events throughout history as far back as the Ancient Greeks that show being a man and the pressures that go with it, have been a talking point ever since. 

Before we take a dive into what is going on in the 21st century, let’s take a wander through time to learn about some of the historical evolutions of masculinity, and how that has likely shaped what we see today.

The journey will highlight how definitions of what it means to be a man have been shaped by the needs and values of different societies, often reflecting broader changes in power dynamics, identity, and the role of men in public and private life.

Save our civilisation!

If you know your Greek comedies from your Greek tragedies, then you will already know that the Ancient Greeks had great anxiety over trying to define what it meant to be man in their society, and were obsessed with trying to prove what a ‘real’ man was.

It was not enough to show that men were physically more powerful than woman; there was a desire to demonstrate, and ultimately prove, that the duty of men was to save civilisation from the rule of women. 

A classic example of this is the famous story of Medusa. She was depicted as a gorgon with scary snakes for hair, and anyone who dared to look at her would be immediately turned to stone. The lesser-known part of Medusa’s story is how she was punished for being raped and turned into this monster as a way of telling people she had done wrong.

Yet who could stop this stone-turning devil from destroying everyone she looked at?

Enter Perseus, the brave son of Zeus, who quickly catapulted himself into Greek hero status by decapitating the wicked Medusa as she slept. Not enough to conquer the evil serpent lady, Perseus would proudly display Medusa’s head as a trophy to signify his strength and victory. 

For the Greeks, especially the Spartans, masculinity was synonymous with physical strength, courage, and the ability to fight. The Spartan society, structured around a militaristic way of life, revered warriors as the epitome of manhood. From a young age, Spartan boys were subjected to rigorous training, where they were taught endurance, discipline and combat skills. The ultimate test of a Spartan’s worth was his ability to defend his city in battle, with death in combat being the highest honour.

For those who have seen the Gerard Butler movie ‘300’, I know you are now shouting, ‘This is Sparta,’ in your head. If you have not seen it, I recommend you check it out to see exactly what I mean.

In contrast to Sparta, Athens emphasised a more balanced view of masculinity, combining physical capability with intellectual and philosophical prowess. Athenian men were expected to not only be warriors but also thinkers and philosophers. The pursuit of knowledge, self-control, and rational thought were seen as distinctly masculine traits. Figures like Socrates, Plato and Aristotle embodied this way of thinking, promoting the idea that true manliness included mastery over one’s emotions and desires, and a commitment to the pursuit of virtue and wisdom.

All sounds very philosophical, right? Well, you would be right to think that. Yet the fact we are thousands of years on from these men who determined what it meant to be a man, and we still reference and sometimes revere them, tells you everything you need to know about their power and influence. It also tells you that in all that time, we have failed to define masculinity in any other way than they did. There are lots of examples of evolution all over the place. We are far more sophisticated in many ways, but updating our view of what it means to be a man? Not so much. 

Greek masculinity was also characterised by the importance of relationships between men, particularly in the context of the symposium (a social gathering for men) and the gymnasium (a space for physical exercise and intellectual discussion). These environments reinforced the masculine principles of camaraderie, loyalty, and mentorship. 

In some Greek cities, such as Athens, pederasty (a socially acknowledged relationship between an adult male and a younger male) was an accepted and even idealised practice, believed to help the younger to grow into a ‘full man’ by acquiring the knowledge and virtues of the elder. This could be some of the earliest documented mentoring relationships. The relationships got so deep, they often turned sexual. 

Ancient Greek men certainly got around; they slept with their wives, slaves and young protégés. A real powerplay of sexual dominance.

Be Brave, Be Moral, Be Roman!

As the Greek way of life declined, the Roman Republic rose to prominence, carrying forward and transforming many Greek ideals of masculinity. The Roman concept of masculinity, or virtus, was deeply intertwined with the notions of strength, honour, and duty to the state.

The term virtus derives from vir, meaning man. It encapsulated a range of qualities expected of Roman men: bravery in battle, moral integrity, and unwavering commitment to Rome. Unlike the Greeks who balanced the physical with the intellectual, Roman masculinity was singularly focused on action and public service. A Roman man’s worth was often measured by his achievements in war and his contributions to the political life of the Republic. The Roman paterfamilias (head of the household) also exemplified masculine authority, holding absolute power over his family and slaves.

This part of history still fascinates us today. I have lost count of the number of documentaries I have seen on the Romans, all telling a similar tale – of family life, complete devotion to the state, innovation, and world domination. 

The shift from philosopher to warrior started us on a journey to defining modern-day masculinity, and many misconceptions with it can be attributed to our toga-wearing ancestors. 

Ever wondered from where the notion that ‘real men do not cry’ came? In my opinion, it could be traced back to the Romans and the importance society placed on remaining nonplussed in the face of adversity. 

Stoic teachings emphasised self-control, rationality, and emotional resilience – qualities that became central to the Roman male identity. A Roman man was expected to maintain composure, to prioritise reason over passion, and to embody the virtues of endurance and temperance.

As the Empire expanded, so did the demands of its men. Masculinity began to be associated with Imperial authority and dominance. Emperors like Augustus cultivated a public image of idealised masculinity, combining military success with moral and familial virtues.

But even back then, the public image of such men did not always tally with what was happening behind closed doors. As the Roman Empire continued to grow, the traditional outwardly facing characteristics of masculinity started to erode, replaced by lavish decadence and greed. This, as is well documented, did not end well for the Romans!

The Rise of Religion

The fall of the Roman Empire and the rise of Christianity brought about significant changes to the concept of masculinity. During the Medieval period, masculinity became intertwined with the ideals of chivalry and Christian virtue, reflecting the social and religious transformations of the time.

In Medieval Europe, the figure of the knight came to represent the pinnacle of manliness. Things like the chivalric code, which governed the behaviour of knights, emphasised martial skill, honour, and loyalty, and love was formed and this quickly translated into followers. A knight was expected to be a formidable warrior, but also to protect the weak, and uphold justice. This duality–strength combined with moral integrity–became the hallmark of medieval masculinity.

Christianity introduced new dimensions to the concept of manhood. The Christian view of masculinity emphasised humility, piety, and self-sacrifice. The figure of Christ, who embodied these virtues, became a model for Christian men. Monasticism, which required vows of celibacy, poverty, and obedience, offered an alternative form of masculinity that rejected the traditional markers of male status, such as wealth, power, and sexual prowess. This period also saw the veneration of saints, many of whom were men who had demonstrated extraordinary faith and moral fortitude.

But of course, like many periods in history, differing opinions led to clashes and all-out war. Medieval masculinity was marked by a tension between the violent warrior ethos of the knight and the peaceful, spiritual ideals of Christianity. These juxtaposed viewpoints often created conflicts in the expectations placed on men, particularly those in positions of power, who were expected to lead both in battle and in moral guidance. The Crusades, for instance, were seen as a way to reconcile these competing perspectives, with knights framing their military exploits as acts of piety and service to God.

In modern times, there is a school of thought that suggests the relevant downfall of religion, with society instead of becoming much more secular, has played a role in shaping masculinity. Whatever your personal stance on religion, it is difficult to dispute that religion does offer some form of moral guardrails for humanity.

Rightly or wrongly, most religions offer a prescribed way of behaving, interacting, relationship management and socialisation. Of course, you do not need to be religious to form your own moral compass but if you are a follower of religion and do not follow the word of whichever God you worship, then you open yourself up to your own punishment. The risk of burning in hell, purgatory, or never seeing your loved ones again in heaven, certainly can work to keep people in check and to make what they perceive as the right decisions.

We should all be more like Da Vinci!

The Renaissance period and the philosophical movement known as the Enlightenment witnessed further shifts in the concept of masculinity, as new ideas about individuality, reason, and society began to take hold.

The Renaissance mindset of the uomo universale (universal man) reflected a new vision of masculinity, combining physical, intellectual, and artistic prowess. Renaissance thinkers like Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo embodied this thinking, excelling in multiple disciplines and emphasising the importance of cultivating all aspects of their potential. This period saw a renewed interest in the classical ways of thinking of Greece and Rome, but with a greater emphasis on individual achievement and expression.

The phrase ‘Renaissance Man’ is still used today. The 1994 movie of the same name sees actor Danny DeVito play the role of a down-and-out salesman taking on the challenge of teaching literacy to a group of disinterested army students. He struggles at first, but after introducing them to the wonders of Shakespeare, the students’ views are transformed. This feel-good comedy aims to show how opening one’s mind to different things and new perspectives can have a positive impact on how you think and feel, unlocking a potential you might not know you have. Maybe something we should all try in our modern, increasingly divisive world.

Philosophers like John Locke further transformed the notion of masculinity, placing a premium on reason, education, and civic responsibility. If that name sounds familiar, it is likely you are a fan of the hit TV show Lost. That John Locke was certain he had been chosen by the Island to serve a purpose and went on a journey of self-discovery about who he was and what he stood for. I digress. Locke and fellow philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that men were naturally rational beings, and that their primary role was to contribute to the betterment of society through reasoned debate and action. The ideal man was no longer just a warrior or a saint, but a rational, educated citizen who could participate in the governance of society.

The Enlightenment movement also saw the emergence of a new domestic way of thinking about the role of a man. Men were increasingly expected to not only be public figures, but also moral and responsible heads of households. The family became a microcosm of the state, with the father as the ruler who exercised authority with wisdom and justice. Sound familiar? Indeed, this shift laid the groundwork for the modern concept of the nuclear family, where masculinity was defined, in part, by the man’s ability to provide for and protect his family.

Industry, War and Feminism

The 19th and 20th centuries brought about significant challenges to traditional notions of masculinity, as industrialisation, war and social change reshaped the world. All significant events in their own right, right up to the 21st century these generational changes shaped how we define masculinity. 

The Industrial Revolution fundamentally altered the structure of society, leading to the rise of the urban working class and the middle-class view of the breadwinner. Men’s identities became increasingly tied to their role as providers, with masculinity being measured by an ability to earn a living and support a family. This period also saw the emergence of the ‘self-made man’, a belief that celebrated individual success and economic independence.

The two world wars of the 20th century had a profound impact on masculinity. The mass mobilisation of men for combat reinforced traditional masculine ideals of bravery and sacrifice, while also exposing the fragility and destructiveness of these ways of thinking. The trauma of war led to widespread questioning of the value of the warrior view, with many men returning from the front lines physically and psychologically scarred.

They called it shell shock back then; we now commonly refer to it as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Research into this psychological condition has evolved rapidly in modern times as we begin to understand much more about the brain, and how it is impacted by experiences – both physically (how the actual structure of the brain alters due to trauma), and emotionally (how our thoughts and actions are triggered by certain stimuli). 

The evolution of science-based studies looking at our emotions and, more broadly, mental health, have changed how we talk and empathise with conditions like PTSD. But during the immediate post-war period, however, the approach would have been very different story. Those returning from war with PTSD (almost exclusively men) would have been assessed using a rigid scale of emotions, from ‘feeling a bit sad’ through to ‘completely mad’. With little or no treatment available and a complete lack of understanding about what these men were experiencing, society locked them away, forgot all about them, or simply stoked the fires with the offhand comment, ‘man up’. This mindset continues even today with many veterans of war or conflict never speaking of their experiences and letting it consume them.

Notwithstanding the immediate aftermath of World War One and World War Two the post-war periods saw a crisis of masculinity, as traditional roles were increasingly called into question by social changes, including the Feminist Movement.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries have witnessed the emergence of new, more diverse understandings of the meaning and role of a man. The feminist and LGBTQIA+ movements have challenged traditional gender roles, leading to greater acceptance of alternative forms of masculinity that reject rigid stereotypes. 

The rise of feminism, with the ultimate goal of creating economic independence for women, has fundamentally changed the landscape we are all now a part of. The gender pay gap is still real and there is a long way to go, but we should celebrate the success of closing that gap over the past few decades, while also being able to discuss how it has reshaped the role of men in our society. 

Today, masculinity is increasingly seen as a spectrum, with room for emotional expression, vulnerability, and a rejection of toxic behaviours. The concept of ‘toxic masculinity’ has gained traction, highlighting the negative side of what it means to be a man today, and recently has led to a surge in the desire to turn ‘toxic’ into ‘positive’ masculinity. 

The Quest for Positive Masculinity Has Created an Identity Crisis

All right, that is the end of our history lesson. 

So, what does it mean to be a man in the 21st century?

Picture the scene: generation after generation of males being told that being a man means all those things we just talked about: strength, courage, control, being the provider; emotionless, stiff upper lip, ‘man up’.

Then, in just one generation, everything that has been indoctrinated in the physical and social DNA of males is now seen as toxic. We are challenging the role of men in our society for all the right reasons: equality, equity, fairness. But that does not change the fact that everything you thought you knew about yourself–who you stand for, and your place in the world–is now under attack.

What impact is that having on men right now?

Well, the sad truth is, being a man, especially a young man (I am talking mid-teens through to mid-twenties), is now a confusing place. The pandemic changed a lot of things in our lives including how we work, but let’s not forget it also had a profound impact on our relationships and our ability to form new ones. However, even if we took out the impact that the pandemic had on the most formative years of those young men, the march for female equality has absolutely had an unintentional consequence. It has left men with an identity crisis which is fuelling a generation of anger, resentment, mental health breakdowns, frustration, mixed messaging and polarising behaviour. 

What it means to be a man is now unclear. A once rigid and clearly marked space in society has been demolished. In times of uncertainty and complexity, human beings try to make things simple. So, let’s seek out the easiest path; let me find voices who speak to me in a language I understand.

Right now, young men are being pushed to one of two sides of the masculinity debate.

On one side, option A, is the positive masculinity camp. This is all about men displaying behaviours more typically associated with femininity: showing empathy, expressing emotions, being kind, talking about feelings, etcetera. There is absolutely nothing wrong with men leaning more towards this side of the debate, indeed the world would be a better place if we were all a little kinder and a little more empathetic. 

However, one of the issues with positive masculinity is how it is currently marketed. It is normally coming from angle of telling men off rather than helping men understand what great things they can bring to the conversation. In simple terms (and I am paraphrasing here slightly), the confusing rationale for positive masculinity can be summed up by saying: be less like a man and more like a woman. 

So, what about option B?

Option B is those people arguing for a time machine to take us back a few generations. Let’s call it ‘conversative’ masculinity. This is the camp that would rather the evolution of masculinity didn’t happen at all, and in fact think that men should remain ‘typical; men and women should remain ‘typical’ women. This conversative view of the world can be summed up like this: men have spent millennia doing what men do, why on earth should we change it now? Men should be strong, dominant, emotionless, and assert themselves on the world and those within it.

If you are a young man, and you are given option A (be less man, be more woman) or option B (do what you have always done and be the stronger sex), realistically, to which are you going to subscribe?

The answer to that question will split opinion, and it is very complex. A lot of factors will come into play, some of which I am going to dig into throughout this book. Things like role models, socioeconomic background, access to and use of social media, culture, race, financial health, family unit, neurodiversity, and even the careers that men have, all play a part in how men find their purpose and sense of identity. Historically, all those factors existed and still played a part in determining the ‘type’ of man someone would turn out to be. But there was always a default position to fall back on and a generally accepted view of what being a man really meant. 

But now?

As I write this book in 2024, I believe only having those two viable options is dangerous, and we must work to find a middle ground between option A and B. We must produce an option C that gives men an identity without slowing down the amazing progress being made in relation to unrepresented inclusion and equality. 

We have greatly underestimated the impact of the evolutionary change in how men behave and interact in our world, and what you will see throughout the book are facts, stories and suggested solutions for creating option C.

I heard a quote recently from the wonderfully outspoken, yet rational, Steven Bartlett. Steven is an entrepreneur, famous for his role on hit BBC business investment show Dragons’ Den. But first and foremost, Steven is a successful businessman who spends time investing in the betterment of work and treating people fairly, using his platform to educate society by interviewing business leaders and thought leaders on his successful podcast Diary of a CEO. On one particular episode, Steven’s words resonated with me:

‘We have spent a long time now calling men out for their behaviour. To really change, it is time we start calling men back in.’

This resonated with me because I am a believer that to flourish, we need to work together rather than against each other. 

To really move society forward, all men must join the same journey. We do not need to push men down to lift anyone else up; society will only reach its full potential when all sides are elevated. There is space for everyone. We need men to be part of the inclusion agenda and to feel like they have a purpose.

A big part of the creation of option C is to talk about the things men typically don’t talk about. We need guys to feel comfortable in their skin, be aware of their behaviours, acknowledge their feelings, and be a positive contributor to our world. 

So, let’s begin the journey together. Join me as we explore lots of different areas we need to talk about openly and honestly, so we can work towards addressing the masculinity crisis emerging today. 

		
	

Chapter 2: Men’s Health Uncovered

In recent decades, the subject of men’s health has garnered increased attention, as alarming statistics reveal the silent crisis unfolding across the Western world. The intersection of physical and mental health challenges among men paints a concerning picture, a picture often overshadowed by societal norms, stigma, fear, and inadequate approaches by healthcare professionals. This chapter delves into the statistics surrounding men’s physical and mental health, uncovering the trends and disparities, and highlighting the urgent need for action.

The old-fashioned notion of masculinity, often associated with self-reliance, stoicism, and physical strength, can deter men from seeking medical help or acknowledging their mental health struggles. 

The Brain is Often Louder than the Beating Heart

While physical health concerns are more widely recognised, mental health issues among men are equally pressing but far less discussed. Depression, anxiety and suicide are major threats men face, often in silence due to cultural and societal expectations and misguided feelings of shame and embarrassment.

Men are significantly less likely than women to seek help for mental health problems. For example, statistics from Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) in the USA, indicate that men account for only 36% of all mental health therapy clients.1

One of the most alarming statistics is the suicide rate among men. The World Health Organisation (WHO) reported that in countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia and Canada, men are three–four times more likely to die by suicide than women.2 In the UK, according to the National Health Service (NHS) suicide is the biggest killer amongst men under the age of 50.3 

This is despite all the effort and spotlight that has been shone on men’s mental health in the past 10 years or so; this is despite the constant calls for improvement to mental health services more broadly, this is despite men being far more aware of these statistics than perhaps at any other time in our history.

But it is not working. The suicide statistics in particular continue on a worryingly upward trend. 

As a teenager growing up in Northern Ireland, I fell into the same trap that I suspect a lot of young men do. I got swept up in the pretence of what I thought a man should be, likely influenced heavily by those male role models around me. I did not talk openly about how I felt, and I very rarely showed my true emotions. 

As I moved into life as an adult, attending university in Brighton and studying criminology and psychology, my experience of growing up had made me guarded, unwilling to let people get too close to me. Whenever anyone asked how I was, I’d always reply, ‘Fine thanks,’ irrespective of the truth. 

The truth of the matter was that underneath my emotionless exterior, I was struggling with finding my way in the world. I had friends, I had a family, I had a good job. On the face of it, what did I have to complain about?

It took me a while before realising something was not right and I gathered the courage to visit a doctor. Not just any doctor, a male one, someone I was hoping I could relate to or would empathise with me. The actual outcome of my first visit to the GP to talk about how I felt left me feeling more confused than ever. I felt I was not taken seriously: 

“Fill in this form,” said the GP without really engaging in a conversation. “We cannot do anything until you fill this in. But you cannot do it now as I am busy, so you will need to make another appointment to come back.”

I was persistent, and I pushed to be seen again quickly with my completed form. However, I can understand why some men would be affected by that negative experience and never seek help again. We know that men don’t seek help as much as women, so when a male musters up the courage to talk, it’s imperative the medical professional is willing to listen.

The cultural stigma of not wanting to be seen as vulnerable, and the lack of adequate support when a man does ask for help, no doubt leads to a significant under reporting of mental health issues among men.

Here for a Good Time, Not a Long Time

Historically, men have had shorter life expectancies than women, and this trend continues to persist across most Western countries. For instance, in the US, the average life expectancy for men is approximately 76 years, compared to 81 years for women.4 Similar patterns are observed in other Western nations, with women consistently outliving men by 4–7 years.5

The leading causes of death among men also include heart disease, cancer, unintentional injuries, chronic lower respiratory diseases, and stroke. Cardiovascular disease remains the most significant contributor, accounting for nearly one in four male deaths. Men are less likely than women to visit a doctor regularly, even when experiencing symptoms of illness. They are also less likely to adhere to prescribed treatment, which can lead to worsening health.
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