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            Introduction and acknowledgements

         

         
            ‘Not all men are annoying. Some are dead …’

            – PINTEREST GREETING CARD

         

         A FEMALE FRIEND OF mine was speaking at a conference in Oxford recently. The subject was women and power (I think she gets asked to talk at a lot of things like this). On her return to London, she said she was feeling enervated and beleaguered.

         ‘For five hours’, she said, ‘the speakers went on and on about female rights and the problems with men.’ 

         
            Two cameramen were there throughout the day and I asked one of them how he felt. He simply said, ‘I wish someone had said something about what men are going through too, or just said something nice about those of us who are actually trying. My brother killed himself last year and it was because he was so full of self-doubt about whether he could be good enough for a woman. He had also just been sacked by a new boss who happened to be female – and this was after eight years working for his employer. Does he not matter?’

         

         Suicide rates for young men in the UK are tragically high; it is now the biggest killer of men under the age of forty-five, and in 2014 twelve men died by their own hand every single day. Feminism has obviously changed the world for the better in so many ways, but it has also left many men feeling lost and dislocated. University and school results show that men are failing badly. My friend said that, in her opinion, feminism has become complacent, and it’s certainly easy to see how some of its more extreme practitioners seem unconcerned about both the physical and emotional pressures on men these days – what have become known as ‘manxieties’.

         They ought to be concerned. Anxiety disorders among men are no longer treated with suspicion by doctors, a situation helped enormously by the number of boldface names who have admitted to having some sort of depression, including Johnny Depp, John Cleese, Stephen Fry, Mickey Rourke, Jim Carrey and, tragically, Robin Williams. They have drawn attention to the fact that a lot of men these days feel unable to cope – with work, with partners, peers, family, with the undue pressures of the modern world.

         So, could it be time for a men’s movement? Something that encourages men to ‘fight back’? Something to bring them back into the fold?

         In this short book we shall take a look, and then take a view. My friend was of course Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, who suggested there might be something in all of this. I thought so too, although I think we may have reached slightly different conclusions (she appears more inclined to go in to bat for the men than I do). So I’d like to thank her, as well as Iain Dale, Sir Alex Ferguson, Ed Victor, and the women in my family (who I don’t think are prepared to go in to bat for me, either).
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            British men today: backward, in crisis, or evolving?

         

         
            ‘Men are like fine wine – they all start out like grapes, and it’s our job to stomp on them and keep them in the dark until they mature into something we’d like to have dinner with.’

            – ANONYMOUS

         

         AT THE TAIL end of 2015, a YouGov poll for Prospect magazine suggested that white men in their twenties have become the most derided social group in Britain. According to the poll, there is an general expectation among British people that young, white men are lazy and rude, spend their time getting drunk and are more likely to have several sexual partners at one time. They are also the demographic group least likely to go to university.

         It cannot be denied that the enormous social changes in the last half a century have profoundly undermined the cultural identity, community cohesion and solidarities of male, white, working-class lives. Apprenticeships have all but gone, close-knit, working-class communities have been shattered by the eradication of local industries, and with them a certain amount of pride and self-respect. Role models these days are in seriously short supply. Commenting on the poll, Mike Savage in The Observer wrote:

         
            [Once] there was a strong sense of male pride and self-respect, often exemplified in loyal membership of trade unions. And a degree of respect was also accorded more generally to the ‘hardy souls of toil’. Coalminers, engine drivers, shipbuilders and the like had a heroic resonance that was recognised – sometimes grudgingly – throughout British society. This was a world in which young white men could feel self-respect and a sense that they were subordinate to no one …

            Over the last fifty years this world has collapsed. Swaths of deindustrialisation have removed vast areas of skilled manual work, with their attendant cultures of respectability and autonomy, leaving young men having to navigate a casual and insecure labour market.

         

         And to find their way in a world that doesn’t appear to afford them much respect. Football has been appropriated by the middle classes (what former Manchester United captain Roy Keane once called ‘the prawn sandwich brigade’), pubs have been gentrified beyond belief and boxing has all but been outlawed; while the very idea of a respectable working class has been replaced by the fear of a Neanderthal underclass. Even the ‘lad’ became gentrified in the 1990s, being traduced and stylised in the same breath, being both celebrated and lampooned in magazines such as Loaded, Maxim and FHM. Men were fed a diet of Men Behaving Badly, while their younger brothers were encouraged to lap up The Inbetweeners. Lad culture was defined as a marketable term, but it only took a few years before the very idea of being a lad became reductive, and he ended up, ten years later, in a worse place than where he started: mocked by a liberal media elite who didn’t want any more sloppily dressed oiks at the party.

         Dr Mary Curnock Cook, the chief executive of university admissions service UCAS, said recently that ‘with further increases in the gap between men and women entering higher education, we can now see clearly that concentrating outreach efforts on young men, particularly white men, would make a significant contribution to diminishing the rich–poor gap’.

         It seems all of us are intimidated by women these days, whether we’re rich or poor, black or white. According to new research, despite claiming to find intelligent women attractive, men choose not to date someone who is smarter than themselves. We feel threatened by intelligent women and, according to the study, we state our theoretical preference for smart women only to then change our minds before committing to a date. Psychologists at the University at Buffalo, California Lutheran University and University of Texas at Austin asked 105 men to rank the merits of women who had out- or underperformed them in an intelligence test as a prospective partner. They found that the men were more likely to declare their attraction to women who had performed better than them. ‘Men formed favourable impressions and showed greater interest in women who displayed more (versus less) intelligence than themselves,’ the study authors wrote. However, ‘men who had been told they were about to meet a more intelligent woman distanced themselves more from her, tended to rate her as less attractive, and showed less desire to exchange contact information or plan a date with her’. ‘Feelings of diminished masculinity accounted for men’s decreased attraction toward women who outperformed them,’ the report concluded.

         As the Medical Daily website said at the time, ‘For men, apparently, having an intelligent girlfriend is like having a pet wolf – cool in theory, but not something you’d want in real life.’

         Manxiety

         These days you find this time and time again, as men feel slighted by the people they work for (or don’t), by the friends they feel they can’t possibly compete with, by the ungrateful children they have spawned, and by the women they date. Masculinity, it seems, is in crisis, as more and more men claim to be suffering from ‘manxiety’ (the problems associated with being labelled as a ‘man’ and all that it implies) and feelings of inadequacy and fearlessness. It seems not a week goes by when men are not being accused of being too violent, too stupid or too sexual. The MP Diane Abbott ranted about ‘hypersexuality’ at a DEMOS lecture not so long ago, berating men for being sexually aggressive in the city, on our streets and on campuses. In her eyes, hypersexuality is ‘a celebration of heartlessness with a lack of respect for women’s autonomy’.

         She isn’t the only one who thinks so – not by a long chalk – and it’s freaking men out.

         In 2014, encouraged by the success of their blog, Holly Baxter and Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett wrote a very angry (but extremely well-reviewed) book called The Vagenda, in which men’s magazine consumers were all labelled ‘lads’ who aspired to a ‘frat boy mentality’ – ‘a delicious combo of sport, heavy drinking and dehumanising attitudes to women propagated by close-knit groups of all-male “homosocial” [good word] bell-ends with whom you’d never want to share a tent at a festival’. I don’t know anyone who’d want to share a tent with people like this either, especially at a music festival, but the inference is clear: men are dweebs, and if you’re not, prove it. No one in the media, it seems, is innocent: the Daily Telegraph of all things is referred to as ‘a newspaper so scarily feminist it has its own “men” section’.

         But then we know that women say bad things about men. The thing is, it’s no longer women telling men how appalling they are nowadays; it’s men doing it too. Diminished by feminists, mocked by their peers and ridiculed by the media, all our self-esteem has evaporated, vanished into nothing.

         Last year, the internationally acclaimed psychologist Philip Zimbardo and his research partner Nikita D. Coulombe blamed it all on technology. In Man (Dis)connected they argued that digital technologies create alternative realities that many men find less demanding and more rewarding than real life. They suggested that because of this, our evaluations of sex and relationships are stunted, making it difficult for us to socialise and connect with anyone who isn’t encased in a mobile phone or a tablet. Obsessively watching pornography makes us sociopathic, while compulsively gaming turns us into addicts. 

         ‘There are a record number of young men who are flaming out academically, wiping out socially with girls, and failing sexually with women,’ they write.

         
            You don’t have to look too far to see what we’re talking about; everyone knows a young man who is struggling. Maybe he’s under-motivated in school, has emotional disturbances, doesn’t get along with others, has few real friends or no female friends, or is in a gang. He may even be in prison. Maybe he’s your son or relative. Maybe he’s you.

         

         These days, men just don’t feel comfortable acting on impulse or behaving recklessly. According to a Scottish university study, compared with the action men of the 1970s and 1980s, today’s men are wimps – far less interested in adrenalin-junkie pastimes such as parachuting, scuba diving and mountaineering than the previous generation. The School of Psychology and Neuroscience at the University of St Andrews found men’s willingness to engage in physically challenging activities has tailed off dramatically in the past forty years, since the tests were first carried out. Dr Kate Cross, who led the academic team, says that ‘the decline could reflect declines in average fitness levels, which might have reduced many people’s interest in physically challenging activities. Alternatively, the questions were designed in the 1970s so they could now be out of date. Skiing, for example, may no longer be viewed as a novel or intense activity.’ She also says that the rise of the computer generation in the intervening years – coupled, perhaps, with increasing attention to health and safety – may have taken the edge off a thirst for adventure. All in all, men are becoming far more nervous about taking risks.

         In 2012, Hanna Rosin wrote The End of Men: And the Rise of Women, a book that catalogued this phenomenon. ‘This is an astonishing time,’ read the blurb. ‘In a job market that favours people skills and intelligence, women’s adaptability and flexibility make them better suited to the modern world.’ The stats bore this out: women in Britain hold down half the jobs; women own over 40 per cent of China’s private businesses; in 1970 women in the US contributed to 2–6 per cent of the family income, while now it is 42.2 per cent. Rosin focused on the ‘mancession’ or ‘he-cession’ that had hit American men hard, ill-preparing them for the post-manufacturing, post-industrial age. These jobless, career-less men had to make do with the trinkets of ‘ornamental masculinity’, as the critic Susan Faludi once called it – all the macho accessories and Hollywood superheroes that are now the staple diet of the disenfranchised male.

         ‘Men today, especially young men, are in a transition moment,’ she says.

         
            They no longer want to live as their fathers did, marrying women they can’t talk to, working long hours day after day, coming home to pat their kids on the head absentmindedly. They understand that the paternal white boss, like the one on The Office, has now become a punch line. But they can’t turn away from all that because they fear how power and influence could be funnelled away from them; by wives who earn more money than they do, jobs with less prestige, tedious Tuesday afternoons at the playground. There are plenty of opportunities for men. Theoretically, they can be anything these days: secretary, seamstress, PTA president. But moving into new roles, and a new phase, requires certain traits: flexibility, hustle, and an expansive sense of identity.

         

         Which, according to both men and women alike, we simply don’t have.

         The new minority

         We certainly shy away from traditional forms of identification. In days gone by, being male, middle-class, and middle-aged was considered to be a sign of success in Britain, almost a badge of honour. You could be failing at your job, unlucky in love and disconnected from your family, but you could still hold your head up in the golf club and the saloon bar because you were a man with a Jag parked outside your house.

         Not anymore, though – and not for some time.

         A few years ago, in February 2008 in fact, the Radio 4 Woman’s Hour presenter Jane Garvey said her programme was ‘too middle-class’, as though this were an inherently bad thing. She didn’t endear herself to her listeners by saying her programme focused too much on cooking and women’s problems and should probably be more upbeat to attract younger listeners, but the main thrust of her interview with The Guardian, or at least the thing she said that resonated the most, was the middle-classness of it.

         
            One of my bugbears about it would be – and they know this – that there is too much about the negative side of being female and not enough about the many good factors … I would also like to have less middle-class ladies talking about cookery. Although there is nothing wrong with cookery … I think there is a massively middle-class bent to every programme on Radio 4. Find me a programme that isn’t like that.

         

         There are few things that could be more British than the middle class, but they are an endangered species, especially the men. Don’t believe me? Just look around you. And ask men if they’re happy being labelled that way. They hate it, find it emasculating, whereas women never think of it at all. Men either want to be oiks or toffs, not the chap in the middle. The middle classes are the new minority.

         Many years ago, as the 1970s swiftly turned into the 1980s, I was briefly a member of a post-punk group called the Timing Association, an overly intense, art-school five-piece whose songs weren’t quite as clever as Orange Juice and not quite as loud as Buzzcocks.

         Having released a single – ‘It’s Magic’ (and you won’t be surprised to learn that it wasn’t, not in the slightest, not at all) – we began having ‘creative differences’, arguing on a daily basis about everything from the singer’s hair (the rest of us thought it was too short), to the lead guitarist’s trousers (too wide, made of denim, wrong provenance). The only thing we could agree on was our name: it was rubbish.

         But what did it for us, the thing that caused us to split up before our ‘ground-breaking eponymous first album’ (our first single was our final single) was class. One night, after a torturous rehearsal in the middle of Leyton in north London (the band practising next door was called the Armitage Shanks Band), our singer, Colin (you can tell we weren’t going to be big), promptly walked out, throwing his metaphorical toys out of the pram as he often did.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked as he pushed open the heavy studio door.

         ‘I can’t work with him [the lead guitarist] anymore,’ he said, looking for all the world like a man who had just been asked if he had ever slept with his sister. 

         ‘Why not?’ I countered, feeling a little like Bette Davis in some 1930s melodrama.

         ‘Why not?!’ he screamed in his broken Midlands drawl. ‘He’s middle-class, that’s why not. And I can’t play in a band with someone who’s middle-class.’

         I was only nineteen at the time, and I’d rarely heard that most fundamental of British diseases articulated with such clarity. The ability to claim a working-class background was all the rage at the time, and, as being one of the defining tenets of punk rock, one that most of us involved felt duty-bound to lie about. The divisions between the middle class and the working class (who had only recently stopped being labelled ‘lower class’) were never more pronounced – at least not for my generation – and musicians and journalists alike would bang on for ages in the music press about ‘authenticity’, and how any kind of privileged background (i.e. not being brought up in a council flat in Hackney) was mutually exclusive to ‘cool’, ‘credibility’ and acceptability.
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