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I remember the moment clearly, when I decided I needed to change the usual patterns of my life because how I was living clearly wasn’t working. My girlfriend had just broken up with me. We had dated for just about a year. She was the rebound relationship I got into way too quickly after my second wife and I divorced.

I was lying in bed, wallowing in my victimhood, beating myself up for all the perceived mistakes I had made, and blaming the ex for being cruel to me. I wasn’t taking responsibility for my choices or trying to understand her perspective on why the relationship hadn’t worked out. Suddenly, in the midst of my misery, a question entered my mind: “Am I happy with the person I am?” The answer was an unequivocal no. I wasn’t happy with who I was. I followed that up with another question, “Am I happy with the life I am living?” The answer was another unequivocal no.

“What am I going to do about it?”

I knew I could continue lying in bed, feeling miserable about my life and pitying myself or I could make a choice to do something about the direction my life was going in. The one truth I knew was that getting into another relationship was the last thing I needed to do. I knew I needed to improve my relationship with myself, but I wasn’t sure where to start. I resolved not to get into another relationship until I figured myself out.

The next day I was scrolling through Facebook and I came across a class about how to handle a breakup. I had never learned how to handle a breakup. This class was a lifeline synchronistically thrown to me by the universe. I bought that class and took it. The class was a life changing event, not just because of the information on managing a break up, but because it pointed me in the direction of the men’s movement. 

In the two years since then, the men’s movement has helped me become aware of just how much I need to heal my relationship with my inner masculine. I didn’t have a healthy relationship with my inner masculine. I had never really had healthy relationships with other men. I didn’t have a healthy relationship with myself as a man either. Both of these realities stood out to me and I realized I didn’t feel safe as a person or as a man, because the models of masculinity I had been exposed to growing up weren’t healthy or safe models of masculinity or personhood.

I hated myself for being a man. I would make derogatory jokes about men in general and I would chuckle along when someone else said that a man was mansplaining or manspreading or taking up too much space or anything else that has been put out there to denote toxic masculinity, but which has also become toxic to men in general. I thought that making fun of my masculinity would give me a sense of power over it, but the truth is that it deepened my shame around being a man.

I had engaged in a number of behaviors that supported my shameful feelings and perspective about being a man. I cheated on each of my ex-wives numerous times in order to have sex with other women. I had gone behind their backs in other ways as well. I did all of this because I was afraid of them as women, afraid of their anger and the power I perceived they had over me. I felt helpless and my way of not feeling helpless was choosing to do something behind their backs to empower myself. But as with all such flawed behaviors, the result I was going for never really empowered me. It left me feeling more ashamed to be a man and emptier on the inside because I was operating in a way that was fundamentally in opposition to who I knew I wanted to be. I wasn’t congruent with my partners and I wasn’t in integrity with myself.

In my rebound relationship I tried to be a different man than I had been with my wives. I got caught up in the alcoholic tendencies of the person I was with, which brought me face to face with the ghost of my alcoholic father. He had also been mentally and physically abusive and while my rebound relationship wasn’t physically abusive, she was mentally abusive. My responses to her mental abuse and alcoholic behavior further distanced me from the man I wanted to be. In a way, the dysfunctional nature of our relationship was a gift, in that it allowed me to see how deeply traumatized I was by my father. The break-up, while devastating, helped me recognize that in order to reclaim my life, I needed to reclaim my masculinity on my own terms, instead of on the terms of my family or the people I was in relationship with. And it also helped me realize that I didn’t want to continue to make fun of myself or be with women who disrespected me or men in general.

I wanted to become my own man, but I didn’t even know what that meant or how to claim my identity as a man in a healthy way. I didn’t just have baggage around my dad, but also my step mom, brother and the rest of my family that also contributed to my unhealthy narratives around my own masculinity. I finally realized I had to face all my familial and cultural trauma and expectations around being a man. I had to create my own definition of masculinity.

These realizations came at age 45. Sadly, middle age is when most men have the same epiphany. I had been going through my so-called mid-life crisis over the previous five years. Between 2017 and 2022 I went through one change after another. All of those changes forced me through a rite of passage to rediscover myself for the last half of my life.

I lost my coaching business in 2017, and started working at a job for the first time in over a decade. This was a huge blow to me egoically because I had prided myself on being self-employed. While I didn’t overtly associate my masculine identity with my business, I nonetheless questioned my abilities and myself and losing the business felt like a death of sorts. I felt shame at having to go to work at a call support center, because it felt like I hadn’t lived up to my potential. I didn’t realize it at the time, but on a deep level I was being called to face the societal pressures around how men ought to perform when it came to the work they did, especially because of how work is rooted in the male psyche as an essential part of a man’s identity.

In 2019 I lost my dad, and in losing him my life went into a tailspin because in the loss of him I lost a connection to what I knew about masculinity, even though it was mostly unhealthy masculinity. The absence of my father in death forced me to also face how absent he was through my life. At the same time, I started to realize how similar I was to him in some ways, even though I had tried to so hard to be different from him. My dad’s death showed me how much he had influenced me and also how deep the trauma from my experiences with him continued to play a role in my life.

In 2020 the pandemic hit and the resultant social isolation and being forced to live in close quarters with two people who did not care for me created a tension that ultimately ruptured my marriage. The fact that I had also been living a lie for so much of that relationship also contributed to its undoing in 2021. I could no longer lie to myself that I was deeply unhappy in that relationship and that I had compromised and co-dependently people pleased throughout that relationship instead of speaking up about what I had been unhappy about. 

In 2021, shortly after my divorce I got into a rebound relationship with an alcoholic narcissist. I was a codependent, needy, lonely man and she was someone who idealized me initially. The rebound relationship got me out of Portland, but didn’t resolve the challenges within myself that needed to be addressed. The only way those challenges could be addressed was by being willing to spend some time with myself discovering who I am and who I want to be as a man and a person. That didn’t happen while I was in that relationship, but after she broke up with me, I realized I needed to work on myself before I got involved with anyone else and part of that work involved discovering what my sense of masculinity meant to me.

Early on in my exploration of the men’s work, I realized that in some ways I would be considered to be a “nice guy”. A nice guy is essentially a co-dependent man, a man who is overly accommodating out of fear of losing someone and/or a desire to be loved and accepted. Ironically the nice guy attempts to be loved and accepted by trying to become what he thinks the other person wants. The nice guy also puts his own needs and desires to the side, instead of speaking up and being honest about them. The nice guy often ends up lying and behaving in other dishonest ways in order to get his own unspoken needs and desires met. A lot of men deal with this nice guy syndrome while struggling to define how to be a man. This led me to a second realization.

Men don’t know how to be men. Men don’t know how to be men because our western, industrial culture lacks male spiritual traditions. Even where there are some, many men either don’t know about them or may not feel like they really apply to them. The other problem that sometimes occurs is the appropriation of indigenous male spiritual traditions, which are then used with men who don’t have the proper cultural background or appreciation for those traditions. The simple fact is, men that are rooted in western, industrial culture don’t have deep spiritual traditions that fully support the process of becoming a man in ways that aren’t toxic. 

The term toxic masculinity can be applied to men who are out of touch with their emotions and try to be macho and tough, but I think it can also equally be applied to nice guys. The nice guy is the opposite extreme of toxic masculinity, a man who isn’t sure of himself or how to be assertive of his own boundaries, and who, in his co-dependency, has given away his own sense of strength and awareness because he is too focused on making someone else the center of the universe, instead of finding a healthy balance. I don’t want to be a nice guy, out of touch with my sacred masculinity. Nor do I want to be a macho man, drawing on a false sense of strength, with no real awareness. I am on my own journey to embody the mature masculine presence, and this book is being written while the journey occurs. It simultaneously will be an intimate glimpse of my journey and a pathworking guide for my readers.

While there are existing programs on mature masculinity, I write this book with the understanding that for many men the journey to understanding mature masculinity may be a solo trek. The exercises and pathworkings contained herein were developed with that individualistic reality in mind. I also believe that my unique views on and approaches to this topic will be invaluable for all self-identified men. My experiences and perspectives can uplift and guide any man seeking what it means to be a man, what it means to be in touch with the mature and spiritual aspects of masculinity that so many of us are out of touch with but that all people have access to, should they choose to see it.

This book has been inspired by my work with The Mankind Project, and the initiation I went through during the New Warrior Training Adventure. It is also inspired by the Epic of Gilgamesh, which is a journey of initiation, of men discovering their true strength both as men and as sacred sovereigns (this is a theme we will come back to in this book). Yet this book is also inspired by modern pop culture such as the God of War videogame series and the game Death Stranding, which in their own way explore themes of toxic and mature masculinity and demonstrate a need for the change from toxic masculinity in any of its forms to mature masculinity. We should seek to move away from being immature boys to become wise sage sovereigns secure in our strengths and in the awareness we can cultivate as we lean into our own strengths as people and as men. That is what the focus of this book is about, as well as the continuing inspiration for my work around this topic.

In my own journey to discover mature masculinity and embody it, I had to go through a rite of passage. All men need to go through rites of passage, but we lack those rites of passage in our lives and as a result we lose touch with what healthy masculinity can look like. We don’t have models of healthy masculinity and are having to redefine what that looks like. Rites of passage provide a healthy process for men to transform their lives, but we can’t just appropriate rites of passage from other cultures that still have them. We need to develop our own rites of passage in a respectful way that honors our lived experience as well as the cultural and social background we originate from. This book, along with resources available on my website is my attempt to define and present what mature masculinity can be, especially when it is situated in and draws upon rites of passage that meaningfully transform our lives and initiate us into the deeper spiritual mysteries and meanings of life.

I went through my own rites of passage. I’m now an initiated man in The Mankind Project, having gone through the New Warrior Training Adventure (I went through after the Mankind Project updated and changed the NWTA, no longer appropriating from other cultures) That experience as well as sitting in men’s circles helped me do the men’s work and transformed my life from one of unhealthy masculinity to one where I am in touch with the mature masculine and work to embody it in my life on a daily basis.

I am a middle-aged, middle class, cisgender, heterosexual, polyamorous, pagan white man. Some of these labels come with unearned privilege, and other of these labels come with complicated dynamics that can cause discrimination. I’m aware of the privilege that comes with being a middle-aged, lower class, cis-gender, heterosexual white man. That unearned privilege allows me to experience a life where I’m not given a second look or pulled over by a cop or discriminated against because of my sexuality. On the other hand, my polyamory and paganism bring with them a potential level of discrimination. I’ve experienced that discrimination first hand in my life, when I’ve had my life threatened for my spiritual beliefs, and was almost thrown out of my home by my Mom because of my beliefs. I have had to work hard for what I’ve earned in my life, but I’ve also had doors opened for me, and access to information and resources that people that don’t have my level of privilege have either not had access to, or have had to work much harder to get that access. I share my privilege to acknowledge the perspective and bias that informs my writing of this book, as well as subsequent books in this series, and to also highlight the importance of being aware of my own blind spots and unearned privilege. 

This book is written for any self-identified man: Trans, Queer, nonbinary, black, native American, Latino, Asian, and any other categorizations I’ve missed that identify as a man. And yet I also acknowledge I am a white man writing this book and that it is written from a primarily heterosexual perspective. It’s not my intent to invalidate any other type of man, and I am writing this book because men are in pain and they are also perpetuators of pain. Men have hurt each other and they have hurt women for countless ages, and we are only now beginning to even remotely appreciate and understand the level of collective trauma that has been experienced. This book, and many others, offer tools for men to do their work and heal themselves. That work is essential if we are to change the patterns that are embedded in our society and being. I’ve written this book for anyone who identifies as male, and while I’m a white heterosexual cis male, it’s my hope that what I’ve written is helpful to anyone who identifies as male. I won’t pretend that I know each man’s circumstances. Indeed, much of what I’m sharing here is simply my own journey to discover and live mature masculinity, shared in the hope that it might be a guiding light for your journey. While each of us must walk our own path, the more lampposts along the way, the better.

I’ve written this book in accordance with my spiritual practices, but you can take the exercises and practices I share and adapt them to your own spiritual path. There is no right or wrong way presented in this book, but simply a fundamental recognition of the need all men have: To discover themselves as mature men, who embody and live healthy masculinity.

That doesn’t mean that doing the work is easy. There are days where I still catch myself being the immature co-dependent nice guy I don’t want to be. There are days where I get cold and withdrawn, instead of taking a deep breath, going deep into the feelings and working through them before I share my truth. There are days where I let my fear and insecurity make the decisions and actions I take, instead of making those decisions and actions from a healthy and embodied presence. There are days where I let my wounded inner boy call the shots instead of taking him by the hand and parenting him in the way I never was. Perhaps there will always be days like that and perhaps someday there won’t be.

What I know is that this work is worth doing and in the following pages I’m going to share what mature masculinity work looks like, how to connect it with your emotions and thoughts and along the way learn some techniques that can help you on the path of becoming a man who is truly in touch with himself and the world around him. Let’s get started!

Taylor Ellwood

July 2024 

Eugene, Oregon
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​Chapter 1: What does it mean to be a man?
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What does it mean to be a man?

I’ve been asking myself this question for the last year and change, ever since I decided that I needed to go on a quest to discover my own relationship with masculinity. As a middle-aged man, this question has weighed heavily on me, perhaps because in some ways it’s a question I haven’t asked until now. I didn’t ask that question because up until recently I’ve been uncomfortable with my masculinity and with masculinity in general. My model for masculinity was an absent narcissistic philandering alcoholic who usually would show up as angry, loud, and embarrassingly inappropriate. I knew I didn’t want to be like my dad and at the same time I didn’t know what healthy masculinity looked like. My response was to try and be anything but masculine, but that denial didn’t work very well. I didn’t identify as feminine or non-binary. I just didn’t know what to make of my own masculine identity and yet I came back to it time and again, and engaged in a lot of behaviors that were harmful to myself and my relationships. I would withdraw, stonewall, and not share what was really going on for me, with pretty much anyone. On the inside, I was terrified that people would figure out I didn’t have my act together and didn’t know what to do with myself. 

Here’s what my relationship with masculinity used to look like:

Prior to doing the men’s work my relationships with other men were capitalistic and patriarchal. These relationships were based around a need to compete in order to be the top dog, man, or whatever label is applied to a man who is supposed to show he can out fight, out fuck, and outsmart every other man around him. This competitive feeling started early, with my father, the omnipresent embodiment of the stern Saturnic principles who I could never live up to and yet was always trying to overcome. It played out in competition in sports and classes with other male students, always trying to simultaneously impress the girls and outshine the other boys, while never allowing any of them to know me in a way that invited genuine friendship or brotherhood.

I wasn’t good at sports, so I turned my focus toward my intelligence, but being too intelligent meant you were a nerd. I didn’t fit in with the other boys I grew up with and I was awkward around the girls I met. I would compete, but more often than not I didn’t win. I eventually stopped competing and started focusing on going my own way, but even at the heart of that decision was a loneliness that every self-identified man feels at some point, because we are taught we cannot connect with other boys and men and share what we’re really feeling.

It also didn’t help that a lot of the time I didn’t know what I was feeling. I pushed down my feelings of anger and rage and sadness and fear, because I learned early on that boys weren’t supposed to express feelings, or cry, or show emotion. Showing my sensitivity got me picked on and beaten up by other boys, and at home it got me punished. I learned to armor up and push people away from me and even now I still struggle sometimes because I still push people away. I’ve gotten better about it, and I still need to continue working on it, because what I’m really undoing is a lot of patriarchal programming and survival mechanisms that aren’t serving me in any meaningful way.

The dysfunctional relationship dynamics with other men continued into adulthood, competing for jobs, competing for romantic partners, competing to show how any of us were the alpha male. Whether it was trying to have as ripped a body as possible, or drinking as much alcohol as possible or fucking every possible person that seemed remotely interesting that feeling of competition played out in a way that was ultimately isolating. I felt empty and alone for most of my life because I didn’t feel like anyone could relate to my experience. It turns out my experience is pretty much the norm for every man out there. We just don’t admit it to ourselves or anyone else for fear of being found out and having the image of alpha masculinity stripped from us. 

My relationship as a man with women was also dysfunctional. I used to feel like I was a walking cock waiting to be used for someone else’s pleasure. I also felt like I would always be evaluated in terms of how successful I seemed to be with sex, or how big my cock was, or how often she had an orgasm. What women seemed to value was either my success or my cock, or both, but rarely if ever did I feel like they valued me as a person. Of course, it also didn’t help that my own valuation of women was based around whether or not they wanted to sleep with me, and whether or not they could occupy specific roles I wanted them to fulfill because of my earliest experiences with women. Even now I am renegotiating my relationship with women in light of the realizations and inner work I’ve done around myself through men’s work.

When I look back at my relationships with my mom and step mom, the value I held for them seemed based more around what I could do to help out around the house and how good my grades were (or later on whether I could get a job) than to my value as a person. A lot of the time I felt like the mother-figures in my life defined me by my value in terms of my productivity (how helpful I was) as well as how manageable I was. This has also extended to women I’ve been in romantic relationships with. I have often felt that my ability to produce, protect and otherwise perform plays a significant role in whether or not I have value to women. It doesn’t help that men and women have been socialized to fill specific roles in relationship to each other and to themselves. I know I have put a lot of pressure on myself to provide for, take care of and protect the women in my life (I’m going to speak to this in a later chapter).

For most of my life, I didn’t know how to answer the question of what it means to be a man, and so I avoided the question. I did what so many other men have done in the absence of healthy masculinity: I tried to white knuckle my way through life, determined not to show weakness. I refused to show insecurity, fear or any other emotions and experiences that seemed to run counter to being a successful man. And sadly, I was defining success as having my act together enough to get whoever I wanted as a lover. That phrase having my act together meant that I acted a certain way, showed a certain face, presented myself as someone who had all the answers, even when I really didn’t and don’t have all the answers.

White knuckling my way through life left me feeling isolated and lonely, even when I was with other people. Most of the time I didn’t say much about the loneliness I was feeling. I put on a brave face and pretended I had my act together, even though deep inside I was sacred shitless that someone would figure out how much I didn’t have my act together. I didn’t know who to turn to when I felt overwhelmed or insecure. Even though there were times I could share those feelings with the person I was with, I nonetheless didn’t share as much as I could have, because I didn’t really trust myself or the other person in my life.

Being a man was about projecting an image and trying to fake it until I could make it. It was about going it alone through life and somehow succeeding without really letting anyone in, in a truly meaningful way. When I look back at the first half of my life, what I see is someone trying to live up to the patriarchal stereotype of what a man ought to be. Yet, ironically, I also despised that kind of man.

For the first half of my life, I felt uncomfortable being a man. I didn’t feel a sense of gender dysphoria, but what I did feel was a sense that being a man wasn’t good. I recall my step mom telling me that men were pigs. I took that comment and punished myself with it. I was a boy, becoming a man, and therefore I would be one of those pigs. It also didn’t help that the examples of men that I had in my life mirrored what my step-mom was saying. My dad flirted with women all the time, made crude jokes and cheated on each of his wives. He didn’t do any deep work on himself. The other men I saw, fathers of my friends seemed to act the same way. Seeing all of that made me feel like being a man was a problem and I carried that belief for a long, long time.

And I was that man in some ways. I flirted with women left and right, giving little thought to whether my words and actions were welcomed until my late twenties when I was a graduate student. I was teaching a class of freshman students and hit on one of the students. Thankfully, she reported me, but she shouldn’t have had to do that. I took sexual harassment classes and paid attention. Because the gravity of the situation was significant enough, I started minding my behavior much more carefully. Even so, I would make a few more choices over the succeeding years that demonstrated a similar lack of awareness. 

I cheated on both of my wives. I was driven by a need to prove myself as a man and by the aching emptiness at the center of my identity. This emptiness that demanded to be filled up through sex and validation by women. None of it was ever enough. All I really ended up feeling was a deep and abiding dissatisfaction with myself and my life. I felt empty on the inside and nothing I did addressed that emptiness. As I got older, I felt more and more alone and more and more separated from the people in my life. 

After my second divorce, I realized I was replicating my dad’s life even though I didn’t want to be like him. The only difference is that I didn’t have kids of my own, because I made sure I got snipped. Still, I was cruising toward a similar ending for my life: living in a house surrounded by artwork and books, but with no one to share my life with, and worst of all hating myself as a person as well as a man. After I was broken up with, I realized I had to change directions. I had to ask the right question, and I had to find an answer to that question that made sense to me.

What does it mean to be a man?

The work I’ve been doing on myself over the last two years, resulting in this book, has fundamentally changed my relationship with my masculinity and as a result my relationships with other people as well. I asked myself this question in the wake of the latest breakup, as I lay in bed hating myself and longing for the person who had ripped my heart out, walked all over it, and fucked with me in every way possible. I felt broken. When I looked at my life, I saw myself in the same place as my dad, alone, with a string of broken promises and relationships in my wake, with perhaps a few friends but no one who really knew me. I felt like I had become the worst of what my father was. 

I decided I was tired of making the same mistakes my dad had made. I decided I was done making the mistake of trying to live up a model of masculinity that was toxic and unhealthy for me and everyone around me. To change that reality and answer the question, What does it mean to be a man? I had to do something different. I had to stop trying to fill the emptiness by getting into yet another relationship with yet another woman. I had to actually spend some time with myself discovering who I was as a person and as a friend. Fortunately, I was filled with a need to change my life and make sure I stopped making the same mistake of leaping from one relationship to another. 

But how was I going to even begin answering this question? I had a couple of other men I was friends with, but even though we could have deep conversations, I didn’t know how to talk about this topic with them. I didn’t feel comfortable asking them what their experience of being male was like or sharing mine. I kept my walls up, because I had been taught that all other men, even friends, were also competition and couldn’t be fully trusted. 

So, I did what I always do when I get interested in a topic. I bought an online course and started reading a couple books. The first course I took was about how to handle breakups. It gave me a couple of useful tools to help me start the path of recovery from my recent breakup. It also pointed me in the direction of Iron John by Robert Bly and King, Warrior, Magician, Lover by Roger Moore and Douglas Gillette. While these books are in some ways dated, their wisdom is also timeless. They ignited a desire in me to learn more about what it meant to be a man. I dove into the deep end of the pool and started buying any books I could find on the men’s movement, with an eye toward surveying the entire movement and getting a sense of what various authors had to share. 

What I read fascinated me, both in terms of what it meant to be a man and what it meant to be in relationship with another person as a man. The various books I read opened my eyes and heart, even as they challenged everything I knew about being a man. I didn’t agree with every perspective I read, and there were some authors I found who reinforced the toxic patriarchal narratives, albeit in subtle ways. I also ended up taking more online courses and again found a mix of perspectives, some healthy, others less so, on what it meant to be a man. Even now, at the time of this writing I’m continuing to survey the overall men’s movement and learning a lot along the way about the challenges and issues that men face, which need to be addressed from a place of mature masculinity.
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