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For Emmeline and billions of girls like her.


May we be decent dads so you no longer have to break glass for simple equality.


Until then, may we provide the hammers.
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INTRODUCTION



THE PROBLEM NEVER lay buried. It was everywhere—a creeping haze, a fog, an atmospheric river atomized into breathable vapor.


You couldn’t avoid it.


A generation after the question, “Is this all?” it was still interrupting to offer the answer, ghostlike and haunting, a pervasive specter mumbling “Well, actually,” in the background for boys to overhear, boys through it all turning into men. We’re dads now, raising yet another generation today with the original problem still serving as the template.


It was what stirred us in the morning through boyhood, dream-dazed and groggy, suddenly aware of a new song thrumming from our older brother’s room.


“Oh, can’t you see,” it warbled, “you belong to me.”


It glared up at us from the morning paper, a black-and-white parade of dads and grandpas in the news section, all suits and ties, cigarette teeth, and sprayed hair. It popped out of the sports pages with the mullet heroes, and the business pages with the old mustached bores.


It arose in the morning flush of the suburbs, all created from some TV show template of clean-street, picket-fence patriotism. The white moms, with maybe one or two black moms out of a hundred homes—“Progress. See? Things are better now”—wove through streets named for famous men, Founding Fathers, men like Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln or Lee, some slavers and some actual traitors—literally anyone but a woman. And the moms would all assemble at the school drop-off line, honking and griping, while all the dads went elsewhere, somewhere; they were very busy and important.


It blared out in the soundtrack of the everyday commute, the same pounding anthems that woke us played on the radio for everyone to hear. It resounded in songs about “girls” who “belonged” to someone, someone who watched them or followed them. They couldn’t escape: “Every move you make, every step you take.” It repeated in songs about how these “girls” were actually someone else’s, some guy named Jessie—but not if some other man altogether could help it. We’d sing along from the backseat, sweetly, proudly, learning about love. This is how adults did the romance. “I’ll be watching you.” The dads, meanwhile, when we sometimes rode with them, had their own soundtracks on talk radio, all those bloviating, angry men: “And another thing!”


It crept into the classrooms, where our teachers, mostly women, called on the “smart” boys and the “good” girls. No one pulled us from class, measured the length of our shorts or eyed the cut of our tank tops, but they pulled Penny out one day and sent her home, called her a “distraction,” and we got the message—we knew why everyone was there and that Penny, dirty, unclean, was somehow disrupting it all. Even in the hallways it was apparent: the teachers, the secretaries, the school nurse, and the lunch ladies—all women, while the tough jobs, the real jobs, the physical jobs like janitor, or PE teacher, or principal were all filled by men.


It enveloped us in the schoolyard nomenclature, the slurs, the language passed from schoolboy to schoolboy.


There were boys. Then there were “pussies”—a feminine class, a lower class, the very worst thing a real boy could be.


Oh, can’t you see?


No men ever followed us home after school, slowing their car to a crawl beside the sidewalk, whistling, yelling, gesturing. No men told us to smile or called us names, threatened us if we didn’t, and I’d wager good money that right now, if you thought about it, you probably never considered for a moment wearing a different blazer or tie for fear those slow-crawl, creepy whistlemen might consider your attire an invitation to rape you, knowing you’d probably get blamed for it anyway because, look at the cut of your suit, the polish on your shoe—everyone knew you were asking for it. Liar.


No boy ever called you a slut. They asked if you scored with one.


It seeped out of after-school sports: the moms on the sidelines, chatting, and the girls nearby doing cartwheels, perhaps picking flowers or even cheering, while the boys gathered in the dirt with men, communing in sport.


It bellowed from the evening news: images of kindly white grandpas speaking assuredly in voices that belied their horrific mythologies, mythologies that vaporized and then seeped into every home. “America,” one of them began, all sunny and warm and white, and then suddenly snarled and warned us about welfare queens. Everyone knew the code, even kids.


It oozed off the screen in the TV shows and the movies, the stories about funny men, about action men, about tough, violent, angry men—the real heroes, the men who fought. They fought aliens. They fought ghosts. They fought each other. Nowadays they fight robots, computers. But back then they just fought other men in fake suits. And, oh, how they fought, cramming down anything they might be feeling in order to “man up” for duty, for country, for all of mankind, by which they meant “everyone,” obviously, like the Constitution. And then they’d not only win but they’d somehow also win a “girl” in the process, a real prize. A trophy. No one ever called these men “boys,” unless they were not white.


It sloshed out of the cocktail parties and neighborhood picnics, the men drinking beer in stumbly groups and lowering their voices about “the problem with women” when you approached or just holding forth endlessly on anything—anything at all, people, even, and what they “should” be happy for, let me tell you—while the women cooked, and then cleaned up, and then packed all the kids off for home.


It came up in the late-night movies, the ones your parents didn’t know you watched—the soft-core porn ones a future president would feature in, the ones that hid behind a rainbow scramble on forbidden cable channels, but you could still hear them and make out just enough: an illicit glimpse of men spying on showering “girls” as if ogling some ripe fruit, or men bragging about “fucking” a “passed-out girl,” whatever that meant. She probably just belonged to him, like the songs said. Ah, that’s it. They were doing the romance again. All the men laughed, and if all the men were laughing, it was good.


There’s no rainbow channel scramble nowadays. It’s clear as day. It’s in your child’s pocket.


You belong to me.


Back then, it would all repeat itself the next morning, and if it wasn’t a school day, it was during Saturday morning cartoons in which even skunk boys chased and grabbed and kissed cat girls, who didn’t seem to like it. But you’d heard from adults that it was okay to hit girls if you liked them, so it was probably all fine because all the men, again, were laughing. Or it was at Sunday church and a gathering of robed men speaking of even higher, holier men, men who would charm you, bless you, save you, and, sometimes, begrudgingly, occasionally, the women, who, if they were really lucky, would be “given away,” passed from man to man to keep the home—unless, that is, they had sex before men ceremoniously sanctioned it, and then they could burn in hell or perhaps just keep having sex, but this time for money. It was all sort of confusing. Then they let you out for coffee and doughnuts.


Above all, these scattershot and seemingly disconnected fragments atomized and reconnected into a hazy American mythology, making you think all the preceding depictions were a shared experience, a natural, common bond among us all since the beginning—a white suburb, a straight mom, a straight dad, two kids, a commute, and some hijinks along the way—instead of what it really was: a relentless ad campaign, a campaign that played out from the moment you woke up to the moment you went to bed, a campaign that, unsurprisingly, was white and male.


It told all the stories, set the tone, embedded the code words. It never dwelled on segregated cities and neighborhoods; people with two jobs, three jobs, lower pay, and longer hours; people who got stopped on the way home: “Hey, boy, what are you doing here?” It never dwelled on those whose rights were on the table, up for a vote, or those whose love was forbidden, kept hidden out of fear, fear of loss, of violence—they were always “aunts” or “just good friends.” No one spoke much about the sidewalks, ramps, rails, lifts, who could access stores, basic needs, society; no one fought over bathrooms, who could use them and which ones, because so, so many were still hiding, terrified, afraid to let even family at long last see their real selves.


This is your inheritance; it repeated relentlessly. All of this. It shaped your views, it made you believe the entire world would be yours to pick apart, discuss, debate, and pass judgment on, just like in the newspapers or on the news or in the songs and movies and in the stumbly, drunken groups of men with very important things to say, while the women cleaned up after you.


No, the problem never lay buried.


It was everywhere, like molecules or cosmic rays landing on every surface.


It was the narrative.


The collective storyline passed down generation to generation across the sweep of Western civilization as if it were all perfectly natural instead of a created thing, an intentional thing, a thing men incubated and passed forward, gifting anew these wretched hierarchies that were as apparent to a 1980s schoolboy as they were to Telemachus when he told Penelope to go knit: speech is the business of men.


Girls and women may have still been asking, “Is this all?”


But boys and men already knew the answer.


We knew the code; we inhaled the vapor of it every waking moment.


We had the narrative at our backs. We had everything.


We still do.


GUYS, MEN, DADS: I’m glad you’re here. Welcome. We can do tremendous social good if we band together.


Our kids—our own daughters and sons, and our collective village of them—they need better allies.




They need us, in particular, to do better—not to play savior, mind you, but to finally act like the baseline decent human beings we always told ourselves we were.





They need us, in particular, to do better—not to play savior, mind you, but to finally act like the baseline decent human beings we always told ourselves we were.


The good news is you can do it right now. Today. At home. With your own family and amid your friend circles. You’ve already taken the first step, in fact.


Good on you.


“What dads can do to be better allies is to check in with your kids in the first place,” says Danica Roem, a Virginia state legislator who made history as one of our country’s first transgender representatives, “and just, on the one hand, get to know them, but, second, create an atmosphere and an environment that are inclusive and welcoming.”


As a parent, “It’s not, ‘I’m trying to live my life through you,’” she says. Instead, it’s about empowering your kids to be their own independent selves and guiding them in life while at the same time understanding that your role as a parent is to help them be the best version of themselves.


Easy enough, right?


Help our kids be the best versions of themselves?


It’s a good start.


We can create an inclusive, welcoming, equitable home life for our daughters and sons, and then we need only widen our circles to create similar environments among our friend groups and our work groups and our broader social networks until, one day, the circles overlap and we stop, as a society, putting basic humanity on the bargaining table. If you take nothing else from this book, take this: we men need to stop debating the worth, dignity, and equality of people as if humanity is a thing that can be voted on, discussed, or decided over coffee or keyboards.


Here’s the bottom line: when we learn we’re having a child, we do a good job of figuring out the essentials—the feeding, the changing, the burping, the raising, the caring. And yet I’m not sure we do a good job preparing our children for a world that still treats our daughters as second-class citizens and our sons as angry, entitled automatons. I’m not so sure we do a good enough job breaking down our inherited cultural mores and social institutions.


Their lives, quite literally, depend on us to do better—in raising them, yes, but also in calling each other out when one of us slips ever so easily into the comfortable idea that some are lesser because of their gender, race, ability, or any of the thousands of differences among us.


Let’s be honest for a moment. Let’s not sugarcoat it. America is no less enamored of sexist, racist storylines today than it was when we were children, when we were growing up under the subtle notions that girls and women were lesser and that society was built with us in mind.


We didn’t somehow, magically, stumble into the one generation liberated of this idea. At some point, we have to stop pretending persistent inequality is not our gross collective inheritance. We have to stop pretending that we were raised under a toxic cloud of sexism and racism but that everything’s suddenly fine now, like…


Poof.


It all conveniently… vanished.


Hard truth here. We have to stop pretending that a nation founded in the genocide of women, a nation founded in the bondage and breeding of women like livestock, a nation that granted some the right to vote in 1920 and the rest forty-five years later, that only a generation ago trusted women with their own credit cards, that allowed marital rape until 1992, that still allows child marriage, that considers it normal—righteous, even—for men to gather in gilded rooms to cast votes on women’s health care, on trans rights, on gay rights is a nation undamaged at the roots in ways that perpetuate terrible systemic and everyday consequences for our kids today and millions just like them.


Girls and women make up more than 51 percent of the population, and yet they…


… hold roughly 20 percent of government positions at any level, from the nation’s capital to Main Street city hall.


… earn, depending on their skin color and number of children, anywhere from three-quarters to half of what a white man makes.


… are represented in films and media at fractions of the rate men are, and usually appear as silent eye candy or trophies for those men.


… are given just 4 percent of nationwide sports coverage, despite pulling in better ratings and putting up better performances (looking at you, shitty US men’s soccer team).


… hold roughly 20 percent of top management positions in business—only twenty-four CEO spots out of the top five hundred companies—and roughly 30 percent of tech jobs at major companies like Facebook, Apple, and Google.


… are sent home from school for wearing clothes that are “distracting” to boys, and then find fewer college scholarships available to them—even though they outpace boys in earning degrees despite this.


… are consistently threatened by men with rape and assault online, at school, at home, at work, and on the sidewalks in ways we men both perpetuate and can’t fathom, and then somehow have to deal with the audacity of us interrogating them about it, men and women alike asking what they were wearing, or drinking, or doing that made us do it.


What. Fresh. Hell.


Don’t think for a second these storylines aren’t doing a number on our boys as well. We are absolutely crippling the emotional lives of boys, putting them in what one masculinity expert calls the “man box” from infancy. We are telling them over and over, from all corners of society, that the very worst thing they could be is not boys at all… but girls.


It’s not a zero-sum game between boys and girls. Our struggle is linked, as is our freedom.


We are stopping boys from finding their full selves, and they, in turn, are growing up to face the consequences: fewer jobs, fewer friends, depression, suicide. And when they’re not killing themselves, they’re killing each other in ridiculous numbers, mind-boggling numbers—numbers that have some absurd veneer of cultural acceptance that starts with the first time they hear they just can’t be expected to help it, that “boys will be boys.” Make no mistake, when they’re not turning their bottled rage on themselves, they’re turning it on the people we’ve told them all along are property, objects, lesser: girls and women.


At some point, dads, we need to examine what role we play in these moral atrocities. Having grown up with these collective biases, we didn’t somehow reach adulthood without them.


THAT’S THIS BOOK in a nutshell.


It seeks to connect the atomized dots and to unravel these omnipresent storylines, to expose them so we might yet stamp them out—so that our boys and girls don’t have to suffer as we did and still do. As a stay-at-home dad and PTA president who knows full well what happens when men veer outside cultural expectations of what it means to be a “real man,” and as a father trying simply to bring up another decent child, I hope you might follow along on this de Tocqueville-esque journey through American parenting in the twenty-first century as we examine all the seemingly disconnected little biases that coalesce to rob boys and men of full emotional lives while robbing girls and women of opportunity, safety, and personal freedom.


Women have been telling us about it forever, like so many Cassandras, and it’s high time we had a talk among ourselves about it all instead of one more insipid debate that sidelines what’s happening before our very eyes.


Let me quickly break down how I see it play out.


Black babies are twice as likely to die as white babies today, a racial gap wider than it was in 1850—in slave times. On the one hand, there’s data we can point to and argue about or deny or whatever. But it’s the quieter stories behind the data we need to explore, the underlying, almost invisible cultural forces—in this case, the collision, or intersection, of racism and sexism—that lead to a sort of toxic racial stress that, again, is killing pregnant black women and their babies at rates higher than we saw when white people held them as slaves. (I feel like that needs repeating for the “all lives matter” folks in the back row: the survival rate gap between black and white babies is worse now than it was in slave times.)


“Something about growing up as a black woman in America today is bad for your babies,” says Linda Villarosa, the New York Times reporter who broke the story (which is featured in depth in the chapter “Black Girl Magic”).


So, one part is numbers we can hold in our heads and talk about. It’s easy to debate this study or that study, to coolly examine the numbers, perhaps hold someone’s life and dignity in the balance for the sake of an intellectual argument. It’s more difficult to suss out the narrative, to see how the combined cultural forces of everyday conversations, media depictions, social media arguments, white ladies who call for police interventions over picnics, utensils, and popsicle stands—to see how it all might at first seem disconnected, like frayed bits or separate droplets, but then to understand how it coalesces, becomes our cultural story, something that feels… normal. And the consequences of it all are horrific, a rank gruesomeness happening every day while we debate what I believe are largely disingenuous, sexist interpretations of data and research studies.


White men have been told for generations that everyone’s dignity, worth, equality are things we can debate, parse, weigh, and that it’s all a fun intellectual experiment.


Black women and their babies are dying.


Make no mistake: these things are connected.


The atmospheric dots of it all are key. They surround us. All of them—the sexism, racism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, you name it—add up and form the cultural forces that quietly inform our opinions, our lifestyles, our career trajectories, our personal safety, and so much more, and they work insidiously under the radar to do the dirty work of perpetual oppression while seeming so disparate as to be innocuous, innocent pieces that form no whole.


“Sometimes when you’re raising a child, it’s like the universe is in a conspiracy against you,” writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie said in Vulture magazine in 2018 in regard to all the tiny sexisms and how they come from everywhere.


I told my friend Dave I was writing this book, and he threw up his hands in sudden rage. “Oh my god, the sexism is everywhere! It’s everywhere!”


Here’s the deal: we men don’t get to benefit from a sexist, racist society that exalts even the most unqualified among us and somehow also get to think that system, those traditions, don’t exist; or that they are lesser than they were a generation ago and therefore everything’s fine; or that we can’t do anything about it all; or that we all at once have most of the power and yet are powerless.


Like I said, I’m glad you’re here. Our children, our own and our village of them, will suffer from the weight of these biases, just as we suffer now, but we can make a change. Together. Right now. A Dad Wave of feminism that holds each other to account to change our circles for the better and to watch them spread: from our homes to our peer groups to our communities and beyond.


LET ME TELL you a few quick stories, lest you think I’m overstating things. I want you to take a step back and consider our current society and how we view women as a historian might in future years.


When top Hollywood moviemaker Harvey Weinstein was finally exposed in the #MeToo movement as a serial abuser and assaulter of women, he argued he came of age in a “different” time. “That was the culture then,” he said, as if that explained it all.


But the thing is, he came of age… when we did.


His culture is our culture. Hell, he personally helped write the script, providing us with pop culture entertainment while abusing women along the way.


So, what has changed between “then” and now? There has been no magical moment when Hollywood and America as a whole suddenly stopped being sexist hellscapes for girls and women. In the news, on the silver screen, in politics, in sports, online, and through every other outlet of our culture, we’re finding more and more that the guys who have been crafting our cultural realities have also been harassing and assaulting women, churning out copy of their everyday degradation. But we’d be making a mistake in thinking that although nearly all women have personal stories of abuse, somehow it’s only a tiny segment of men doing the abusing.


At some point, we need to realize that what was “then” is still very much now. And then ask: What role do we play in carrying it forward?


Consider the environment we raise children in today and the messages that creep into their everyday consciousness, just as the atomized messages crept into ours.


In 2017, the Republican Party put its full weight behind a Senate candidate who believed that gay people shouldn’t marry and that women shouldn’t hold public office and who was accused of sexually harassing and abusing multiple girls. Children. Numerous now-grown women accused him of being a child molester.


And people still voted for him. They called the women liars, or said it wasn’t so bad, said they just couldn’t possibly choose between him… and the candidate from the other political party.


Their votes declared a clear pattern of abuse over years was… acceptable. There were more important things.


It’s nearly impossible to capture this kind of thinking, the consistent ranking of girls and women as things that are less important, in quantifiable data. So, we have to follow the storyline, the stories we tell about each other.


In 2016, as you may recall, sixty-three million Americans voted to elect as president a man who called women pigs, bitches, and nasty, said they should be “treated like shit” and have dinner waiting for him when he gets home from work, assigned women numbers based on his beauty standards, bragged that he could use his celebrity status to sexually assault them, and then, surprise, surprise, had nearly two dozen women from across several decades attest to just that. These voters might not do or say such things themselves. Yet, surely, their votes showed that such things weren’t deal breakers.


And why not?


The endless pointillistic dots of sexism work quietly underneath it all to shape our views. He and his enablers excused his behavior as “locker room talk,” a phrase that somehow seemed to offer absolution because where one speaks of sexually assaulting women somehow makes it socially palatable, just a thing men do.


Consider that for a moment. We collectively consider men rape enthusiasts behind closed doors; it’s just a topic men talk about and think about during sports, and then we also publicly call women liars about it all—while still giving men unchecked power. In raising our kids in this world that claims it’s all perfectly normal, we have failed in a way that’s hard to comprehend. It’s like a moral rot in our times—which are, of course, no different from all the other times before.


Like I said, what was considered “back then” is still very much now.


So, what could have been so bad about the other candidate that this man who has exhibited literally decades of failed ventures, scams, grifts, lying, racism, and sexism was preferable?


When it came right down to it, it was either him or an overly qualified woman—a woman painted endlessly as a… wait for it… liar.


This is the environment we’re raising children in today. Oh, sure, we may have reasons for throwing girls and women under the bus.


But we still do it.


And make no mistake: they see us do it. They inhale the code we set anew for them.


SO THOSE ARE the big storylines of our times, the broad culture shapers. Feel free now to go about yelling “Grab ’em by the pussy!” In America, that’s a thing half the country is okay with.


Nice job.


But what of the littler pieces? The ones that form our every day?


That’s where the other stories come into play and shape entirely different realities for our girls and boys. The major thrust of this book is to shine a light on them for dads so that we might join forces and create waves large enough among ourselves to change the story. Pretty simple. But our task is at once daunting and necessary.


Check it:


Last year, a friend of mine took her daughter and son along with a bevy of their friends to sell brochures at the Sun Bowl football game in Texas to raise money for scouting.


Out of six Girl Scouts, three were sexually harassed by grown men.


Openly. In public.


One girl was called “pushy.”


One was called a “bitch.”


Two—a nine-year-old and an eleven-year-old—were asked crudely whether they wanted to be the men’s “girlfriends.”


My friend’s son, in his Cub Scout uniform, was patted on the back, offered thanks, given handshakes, and asked whether he would one day become an Eagle Scout.


People said to him, “Thank you, sir.” They called him “Mister.”


“My six girls got ‘sweetie’ and ‘honey’ and ‘baby’ and ‘bitch,’” my friend said. “This is what the world looks like when you are female.”


Big question to think about while reading, guys: Should we have to empower our daughters for the “fight,” raise them to be strong and powerful for what we know they’ll encounter—or do we at long last call each other out and hold each other accountable for being so horrible?


Like I said, you can start today. In your everyday circles. You can be the guy who awkwardly laughs off sexism, ignores it so as not to make waves. Or you can be the guy who tells your friend Bob to shut the fuck up and leave the kids alone, to stop harassing perceived “weaker” groups just for a few yucks from male friends. That’s something concrete you can do today to change your world, and your kids’ world, for the better. It really is that simple. If our male friends aren’t scared to death to be horribly sexist in front of us, we really need to reexamine our life choices, we really need to examine why we find sexualized violence… funny.


ANOTHER STORY:


My wife and I applied for that TSA Pre[image: image] program that allows you to skip the security line at the airport. (You should do it; it’s superfast and supereasy.)


We both filled out information online and then headed over to a security agency to give fingerprints and pay. I dropped my wife off at the entrance and then went to find a parking space. By the time I arrived at the office, she was already finished with her appointment.


When I was called not long after, I gave my fingerprints, paid my portion, and we left. (See? Superfast.)


“Wasn’t that awesome?” I asked. “Why didn’t we do this sooner!”


Dana smirked.


“I bet the guy didn’t tell you to smile, did he?” she said. “I bet he didn’t say, ‘Check you out, Little Mr. Fancy’ when you pulled out the credit card?”


For my wife, it wasn’t the biggest harassment she had received in her life—far from it. None of these everyday stories will make headlines or the evening news. But if we listen to the girls and women in our lives, or the amplification system social media provides, we learn these instances form the fundamental building blocks of our society, the gross foundations for the horrors that follow.


I see men argue over issues like government representation, women in business, whether dress codes are acceptable, pay gaps, abortion rights—you name it. (All issues explored in this book.) They pull out this study or that, this talking point or that one, but I don’t think we men fully account for the things we cannot see and therefore believe do not exist, the baggage we do not have to carry around like dead weight in our lives. Yes, some men do, a lot of men, in fact—largely because of other men.


If we were being honest, we’d admit we live in essentially a different world from women.


No man tells me to smile. No man teases me for having a credit card and using it. No man makes me feel as if it’s my responsibility to make him feel good. No man makes me appraise the power dynamics of simply getting something every American is entitled to, with my personal safety, well-being, or dignity in the balance.


“I wanted so bad to tell him just to fuck off,” she said. “But I was afraid my application would suddenly ‘get lost’ in the system. We put up with this every day.”


I think of my wife, I think of those kids, carrying around all that emotional baggage of random encounters with random men—men who feel entitled to smiles, to insults, to whispered threats, and to generally creepy bullshit we men generally don’t have to deal with.


I think, mostly, of the men who stand by as other men do it, the men who ignore it, perhaps laugh at it. They probably think they are “decent” men. Good guys. But they just stand there, like we all have at some point, laughing as men among them abuse small children or grown women.


It can’t be so bad if all the men in our lives are laughing, awkwardly, but still laughing, right?


“YOU WANT TO meet an instant feminist?” asks Michael Kimmel, a sociologist and masculinity expert who wrote Manhood in America, Angry White Men, The Politics of Manhood, The Gendered Society, and the best-seller Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men. “Talk to a man whose daughter hits puberty, and that suddenly makes it very concrete that masculinity is a real issue.… We perhaps don’t think about it until it affects us personally, but that’s maybe a good thing, it’s a way in. Fatherhood is very often the way to get men into the conversation about gender and gender inequality.”


Indeed.


As we talked, my mind suddenly snapped to an image of a T-shirt. You might have seen one like it online or on a dad. There’s a picture of a gun and then the punchline phrase:


Dad’s Got a Daughter and a Shotgun.


Dad Will Do to You What You Do to My Daughter.


Rules for Dating My Daughter: You Can’t.


The urge to protect—I get that.


All dads have that.


As wrongheaded and dangerous as I think those T-shirts are—aren’t they just another way of saying girls aren’t really in control of themselves? That they’re really someone else’s property? That boys can be baseline decent only on threat of violence? And that men are violent fucks who threaten children and that’s okay? (Seriously, guys, stop)—if I were being honest I’d admit that their intention, at the most fundamental level, is no different from this book’s.


We all want to protect our kids. We all want what’s best for them.


We just go about it in different ways.


Some dads joke about sitting on the porch holding shotguns or pointing guns at their daughters’ dates (ugh, again, stop), and some try to expose the millions of ways society treats girls and women as lesser, as objects, as deserving of low pay, fewer opportunities, and abuse—and then the cruel reality of watching us debate it all as if we didn’t create the environment for it, benefit from it, even.


If I were being honest, I’d admit that’s a part of this book, deep down: wanting to protect my daughter from a world I inherited… and helped create.


But there’s something more.


As a stay-at-home dad who as a boy took Calgon soaks and cuddled a favorite doll while also yearning for a girl’s affection, who grew up liking show tunes as much as wrestling matches, I’ve witnessed firsthand what happens when guys stray from what we call masculine norms: teasing, ridicule, abuse, harassment, assault. I’ve witnessed firsthand—and participated in—the emotional torment we do to our growing boys and then, later, to men—the crippling, emotionally void boxes we try to stuff each other into, laughing all the while.


“The first act of violence that patriarchy demands of males is not violence toward women,” bell hooks says. “Instead patriarchy demands of all males that they engage in acts of psychic self-mutilation, that they kill off the emotional parts of themselves.”


When I told my friend Chris, a father of two boys, about this book for empowering girls, he said, “Remember the boys.”


Indeed, our struggles are linked, and we need to explore the way we raise our girls, for sure, but also how we raise our boys and how it’s horrible for them, yes, and how it creates a double bind for girls and women. When we call boys “pussies” or “girly,” we snuff out parts of their emotional spectrum, telling them they can’t access their full selves, and that does tremendous damage. But statements like these also create a caste system, telling boys, and everyone around them, that we consider girls and women lesser, lower, worthy of ridicule.




Through action, some men cause real, lasting pain to young girls and women, boys and men. Through inaction, some men let it happen.







We need to stop. Stop it all. We even need to consider our motivations for stopping it, whether it, too, buys in to hidden biases. Do we want what’s best for girls and women, boys and men, because they are somehow… ours? Our daughters. Our wives. Our women. Or do we simply want to live a decent life, treat people equally, regardless of their relationship to men?


“We don’t need you to rescue us, we need you to tell other men their behavior is unacceptable and, man-to-man, you won’t stand for it,” says my friend Melissa Atkins Wardy, author of Redefining Girly: How Parents Can Fight the Stereotyping and Sexualizing of Girlhood, from Birth to Tween. “Put another way—we don’t need a knight in shining armor, we need men to insist on higher standards of each other.”


Through action, some men cause real, lasting pain to girls and women, boys and men. Through inaction, some men let it happen, quietly nurturing the atmosphere that allows the code words to re-embed themselves, the narrative to continue, generation upon generation.


We are all complicit.


Like I said, I’m glad you’re here. We can do great good together. And we can start today, right now. In our everyday lives and in the ways we raise our children and prepare them to help tilt the world a little closer to equity.


You got this, Dad. Let’s go.


HOUSEKEEPING NOTES


A few quick things to keep in mind as we move ahead on our journey together.


1. Before I became a stay-at-home dad, I was an investigative reporter, so facts and accurate sourcing are important to me. For this book, when I could, I got in touch directly with experts and parents alike, and you’ll see them quoted throughout. Unfortunately, I just could never get in touch with many experts for a variety of reasons. So, you’ll also see quotes and references from other interviews these people gave. I made sure to reference these sources so you could go google their works for further reading.


2. Throughout the book, I use the word sex to denote a person’s biological anatomy and secondary sex characteristics, which are not, please keep in mind, the male-female binary we’ve been told all along. There are nearly as many intersex folks as there are redheads. When I use the word gender, I’m talking about how we all “do gender,” or how we display our socially constructed ideas of, for instance, maleness. Think of it this way: imagine an “alpha male” in New York City. What do you imagine? A slick haircut, sharkskin suit, fancy tie, and cool watch? Now what’s your version of an alpha male from Texas look like? The Pacific Northwest? Are they the same, or are there myriad ways to express maleness? Think of the buddies in your own groups. We all express our gender identities in different ways, and it doesn’t always match up with the sex and gender we were assigned at birth. So, let’s perhaps stop being assholes to our transgender friends, and let’s also stop pretending there is only one way to be a “real man.” We’d do some great good together stopping that idea alone.


3. Speaking of dudes. Here’s some bullshit, guys, and I want you to keep it in mind as you read and then consider what platforms you might have available to you for serious culture change. Basically, any female feminist writer using even half the curse words or rants you’ll see throughout this book would almost immediately be labeled a “bitchy femi-nazi” or some such. I’m sure you’ve seen it. But white guys like me, let’s be honest, can rant and curse and call out some serious garbage from my fellow dudes without being labeled “shrill” or “bitchy.” (“I like beer!”) Ask yourself why you think that is. All I and basically any female feminist writer are asking for is equality and personal freedom, but why can we male allies win praise for it while female writers get threats? All to say, it’s a shitty paradigm, and I hope it dies soon enough. We don’t get cookies for being baseline decent. Until then, guys, I hope you’ll join me in using our personal platforms—our male privilege—to call out our male buddies in ways women cannot so easily do, to at long last tilt the world toward a better place, one circle at a time.


Okay, now, really, let’s go. Like I said, you got this.
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—Chapter 1—



CLOTHES HOUNDS


How simple T-shirts lead to big differences in how we raise our kids.


I’M IN THE children’s section at H&M, a mall chain of inexpensive high-fashion clothes. It could be any major retailer, really.


I’m looking for a few simple T-shirts for my daughter, but my veins begin to pulse.


My eyes twitch.


My mouth starts and fails at forming words, a fish gasp of incredulity amid the sexist sartorial onslaught.


It happens nearly every time.


Just pick any big store—whether it’s Target or Old Navy, JCPenney or Walmart—and I’ll tell you about the aneurysm I almost had in the children’s section.


The sexism is so obvious and stunning that I’ve often wondered whether I’d accidentally stumbled into one of those prank TV shows.


“Hey, let’s pigeonhole girls as sex symbols from birth and you won’t believe what happens next!”


Cue the laugh track.


The children’s clothing section seems like a good place to begin this journey through the endless points of sexism our kids face, because it’s often the starting point. After all, every baby needs clothes.


But like the rest of our white supremacist patriarchal narratives, it’s all at once subtle and stunning, borne forward generation by generation in a culture that actually used to arrest women for wearing “men’s” clothes (the fate of the first and, so far, only woman to ever win the Medal of Honor) and that still sends girls home from school for dress code violations, as if the policing of female bodies today is somehow different or better.


It all remains somehow vividly on display and also shockingly invisible, gobbled up and consumed as “normal.” Because if it’s everywhere and everyone’s participating in it, then, why, of course, wouldn’t it be considered normal?


With a simple onesie or cutesy T-shirt, our kids begin their forays into a society that will seriously mess them up.


And we’re all in on it.


ON THE ONE hand, the T-shirts at H&M are inexpensive. It’s probably what keeps bringing me back, as the kid seems to outgrow clothes overnight. On the other hand, the children’s clothes department is pretty much the easiest place to witness gender bias at work.


Here’s how I see it.


In the boy’s section, there are roughly thirty different T-shirt and tank top offerings, in blues and greens and yellows and blacks.


There are baseball shirts, soccer shirts, basketball shirts. There are shirts with popular superheroes and cartoon characters. College logo shirts. Angry Birds. Surfboards. Compass symbols with phrases about hiking or exploring or adventure.


In other words, H&M’s boys’ section basically mirrors selections I have seen from every major retailer—selections that sport slogans such as “Awesome” or “MVP” or “Hero.”


One says, “I’m not mad. I’m ANGRY!” It features a popular Angry Bird video game character—the bloated red one with the unibrow.


Take a step back, breathe it all in, and the overall message from this selection of clothes in the boys’ section is clear within all of thirty seconds of shopping: boys are awesome adventure heroes on their way to college or the sports stadium, with a perfect mixture of anger and violence thrown in for good measure.


AND THEN… THE GIRLS’ section.


I navigate the teeming racks and shelves, a veritable sea of pinks and purples, and the very first shirt I encounter in the girls’ section has the word flower spelled out—wait for it—in flowers.


One shirt says, “Free hugs.”


Another features the word peace.


There are plenty of hashtags followed by the words cute and beautiful.


There are puppies and kittens and unicorns. There are ice cream cones and clouds and hearts.


It is like a carnival of cotton candy for your torso. It makes me want to vomit, dizzy from the swirl of sticky sweetness of it all.


I turn to my daughter, a Minecraft lover of epic proportions.


“Can you believe it?”


“I know, Dad, I know.”


She’s heard my rant before.


While I’m still shaking my head and looking for a manager to register a complaint, she moves on to the boys’ section to check out the sports T-shirts and shorts—shorts with pockets, pockets deep and wide enough to carry everything from phones to frogs.




Is this what girls actually want ? Or is this all we’re selling them?





Look, it’s not that peace signs and hashtags are bad. Far from it. What sort of monster attacks a peace sign?


It’s just that when you step back and view the overall portrait, it’s apparent: the sweetness, the obsession with appearance over action, and the obnoxious, daydream puffery of it all are the only options.


IS THIS WHAT girls actually want?


Or is this all we’re selling them?


Are they cutesy, flower-obsessed cupcake tweeters because they just… are? Or do we dress them in this sugary muck from day one and they get the message soon enough? What, pray tell, are the ramifications of that?


And the boys? Are they “naturally” bouncy and energetic and nonstop sports-obsessed, or do we just tell them they are and, again, they internalize it all soon enough?


What of the kids who fall off this spectrum altogether? The trans kids trying to find themselves, the kids with disabilities, or the little people who can’t even wear any of this?


“My money and my existence is as valid as yours,” disabled rights activist Sinead Burke told The Business of Fashion, “and yet, I’m not accommodated for.”


The embedded codes would have us believe it’s all one big either-or, with no one else to consider.


Make no mistake, we may think we’re raising boys and girls to be equal. But parents—and kids themselves—are getting a different message with every trip to the clothing store, with each online shopping spree.


LOOK, IT’S EASY to spot and even laugh off one silly T-shirt that says, “Too Cute for Homework.” But what do you do when it’s not just one T-shirt? When the messages sent to girls and boys are constant and overwhelming and follow them from the stores to playgrounds to college and far beyond?


How do you counteract a subtle, toxic messaging system that says boys are meant to play hard and go to college while on a violent anger binge and that girls are love-obsessed objects in slim jeans and flower-font hashtags?


Indeed, clothes shopping is probably the first look parents get at the quiet, omnipresent narratives they will have to overcome as they raise strong, confident girls and boys who strive toward equality and any semblance of emotional life beyond crippling anger and entitlement.


MELISSA ATKINS WARDY, author of the book Redefining Girly, was so frustrated at the clothes options for kids that she started her own line of clothes called Pigtail Pals and Ballcap Buddies, with each piece designed to offer a more empowering option.


“It’s not about bashing one girl’s interests over another girl’s, or bashing boys in favor of girls—you know, ‘Girls rule, and boys drool,’” Wardy says. “It doesn’t empower her to hurt him.”


No, it’s simply about making sure every gender has more options and doesn’t feel constricted by crap roles at even the earliest ages, when exploration and play are so important, Wardy argues. It can’t be that girls have nothing but appearance-laden clothes options available, and boys have sports and college wear.


What of the girl who wants a baseball shirt, or the boy who likes hearts or, gasp, pink?


In our society, it’s much easier for a girl to cross over and become a “tomboy”—ridding herself altogether of the feminine for the stereotypically masculine because she… happens to like blue jeans, pockets, and skateboards. We call her strong, powerful, feisty. We literally call her a boy.


But what of the boy who wears a dress or sparkles, even for playtime?


He’s no longer a boy at all, in the eyes of many. He’s something worse: he’s… girly.


Come on, dads. That’s some bullshit, right?


When we see buds equating something they think is “bad” with “girls,” we need to speak up. These stereotypes about girls’ and boys’ expected roles in society come early and come often. They come at the store and in our friend groups. No more laughing this shit off.


If the social justice of it isn’t enough for you, if the emotional well-being of kids isn’t your cup of tea, fine. Consider the selfishness of it instead. Your kids are listening, and your boys are going to grow up and believe you think women are lesser and act accordingly, and your girls are going to grow up and think you’re an asshole.


“It starts with these tiny things that we don’t think are that important or that big of a deal but really are,” Wardy says.


In other words, they’re subtle, and they add up. And they don’t just suddenly stop after childhood.


They merely pave the way for more.


A. J. RICHARD, founder of the group Women Belong in Baseball and an avid sports fan, spotted a T-shirt for women last year that looked like a low-cut sports-logo T-shirt with a familiar team script on the front. Only, instead of saying something like “Tigers!” or “Go team!” it said, “Let’s touchdown a homerun”—a mix-up of sports phraseology because obviously women don’t understand two of America’s favorite pastimes. The shirt was only sold in the women’s section.


“Clothes and language are part of culture. Clothes and language transmit ideas, stereotypes, and attitudes,” Richard says. “If [this shirt] sent a message of negative stereotype of a race, more people might recognize it as harmful. Since it is an entrenched attitude about women, it’s somehow okay.”


Richard wrote about the shirt in her Facebook group and heard a litany of responses telling her to just chill out, that it’s just one shirt, no big deal.


But it’s never just one shirt. It’s never one stupid joke.


Richard sees shirts like that as one small piece of a cultural system that keeps women out of positions of power, especially in sports. The messages might seem innocuous or even funny, but they don’t exist in a vacuum. They coalesce into omnipresent sexist messages—from the T-shirts telling society that women suck at sports to sports TV shows featuring an endless orgy of gasbag dudes to ball fields and coaching positions lacking women. (Keeping an eye on who is speaking on TV or who is featured in the sports pages is an incredibly easy way to see the patriarchy at work so you can talk about it with your kids.)


It’s difficult to grab a seat at the table, or a position on the field, or a clipboard behind the sidelines when even everyday clothing reinforces the cultural mythology that women don’t understand sports, let alone enjoy them or, heavens, aren’t equally qualified to play or coach them.


“We can’t overcome barriers we don’t acknowledge even exist,” Richard says.


HERE’S ANOTHER EXAMPLE, one that you can replicate with your own computer.


A few years ago, JCPenney came under fire for selling a girls’ T-shirt that said “Too Pretty for Homework.”


Okay, that’s just silly and stupid. It’s easy to laugh off one dumb T-shirt. (But it’s never just one shirt.)


But I found something much worse than that while perusing JCPenney’s online offerings at the time, something that matches up to the H&M experience and was so achingly obvious that I had to do a quick, not-very-scientific review to make sure I wasn’t just seeing things:


The girls’ T-shirts section had fourteen options that alluded to appearance, whereas the boys’ section had just one.


On the flip side, I found that the boys’ section had twenty-six shirts that alluded to action in some way, and the girls’ side had just six.


When it came to expectations about education, I found something all at once intriguing and horrible:


Boys had literally dozens of college logo shirts available to them.


And the girls?


Zero.


Not one.


College, it seemed, was just not for them.


JCPENNEY WAS BY no means the only offender. Flip open any children’s clothes catalog or click around on any online site, and the experience is pretty much the same today. Even the poses are gendered, with boys usually puffing out their chests or actually doing things, while girls are more often shown in the kicky pose you can find on any kindergarten playground: one hand on a hip, one knee bent, one toe daintily poking at the ground.


Is this a natural thing or, again, do we pigeonhole them into these expectations early and often?


“The problem is kids don’t grow up in a vacuum,” writes Hannah Garcia, a UK design writer, on her website, Blod. “They’re constantly creating and recreating their beliefs about themselves and others based on what adults tell them.”


Indeed, research shows that gender role stereotypes take hold in children as young as two, thanks to an endless barrage of media and parental messaging, according to a study from Common Sense Media. As those kids age, the study shows, those messages really sink in and they start to form ideas of what they can and can’t do for a living simply because of how they do gender.


And no wonder, considering the onslaught they’re hit with every day.


Garcia and her husband did something similar to my perusal of the online offerings at JCPenney but turned it up to eleven.


They investigated the online offerings at the top twelve stores in the United Kingdom, and then created a computer program to scan and survey 1,444 pieces of clothing for signs of bias in the animals displayed on, say, T-shirts and sweaters.


What they found was extraordinary. And by extraordinary, I mean a whole bunch of sexist bullshit.
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