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      Author’s Note


      All the cases described in this book are composites. They have been deliberately mixed and altered in order to protect my

         patients’ rights of confidentiality and privacy. All patients’ names have been changed as have other aspects of their identities,

         including their occupation, marital status, age, and family background. I have also modified the details of their experiences

         and dreams. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.
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      Men Are Difficult


      …let me count the ways


      Men are difficult. On the surface, they often seem distant and elusive. Or loud and obnoxious. And when you try to get to know

         them, it often gets worse — they can become defensive and impenetrable. Indeed, unlike women, who are generally open with

         their feelings, most men find it extremely difficult to open up to others. But when they finally do, they invariably reveal

         a dramatic, bold, and amazingly vulnerable inner self. This hidden self, and the challenges it presents for the occasional

         visitor, is the subject of this book. As I explore the inner world of men, we will come upon multiple sightings of the central

         paradox on which masculinity rests: the cornerstone of man’s gender identity is his feminine, not his masculine, desires.

      


      I am a clinical psychologist working primarily with men, which is unusual because most psychotherapy patients are women. So

         while many therapists spend their time listening to women complain about men who don’t talk, don’t listen, or don’t understand,

         I spend most of my time listening to these men. And with a little bit of help, my male patients do talk, do listen, and do

         understand.

      


      In presenting the inner world of men, I am assuming that women will always be in the business of trying to decode male behavior.

         For them, it’s a practical matter of improving their relationships with men — a high priority for many women. In writing this

         book I hope to help women to attain this goal, not by telling them what to do, but rather, by inviting them into the emotional

         and spiritual equivalent of the male locker room. My intention is to discuss my experiences with male patients and to share

         what I do, as a psychologist, when confronted with some of the troublesome aspects of male psychology. In short, I’m going

         to tell the “inside story” about men.

      


      But this book is not only for women. As a writer, I’d like to replicate here what I believe I have accomplished as a psychologist

         — to reach and connect with men. I hope, as they read about other men’s struggles to break out of their emotional isolation,

         male readers will feel understood and moved and that what they read will mirror and nurture their own self-knowledge — nas-cent,

         secret, or not fully conscious as it may be.

      


      What brings men to therapy and what they end up talking about in therapy are two different matters. For one thing, at the

         beginning of therapy many men don’t talk at all — that is, about anything significant or interesting. In a sense, men come

         to therapy because they don’t talk. Since their unconscious philosophy is that talk is cheap and that actions speak louder than words, they

         often enter therapy in the same way that they drive: rather than ask for directions, they keep on going until they reach a

         dead end, are lost, or have an accident. Even then they may avoid asking for help: their backseat driver might do it for them.

      


      In that way, many of my male patients stumble into my office for the initial consultation after some destructive action and/or

         at the urging of their spouse or girlfriend. In the latter case, they are often “dragged” in because they refuse to communicate

         or because they communicate chiefly by means of angry outbursts or other unseemly discharges. Sometimes they are forced to

         come for the same reasons not by an intimate partner but rather by a business partner or a boss. An ultimatum — a threat of

         divorce or of termination of employment — is often involved.

      


      While some men seek treatment for problems or issues similar to women’s — depression, anxiety, relationship difficulties —

         many more enter psychotherapy with distinctly male dilemmas and a uniquely masculine style. Perhaps not surprisingly, research

         shows that men are particularly susceptible to such conditions as alcoholism, drug abuse, and antisocial behaviors. But in

         my consulting room, even men who do not fit into such diagnostic criteria — and most of my patients don’t — cannot be mistaken

         for women.

      


      Many of the men who come to see me on their own initiative are in the midst of a work-related crisis. Being fired or even

         “restructured” is a traumatic experience for most men. Even a perception of failure, let alone an actual lack of success,

         can precipitate a crisis. There are other work issues which bring men into my office, for example, difficulty in making business

         decisions, getting into costly political conflicts, feeling oppressed by the corporation, and being bored or lacking passion

         for one’s work.

      


      Some very successful men come to see me to address the fundamental sense of uncertainty, the oversized survival instincts

         and the emotional hunger which have served them so well in their drive to the top of their professions. Some of these men

         come because they realize they will never feel satiated. Others come because of the heavy price they have paid for their success:

         alienation from wife and children or a lack of personal fulfillment.

      


      Last but not least, many men seek therapy for sexual or what they think are sexual symptoms. Impotence, premature ejaculation,

         disturbing sexual fantasies, questions about sexual identity, infidelity, and sexual impulsivity or compulsivity are the most

         common “presenting problems.” In this group are those who are so ashamed of their difficulties that they don’t even tell you

         for many months why they came to see you. Then there are those who are so “oversexed” that they do not hesitate to be graphic

         or pornographic as soon as possible. There is a third group as well — those who guardedly allude to their sexual anxieties

         by cracking jokes.

      


      It’s Not about Sex after All


      The idea of writing a book about men occurred to me first several years ago when I noticed that my practice was different

         from that of many other therapists. At that time, in teaching, supervising, or comparing notes with colleagues, I developed

         a vague sense that my patients were a rather spirited, colorful bunch and that their problems and inner lives were more dramatic,

         perhaps even audacious. One obvious difference was that sooner or later my patients would provide detailed and elaborate accounts

         of richly provocative sexual fantasies. In addition, they would often criticize my shoes, tease me about my ties, analyze

         my own comments and motives, ask about my favorite color, try to catch me in a lie, and playfully accuse me of manipulating

         or experimenting with them. They were also openly loving and appreciative.

      


      At first I thought all this had something to do with me, and to some extent it did. But eventually it dawned on me that most

         of the patients I was comparing mine to were women. Obviously, men are different from women. But could it be that under their

         dull, cement-like exterior there’s a world of riveting, warring emotions? Ultimately what I’ve learned from my male patients

         is that given a certain emotional environment, men can talk, and that, furthermore, what they have to say is nothing less than inspiring. This, in a word, is both the message and

         the content of this book.

      


      The emotional environment I’m referring to is not really something you learn in a graduate psychology program. Rather, it’s

         something that the “good enough therapist” brings with him to his therapeutic relationships and, more important, something

         that any thoughtful and caring person can bring to any important relationship. It combines an attitude of the mind with certain

         personal tools which spring out of such organic life elements as play, humor, and curiosity.

      


      Philosophically, I do not view the therapeutic process as a specialized medical procedure. If anything, I see it as an extension

         of natural interpersonal processes, primarily that of love — love defined as getting to know, to feel, and to appreciate the

         inner world of another person. As a result of this naturalistic perspective, the reader should be able to use in his or her

         own life many of the therapeutic techniques embedded in the narrative of this book. For example, one of the most critical

         things the therapist does is ask questions about the patient’s way of thinking. And the good therapist asks these questions

         out of sheer curiosity and interest, not because he wants to change or influence the patient. So those of us who complain

         that men don’t talk should ask themselves when was the last time they asked a man what was on his mind — not in order to extract

         something from his mind but simply because they valued it. Of course, there are better and worse questions, and ways of asking

         and timing, and these too are in the content of this book.

      


      Now, whereas you can ask a woman what’s on her mind and get an answer, the route to a man’s inner world is often more circuitous.

         And many times it requires side trips into crude or vulgar substations. One patient, a retired police officer, started his

         first session after vacation by saying: “So I won fifty-five thousand dollars in Las Vegas last week, in black jack.” As I

         was reflecting and expecting him to comment on the fact that he had just about doubled his life savings, he smiled triumphantly

         and said, “And my wife gave me a blow job this morning.” I honestly felt that this second piece of news was much more important

         to him than the first. But was that because it was about sex or because it was an achievement less predicated on chance and

         more reflective of his self-perceived masculine superiority?

      


      Yes, men do have sex on the brain, but when they talk about it openly and uninhibitedly, it becomes clear that the male sexual

         interest is often a mere vehicle for the expression of bigger and better things. To rephrase Freud’s famous dictum, we might

         say that “sometimes a penis is just a cigar.” This notion, that through sex men communicate powerful, unconscious feelings,

         was crystallized for me several years ago while developing a professional seminar about male sexuality. The seminar, which

         boasted the rather technical title “Transference and Countertransference in Psychotherapy with Male Sexual Disorders (and

         Orders),” was designed to teach mental health professionals how to help their male patients talk about, and understand, their

         sexual problems. The seminar participants, most of whom were female therapists, found the material provocative and helpful.

         But what caught my imagination was the gradual realization that the six or seven concepts around which the seminar was organized

         were characteristics not only of male sexuality, but also of the psychology of men in general. I then began to reflect, through

         the prism of these concepts, on all that I’ve absorbed over the years from my patients (as well as my corporate clients),

         and on all that I’ve observed in my own development as a man. Eventually, and consistently with previous theory and research

         in the field, I reorganized these concepts into seven psychological elements, or attributes, each of which explains why men

         are so difficult, yet so compelling, to engage.

      


      The Seven Male Attributes


      The first two male attributes which I explore in this book explain why it’s so hard for men to talk about their feelings.

         These elements are discussed first because they are used by men as psychological defenses to guard against the emotional pain

         associated with the other five elements. Our path will thus simulate the progression of a therapeutic relationship, or of

         any close relationship: from the outside to the inside, from appearance to substance, from guarded inhibitions to comfortable

         expositions.

      


      The first male element is simple, yet profound. Shame (boys don’t cry) refers to the most common reason men do not indulge in emotional dialogues. We all know what shame feels like — it’s disturbingly

         painful. What we don’t always realize is how destructive it can be. In relationships, for example, men often project their

         own performance shame onto their partner. They do so by criticizing her appearance, by requesting that she wear certain clothes,

         or by demanding that she wear her hair a certain way when they go out. In this kind of interaction, the man is trying to get

         rid of feelings of shame over his own sense of inadequacy by insisting that his partner shine, so that he can feel better

         about himself in her reflection. The woman in this situation feels controlled and evaluated. Worst of all, she ends up feeling

         ashamed about her own (bodily) imperfections. When the circle of projection is thus completed (she ends up feeling what he

         felt at the beginning of the interaction), a terrible fight ensues. She accuses him of being critical and controlling and

         he accuses her of being sensitive and defensive. Clearly, this type of fight can be avoided if, at the outset, rather than

         focusing on his partner’s performance, the man has the self-knowledge and the facility to say something to the effect of “I

         felt inadequate at work today.” In the absence of such self-knowledge, the fight can still be avoided if the woman, in her

         own self-interest, comes to the man’s help. As we shall see throughout this book, in some respects we can all be our partner’s

         therapist.

      


      While breaking down the shame barrier helps all men to open up, most men have yet a deeper, even more troubling resistance

         to the language of feelings. This is the second male attribute, Emotional Absence (I don’t know what I feel). Here, we are on a more complicated terrain where the usual psychological tools don’t necessarily work. For example, the rather

         uninspiring question “How does that make you feel?” which many therapists (and I hate to admit, myself included) resort to

         in desperation or for lack of imagination, is particularly useless here. The typical male response to such a question is,

         “I think…,” to which the therapist might say, “That’s not a feeling.”

      


      Men’s proclivity to live in their heads and to distance themselves from their feelings is an obvious liability in intimate

         relationships. But it can also be a subtle yet devastating problem in business situations. For example, one young investment

         banker was “sent” to therapy by his fiancée, who was concerned about his workaholic tendencies. When he came to see me he

         had already amassed eight million dollars. But within two years, he gambled it all away in risky investments. Because he was

         incapable of feeling any fear or anxiety when making business decisions, he couldn’t calibrate the degree of risk involved.

         Remarkably, after losing everything, including his job and office, he was able to use his cell phone (from a bench in the

         park!) to raise new capital and to bounce back — until his next and final fall, at which point he also lost his fiancée.

      


      As for relationships, whereas the shame barrier to communication can be broken relatively quickly, the problem of emotional

         absence does not yield itself to a quick fix. What to do when someone doesn’t feel? Part of the solution is to look for feelings

         where they are, not where they are not; to nurture and welcome any feelings, even such unpleasant ones as anger or depression.

      


      The other part of the solution is to learn to accept, even admire, the appearance of strength which comes with that dull male

         calmness, and to join men’s emotional experience in their own domain. For example, in working with a business executive, rather

         than ask him about his feelings regarding the lack of intimacy in his marriage, I will start by inquiring into his strategy

         for his upcoming meeting with the company’s CEO. From there we’ll go into what’s important about this meeting, why his career’s

         so important to him, and what is life all about anyway. This will lead to a discussion of what’s missing from his life, which

         invariably will uncover the quiet pains of his marriage.

      


      So you can see that such words as “strategic thinking” and “negotiation tactics,” which are practically aphrodisiac for some

         men, can be a pathway to words of intimacy. This may sound like a manipulation, but it’s not. It’s not, because I genuinely

         care about the patient’s strategy for the meeting. Not that I am so interested in the business outcome of the meeting or even

         in the patient’s career. What I am interested in is the patient’s mind and how it works. And I don’t mind starting with the

         intellectual part: if you can’t beat the enemy, join it.

      


      The third male attribute, Masculine Insecurity (I’m tired of being on top), goes to the essence of what men secretly harbor beneath their rugged and guarded exterior. One patient, a driven, hard-nosed

         entrepreneur, put it this way: “Sometimes I just want to be flattened,” by which he meant literally lie down and stop moving,

         and figuratively put down arms and withdraw from the business wars. But this was not merely an indication of exhaustion or

         a wish to quit the rat race. Rather, it represented a deep desire to abandon the active pursuit of bravado and to become the

         passive recipient of care. Consciously or unconsciously, these kinds of wishes — to be pursued rather than pursue, to be the

         object rather than the subject (of attention), to “be done to,” rather than to do — are shared by all men. At the same time,

         such feelings pose a fundamental threat to men’s sense of manliness. Therefore, men must overcompensate by searching for,

         and always seeking to assume, an ever more masculine stance.

      


      This conflict plays a central role in the psychology of that most common of male afflictions, sexual impotence. On a conscious

         level, impotence is almost always about performance anxiety, which is why the more the person puts pressure on himself to

         be cured, the worse it gets. Unconsciously, however, the man’s reluctance to be firm bespeaks his wish to escape the pressures

         of masculinity to a feminine place of softness.

      


      Paradoxically, then, the treatment of impotence requires that the therapist ally himself with the uncooperative penis, rather

         than with the demanding patient. In doing so, the therapist invites the patient to experience in feelings and thoughts what

         his body is displaying in action (or inaction). The patient then might uncover such feelings as “I’m tired of having to be

         successful and provide for you all,” “I wish I could have intimate friendships,” “I wish I could stay home with the children,”

         or “I wish I had a strong man to protect me.”

      


      Notwithstanding all the positive changes the women’s movement created, it has left us profoundly confused about our gender

         identity. If the President groped a woman, we ask, was that a sexual assault or a “boys will be boys” type of indiscretion?

         Or is it a good idea for a woman to be aggressive on a date? Or should I be a successful provider or an available father?

      


      Psychologically, these types of questions represent an attempt to integrate our old, rigid, yet safe, gender identifications

         with our new postfeminist freedoms. Theoretically we now know that there are no right or wrong answers to many of these questions.

         We tell ourselves that it all depends on what kind of man or woman we want to be. But many of us are still confused or conflicted

         precisely about that.

      


      While the women’s movement initially attempted to deny that there were psychological differences between the sexes, it ultimately

         came to see that acknowledging differences was not the same as accepting inequality. Similarly, after its initial backlash

         to feminism, the men’s movement now seems willing to concede that femininity is not the enemy. These days, I suspect, most

         reasonable people think that while sex differences exist, they can be bridged through better communication. Now while it’s

         hard to argue with that notion, I’m suggesting we take it a step further: differences cannot only be bridged, they can be

         integrated. That is, men can learn to accept their own femininity despite the threat it poses for their masculinity. And they

         can do so without becoming “wimps.” And women can, as they often do, play an important role in this integrative process. The

         good news, then, is that men don’t have to choose between masculinity and femininity — they can have it all. And women don’t

         have to choose between a wimp or a bully of a partner. The bad news, however, is that it takes quite a bit of work to achieve

         this kind of integration. Yet whether you consciously work on it or not, as we shall see throughout this book, men’s attempts,

         failures, and successes at integration, and women’s reactions to these, have a powerful effect on both genders — in the bedroom

         as well as in the boardroom.

      


      Before the women’s movement, one of the most common forms of marital discord was the psychological polarization of the traditional

         couple. This couple had an untenable division of labor in which the husband did the thinking, the wife did the feeling. He

         was calm and cold, she was emotional and hysterical; he enjoyed sports and action movies, she liked shopping and romantic

         comedies; he went out drinking with the guys and she played canasta with the girls. This split was untenable not only because

         it created conflict in everyday life, but also because the partners in this kind of marriage had little in common.

      


      Today, while such relationships still abound, marital therapists see more and more couples struggling with the opposite dynamics.

         These couples are polarized along the same masculine-feminine dimension, but in reverse. The woman is an assertive, take-charge,

         action-oriented, bottom-line type, while the man is sensitive, supportive, receptive, and emotional. When these differences

         become polarized, this newer version of what I call the masculine-feminine split is also untenable: the wife complains that the husband is a passive, submissive doormat, and the husband feels that the wife

         is a control freak and a cold fish.

      


      Clearly, the war between the sexes thrives on extremes, which, amazingly enough, are still easy to fall into. As we visit

         and revisit the conflict of masculine insecurity, we will see that the techniques used to resolve it almost always involve

         the integration of the masculine-feminine split within each gender. For example, in the case of the “aggressive” wife and the “submissive” husband, the more the wife complains that her husband

         is passive, weak, or unassertive, the more she continues to dominate him with her demands and criticisms. Unwittingly — and

         unconsciously — she actually reinforces the dynamics which she presumably wishes to change. What she might want to do instead

         is to work on facilitating or promoting her own latent or dormant passivity, receptivity, and sensitivity — her own “feminine”

         qualities. If she is then less directive or aggressive and more emotionally vulnerable, she leaves some room for the husband

         to step up to the plate. The same, of course, is true for the husband: if instead of whining that she is too bossy or insensitive

         — thereby subjugating himself even further — he undertakes to work on expressing his own denied, masculine aggression, he

         will in effect invite his wife to tone down her own assertiveness and raise the volume of her feminine sensitivities. Clearly,

         the same principle applies to the traditional couple, where the husband is hypermasculine, the wife, hyper-feminine.

      


      Now, unfortunately, in both types of couples the masculine-feminine split is deeply fissured and highly self-perpetuating,

         which makes my integrative solution an easier-said-than-done proposition. But if it can be implemented in therapy, it can

         be implemented in life — and by using the same basic strategies.

      


      The fourth male attribute, Self-Involvement (see me, hear me, touch me, feel me), is a direct derivative or one possible outcome of the conflict of masculine insecurity. Merely knowing one is a man is not

         enough protection against one’s own feminine desires — one has to also demonstrate it repeatedly to oneself. But even that’s

         not enough: one also has to show it in Technicolor to the rest of the world.

      


      Obviously, women too need to be seen, recognized, and admired. But whereas female narcissism often reflects our society’s

         interest in physical appearance, beauty, and aesthetics, male narcissism is more about our obsession with strength, power,

         and achievement.

      


      What greed is to capitalism, narcissism is to personal growth. Healthy, even excessive self-love is the psychic engine for

         courage and achievement. In its expansiveness and eagerness to please, it even creates generosity. But narcissism has a bad

         name for a reason. One acquaintance, a highly successful surgeon, casually told me in front of his wife and teenage children,

         “In the past fifteen years I’ve cared about nothing except my career, not even my wife and children.” It is this kind of brutal

         honesty that leads us to assume that the main problem with the self-centered narcissist is his lack of regard for others.

         But interestingly, this kind of man always ends up hurting himself. We all know someone like that: a man in his fifties or

         sixties who is confronted by, or trying to avoid confronting, the tragic sense that after devoting his life to being the best

         provider to his family, he now feels estranged from his wife and alienated from his children.

      


      Sometimes, the irony of the narcissistic defeat does not afford the person any success. One patient was a talented actor who,

         over the years, performed in several Off-Broadway shows. He always received excellent reviews and was therefore completely

         mystified as to why he could never quite make it in a big way. To me, it was fairly obvious. In his interactions with producers,

         directors, and other actors he had always put work or career considerations ahead of all and any social concerns. The only

         thing that mattered to him was being on center stage — literally. Therefore, while everybody recognized his talent, nobody

         wanted to work with him a second time.

      


      The Greek figure of Icarus defied his father’s admonition by flying too close to the sun. His wax wings melted and he fell

         into the sea. In his quest to feel good about himself, the daring, oblivious, self-centered man sets out to defy reality.

         His eventual fall, therefore, marks the all-important psychological meeting place of narcissism and masochism. For many men

         the accumulation of wealth and its outward manifestations are sufficient evidence of self-value. But others seek to enhance

         their self-esteem by testing the limits of their most fragile asset — the human body. Such men may engage in sexual activities

         with great youthful exuberance, not for purposes of intimacy, but as a means of conquering the fear of aging and decay. So

         much like man’s primordial fantasy of flying, the male sexual pursuit can serve to deny our limitations and to bolster our

         illusion of immortality.

      


      Notwithstanding its lofty existential origins, this dynamic presents many practical problems. For starters, denying our mortality

         only brings it closer to us. This is all too apparent in the tendency of young men to feel invincible and to engage in such

         risky behaviors as smoking, fighting, and driving under the influence. The “unsinkable” Titanic is another example of the

         possible outcome of this type of male arrogance. In the sexual realm, when an older man has an affair with a young woman in

         order to borrow her youthfulness, chances are he ends up feeling like a “dirty old man.”

      


      Resolving conflicts arising from men’s self-involvement is critical to having successful relationships with men — at the work-place

         or in the love space. In trying to do so, I believe, much can be learned from the therapist who complements his empathic acceptance

         of the self-involved man with a confrontation of his grandiose defenses. Loving someone for who he is and admiring his real

         achievements mandate that we also reject and attack his exaggerated sense of self-importance. Of course, how to walk such

         a line is the part-art, part-science which I hope to impart to you, the reader.

      


      The fifth male element, Aggression (I’ll show you who’s boss) is also a natural outcome of the conflict of masculine insecurity. As any marital therapist knows, one of the most common

         presenting marital problems is the dynamic of the angry, critical, or explosive husband with the wounded, tearful, and defeated

         wife. In this dynamic, the man’s aggression serves to (1) intimidate the “opponent” and catch her off guard, (2) violate her

         psychic, if not physical, space in order to penetrate and occupy it, and (3) create a wall of bitterness which will psychologically

         separate him from her. In all three tactics we can clearly see traces of man’s fear of losing himself in a woman, a powerful

         fear which is also an equally powerful wish. As I have said, this conflict, between the wish to be (with) a woman and the

         fear of losing one’s masculine identity is at the heart of the conflict of masculine insecurity.

      


      As with masculine insecurity, the key to coping with male aggression is balance. We must respect emphatic if insensitive male

         assertion and respond in kind, but reject sadistic, though remorseful, male destructiveness. How to tell the difference between

         the two is a problem for many women. Some are so used to aggression that they collude with each sequence of abuse-remorse-good

         behavior-abuse-remorse-good behavior as if it’s not going to happen more than twice. Others are so fearful of any sign of

         male aggression that they cannot see the strength and protection it may one day offer them.

      


      One patient came to see me for a consultation about his explosive anger at his wife. Among other things, he told me that he

         had had temper tantrums as a child and had always been impatient. At the end of the second session, on his way out, he asked,

         “So does this help?” In responding, I first said, somewhat defensively, “I don’t know, you tell me.” But then, smiling warmly

         (because I liked him), I added, “Let me tell you what I really think. I think what you are saying is, ‘This doesn’t help,’

         but I think that’s just you throwing a tantrum. You really are impatient.” I thus met his aggression with mine, which preempted

         him from devaluing me as a “softy.” But at the same time, the warmth and caring in my tone disarmed him of his need to protect

         himself with a counterattack. In an intimate relationship, the same applies: the man needs to feel free to dispatch some aggression

         without fearing that his partner will be destroyed. His partner, therefore, must respond with her own aggression so as to

         set the limits of what’s acceptable. But literally at the same time, she must also try to disarm him with genuine care and

         affection.

      


      When men are fundamentally and completely incapable of expressing aggression toward others, they turn on themselves. This

         is what the sixth male attribute, Self-Destructiveness (I’m such a loser), is all about. One patient, a warm and charming young ophthalmologist, started therapy because he was unable to form a lasting

         intimate relationship good enough for marriage. While he was professionally successful, he felt extremely unhappy about his

         inability to commit to a woman. After a few weeks of therapy, he was feeling so frustrated with his lack of progress that

         his frustration and helplessness began to “contaminate” our relationship. Just then, as I was beginning to feel frustrated

         and helpless myself, the patient had a dream in which I was an insecure, “weak” tour guide with an eye problem. And he, the

         patient, was one of the tourists in my group and was called upon to treat me.

      


      In my mind, the fact that I “caught” his helplessness and became “weakened,” suggested that this was precisely the unconscious

         intention of his frustration. If this makes no sense, think of the power an unhappy child has over his parent’s happiness

         — self-destructiveness is a way of getting back at the other by depriving oneself. If I have a vision problem, how will I

         guide my patient?

      


      Another way to look at it is that the patient didn’t feel “seen” by me, and that his frustration and helplessness were an

         attempt to correct my vision. As it turned out, this patient felt that he was living the life inscribed for him by his father,

         and that the only way to say no to him (or to be seen as his own person) was to become “a loser,” at least in the sense of

         not following his father’s footsteps into marriage. Viewed in that light, frustrating and destroying me — the presumed therapeutic

         representative of the marriage agenda — was only a logical if irrational step. And this is the essence of self-destructiveness.

         We’d rather curse the darkness than light one candle. That will show them.

      


      This powerful dynamic is often at the center of the psychology of such self-destructive conditions as addictive and compulsive

         syndromes, professional failure, accident proneness, and high-risk, reckless behavior. But it is also to be found in less

         dramatic problems such as making poor financial decisions, being in a dead-end job, arriving late for job interviews, bouncing

         checks, speaking without thinking, lying and getting caught, not paying attention, burning the toast, burning the kitchen

         towel — and, as anyone who has ever dealt with men knows, the list goes on and on.

      


      In their zeal to help self-destructive men, many therapists (like well-intended parents and spouses) learn the hard way how

         the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Depending on the circumstances, trying to save someone from the brink of self-destruction

         can be counterproductive and painful. Even the small ways in which men experience themselves as losers are frustrating. The

         trick is to treat it as a form of aggression against you, which can leave you in an impossible situation. Do you hang in there

         with a policy of constructive engagement, or do you walk away? Whatever you do, do not assume responsibility for his behavior.

         This is true if you are a therapist, a girlfriend, or a spouse: if you are a backseat driver, your man will never learn to

         drive safely.

      


      Finally, if men were truly mute they would communicate through sex. Indeed, for most men, everything is about sex, except

         sex, which often enough is about shame, emotional absence, masculine insecurity, self-involvement, aggression, and self-destructiveness.

         Sexual Acting-Out (I want sex now), the seventh male attribute, presents a dramatic condensation and a summary of all the previous elements. As you can see,

         I ended up with male sexuality, just where I started in my original seminar. The reason is simple. The sexual arena is where

         men naturally play out emotional conflicts which, ultimately, are not about sex after all.

      


      One startling example: a patient who was emotionally distant but very kind to his girlfriend could be aroused only by fantasies

         of rape — the absent emotion of rage was only present in his sexual fantasies. Thus, while the content of men’s sexual fantasies

         may suggest a variety of strong feelings, most of what they consciously experience when aroused is sexual desire.

      


      The good news is that the male sexual language is not entirely foreign. It is more like a dialect, but one which can and should

         be deciphered by both women and men. One patient came to therapy because he would lose his erection when he was about to penetrate

         his wife. He had no trouble in any other sexual situation or fantasy. In one of the first sessions he presented a dream in

         which I, as his therapist, prescribed that he insert a banana in his rectum. When he carried out my prescription, the banana

         penetrated him deeply and came out on the other side, through his penis, which then became hardened and strong. The patient,

         who had no conscious sexual attraction to men, was worried that the dream could represent a homosexual wish. That was a definite

         possibility, but I took it to mean that what he needed in order to function as a man was a soft yet powerful dose of masculinity.

      


      Ultimately, only he could inject himself with such a serum. But others, primarily his therapist, could certainly facilitate

         his growth as a man. In this case, as in so many others, the patient’s wife played an important therapeutic role. In her own

         feminine way, she helped her husband to express his feelings — or, in other words, to talk more like a woman but to act more

         like a man. And that is the royal road to a man’s heart.

      


      A Family of Men


      As I have said before, the concepts presented in this book are consistent with current theory and research in the field of

         clinical psychology. At the same time, I do not believe that it is possible to be fully objective in describing or analyzing

         human behavior: one’s own subjective psychology is always in the way. Indeed, in their book Faces in a Cloud: Intersubjectivity in Personality Theory, Stolorow and Atwood show how the psychological theories of such great thinkers as Freud, Jung, Rogers, and Winnicott reflect

         their own life experiences and psychological makeup.

      


      This can lead to a rather depressive intellectual position: if we can’t make objective observations about our psychological

         universe, what’s the point of observing? But before you get depressed, consider an alternative position, based on the paradox

         that the more we acknowledge our subjectivity, the more we approach objectivity. This may seem rather philosophical but in

         fact it’s a highly practical matter. When you go out on a date, how do you know if the man sitting across from you is x (assuming

         x is a bad thing on your check list), unless you know you are not too picky? Or how do you know whether to confront your friend

         about an insulting comment if you don’t know whether or not you are an overly sensitive person?

      


      So, in mentally gathering the data for this book, I’ve had to ask myself about my own masculine insecurity and the extent

         to which it biases my observations. To start with, I grew up in a family of men. As the youngest of three boys, I came into

         a world with no shortages of masculine aggression. My brothers were five and ten years older, and they were rather fierce,

         or at least that’s how they seemed from my perspective. There was also some objective evidence, however. For example, the

         plywood in the hallway door, which finally replaced the glass pane after it broke one too many times. And further, perhaps

         more inferential evidence: both of my brothers grew up to be very successful attorneys, one a litigator, the other, a corporate

         lawyer.

      


      My father, a successful businessman, was not as externally aggressive, but he too was pretty tough. Like many men, he spoke

         little about his emotions. A few years ago, he had a massive heart attack, at home. As my mother tells the story, all he said

         was, “I’m not feeling well,” which was enough for her to immediately call an ambulance. It was thus my mother’s interpretation

         of his minimalism that saved his life.

      


      Now add to this mix the culture and the times in which my family lived while I was growing up. This was in the early history

         of the Jewish state, Israel, where masculine aggression was a necessary, indeed an idealized ingredient for survival. Imagine

         this: when the 1967 Arab-Israeli war broke, and warning sirens filled the air of Jerusalem, my fourth-grade teacher sent me

         home with another ten-year-old, unaccompanied by an adult. Our walk home was suddenly punctuated by machine-gun noises, and

         before we made it home artillery shells started falling in the area. Now the truly strange thing is that I don’t remember

         feeling scared. I think by that age I was already conditioned to rid myself of an emotion as useless as fear.

      


      The imprints of one’s family, I believe, cannot be separated from the influences of culture (or of genetics, for that matter).

         When I was in graduate school, my mother once said, “Now that you are becoming a psychologist, you should analyze our family.”

         Actually, this is what she meant to say but she made a slip of the tongue, and instead of saying mishpacha — Hebrew for “family” — she said milchama — the Hebrew word for “war.” Now I don’t think that this slip reflected her feeling that there was war in our home — we were

         a very close family with no more conflict than many other families — but rather, that the culture of the family, like that

         of the country, was a warring one. To summarize, my home and country were somewhat hypermasculine.

      


      My mother, the only female in the family, had no choice but to adjust to this environment. In some ways, in order to stay

         afloat with the “boys,” she adjusted only too well. While she remained warm and loving at heart, she became quite tough herself,

         at least superficially. She certainly held her own ground in loud political arguments.

      


      Now if you were the mother or the father or even one of the two firstborn sons in a family like that, wouldn’t you want the

         third child to be a girl? I would. And so did my parents, and I suspect my brothers too — although by the time I was born,

         the latter two were probably already too tough to verbalize or even to entertain such a thought. But in physical defiance

         of all such wishes and expectations, I came home from the hospital as yet another baby boy, another potential warrior.

      


      Potential, but not actual. As kids often do, I reflexively complied with the family’s expectation, at least in some respects.

         While I was not an effeminate child, and not even overtly feminine, I was certainly not as aggressive as my brothers. Rather,

         I was sensitive and introspective. I was emotionally more gentle, if not fragile, and at least on the surface, I behaved like

         a good little boy (girl?). I can still summon up the physical sensation of tears slowly rolling down my cheeks, not to mention

         the bitter feelings of shame over those tears, when my brothers would tease me. And I can hear my mother’s voice, in trying

         to help me, offering me the same good but useless advice I now give my own children when they are teased on the playground,

         “Just ignore them!”

      


      So this was one of my conflicts as a child: on the one hand I wanted to preserve in myself and bring to my family a level

         of emotional vulnerability and expressivity. On the other hand, I was not going to give up on the kind of power and strength

         which I perceived my brothers to possess. Now, does this sound familiar? Is it not an instance, perhaps the unconscious origins,

         of my “clinical” ideas about the conflict of masculine insecurity in which men struggle to both express and repress their

         feminine desires?

      


      Like many other men, my own struggle with this conflict over the years was not always successful or pretty. As a teenager,

         for example, I unconsciously sought to become emotionally vulnerable not only to preserve a world of feelings but also as

         a means of “saying uncle,” thereby getting my parents or some other powers to save me. I thus “stooped to conquer.” At other

         times I sought to express aggression even more covertly, by using the weapons of observation and analysis in order to “diagnose”

         what I arrogantly believed was others’ inferiority. Was this the unconscious reason I sought to become a psychologist rather

         than, say, a lawyer? I would hope this was only a small part of a bigger, more appealing picture: being a psychologist was

         going to provide me with a path, or an identity, where I could better integrate my masculine and feminine identifications.

         And happily, it did. Yet like all men, I continue to work on resolving this conflict in many areas of my life — with varying

         degrees of success.

      


      All this is not intended as an analysis of my childhood or family dynamics. There are in fact other, deeper and more complex

         analyses to be done. But this conflict was fundamental, its simplicity notwithstanding. And it was therefore reflected all

         through my work as a psychologist, often completely unconsciously.

      


      At the beginning of my career, while completing my doctoral dissertation, I took a job as a police psychologist with the New

         York City Police Department. I didn’t particularly like the idea of working in a paramilitary setting, but it was the only

         halfway decent job I could find without a degree and license. Nonetheless, I found myself totally fascinated by the defensive

         nature and emotional cost of the hypermasculinity in that organization — the largest employer of psychologists in the United

         States (!).

      


      For example, one of the most dreaded situations for the psychologists at NYPD was a police officer seeking help for suicidal

         feelings. This was difficult not so much because someone was suicidal, but because the psychologist had to make a decision

         about removing the officer’s firearm. At that time, and I suspect it is still the case today, removing an officer’s gun and

         reassigning him to a desk job was likely to induce in him severe feelings of inadequacy. In addition, since there was no way

         to hide the absence of a gun from other officers in the precinct, its removal was tantamount to public castration and would

         evoke unbearable feelings of shame. Thus, the psychologist’s intervention could potentially push the officer further toward

         suicide! At the same time, you obviously could not permit a suicidal individual to have such easy access to a weapon. The

         worst part of this dilemma was that many police officers had their own, licensed firearms at home, over which the department

         had no authority. So while the department psychologist may have had to remove the officer’s assigned gun, the officer might

         still have easy access to self-destruction.

      


      This dilemma, which stemmed from the emotional value and symbolism of the firearm, was thus a practical, life-or-death consequence

         of hypermasculinity. A less practical but even more perplexing example was sometimes evident in one of the psychological tests

         that police candidates had to take before they were deemed suitable to be cops. As part of the rather comprehensive screening

         process, candidates at some point were required to draw a person on a blank piece of paper. This kind of “projective” test

         assumes that since it imposes no other instructions or guidelines, the person taking the test projects his own thoughts, concerns,

         or problems into his creation — much as an artist does. And while it is of questionable scientific reliability, when used

         in conjunction with other, more “objective” tests (which was the case at NYPD), this type of test can be very useful.

      


      Now many of the police candidates, young men in their early twenties, were under the impression that in this test they should

         draw a figure of a strong, well-built man, perhaps as a way of demonstrating their own strength. But since most of them were

         not such great artists, they had to work hard on shaping and emphasizing their man’s muscles, with results that were sometimes

         as comical as they were revealing. In their effort to draw a well-developed upper body some candidates would go overboard,

         producing a figure of a man with a huge, well-carved, breast-like chest, a narrow waistline, and thus an overall strangely

         androgynous look.

      


      This illustrates an idea which I will return to later in the book when discussing the masculine-feminine split, that is, that opposites contain each other. In this case, when a man is so driven to deny his internal vulnerability that

         he assumes an extreme or unrealistic position of masculine strength, he ends up precisely in the place he was desperately

         trying to avoid. On a bigger scale, this dynamic is often seen in alcoholism, gambling, reckless driving, and other male behaviors;

         to prove their toughness, men go to war, where they die. Women, in the meantime, are the tough survivors. In a way, then,

         opposites not only contain each other, they also produce each other. In my family, for example, it was the hypermasculinity

         of my brothers that produced my femininity.

      


      In my dissertation research project I was trying to combine my disparate passions for clinical and organizational psychology.

         Would it be oversimplifying (and politically incorrect) to suggest that the former, an interest in working with people, was

         more feminine, while the latter, a desire to work with business organizations, was more masculine? I’m not sure, but regardless,

         even as I was conducting empirical scientific research, I continued to see the ghosts of masculine and feminine dimensions

         everywhere. For example, as my dissertation was about the personal development of people in positions of leadership, I had

         to review the published research specifically on what makes for effective leadership — corporate, political, or what have

         you. I found that well-known organizational psychologists had analyzed many different factors and, using statistical and conceptual

         tools, categorized them into two elements, which then received the cryptic academic names of “Initiating Structure” and “Consideration.”

         Now guess what leadership styles were correlated to these “core factors” over the years? Here’s a partial list: for Initiating

         Structure: “task-oriented,” “production-oriented,” “goal emphasizing,” “high performance,” “self-oriented,” “directive,” “autocratic,”

         and “closed.” And for Consideration: “relations-oriented,” “employee-oriented,” “interaction facilitative,” “supportive,”

         “interaction-oriented,” “consultative,” “democratic,” and “open.”

      


      In my own research — with no clue at the time as to my unconscious motivation — I was trying to determine what kind of personality

         development would predispose a leader to use both leadership styles or to alternate between the two depending on the situation.

         In other words, while I was, empirically speaking, following a legitimate avenue of inquiry, unconsciously I was looking to

         integrate.… Well, I think you know how this sentence ends.

      


      After graduate school, while building my clinical psychology practice, I also worked as an organizational or management consultant.

         In that capacity I provided consulting and training services in the area of negotiation skills to many business executives.

         Now in negotiations, depending on the nature of the business relationship between the two parties, one can employ more or

         less cooperative bargaining tactics. For example, if you are selling your car and you are never going to see the buyer again,

         you may not volunteer to him that you’re selling the car because it’s costing you $3,000 a year in maintenance. But in most

         business negotiations (e.g., when your company is negotiating the fees and terms of a contract with an advertising agency

         or with a computer vendor), there is a long-term relationship to consider. When this is the case, the parties need to employ

         more cooperative, “win/win” negotiation tactics — withholding information from the other side, for example, could come back

         to haunt you. But try to sell this to aggressive business executives attending a negotiation training session! While intellectually

         they may agree with you, when it comes to an actual negotiation situation they’d much rather surprise, attack, argue with,

         or strong-arm their “opponent” than apply “softer,” relationship-building, dare I say “feminine,” negotiation tactics. Listening

         to the other party’s business concerns? Working on developing common ground? Offering free advice? Conceding a minor point

         to facilitate forward movement? For most of these executives — the vast majority of whom were men — these were boring, mildly

         disdainful ideas. As for me, once again I would like to think that there is room in the world for both competition and cooperation.

      


      Now is this masculine-feminine dimension all in my head, or is it out there in so-called objective reality and I’m just observing

         it? I think it’s both, and I hope that in recognizing my own subjectivity this book is approaching objectivity. But as you

         read on, you will have to make your own judgment.

      


      In terms of my clinical practice, it goes without saying that my own history and psychological biases color the ways I perceive

         and interact with my patients. In terms of gender, the therapist’s is always a factor in the development of the patient-therapist

         dynamics. Am I a different therapist with a man than with a woman? I would say yes, to an extent. Does this limit the usefulness

         of the advice I might offer female readers about their interactions with men? Once again, to an extent it does. Unless, of

         course, my advice is that women learn from my very masculinity and act more like a man in their relationships with men. Which,

         in a sense, is my advice, at least to some women. Remember? I am advocating…integration, and not just for men.

      


      Psychologically, not to mention physically, while we are not always conscious of being a man (or a woman), it is not something

         we ever stop being. In thinking about that recently, I noticed that the four or five books I tend to recommend to my male

         patients — books ranging from Scott Peck’s The Road Less Traveled to Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich, were all written by men. I was never conscious of this before, but now I can see that these books have a “masculine” bent:

         their narrative is penetrating, challenging, and intellectualized. Compare this to a comment I once made to a female patient

         (yes, I do see a good number of women in my practice, so I am not all that out of touch with the psychology of women). The

         patient, a young but successful writer, was a mesmerizing storyteller. But in the sessions, as in life, she used her intellectual

         gifts to “live in her head” and to avoid intimate relationships. So by way of making that point to her, I said, “I sometimes

         feel in the sessions with you that I am lost in a Virginia Woolf novel.” Here, not only was I unconsciously choosing a female

         writer as the reference, I was also unwittingly expressing my own fear as a man — the fear of being lost in the mind, if not

         the body, of a woman.

      


      But while gender is a given, the subjectivity of the therapist does not start or end there. Whereas most people think that

         therapists are not supposed to have emotional reactions to their patients, the truth is almost the opposite — good therapists

         pay attention to, and use, their own emotional reactions to the patient as a therapeutic instrument. If I feel angry with

         a patient who tells me that he doesn’t really “believe” in therapy and that he is only doing it because of his wife, then

         my feelings of anger are not really about me. Rather, they are induced by the patient, and I can use them to learn something

         about his way of relating to others. But to be able to do so, I must know (1) that I am angry, and (2) that I am not angry

         because of my own doubts about therapy. In other words, it is only when we know who we are that we can be receptive to knowing

         another person.

      


      I’ve said that men are difficult. But this is not to say that women are not difficult in their own ways. It is also not to

         say that men are jerks, dicks, or perverts as some women believe. My own feeling is that each of the seven challenges of masculine

         insecurity is a challenge worthy of understanding, tackling, and…loving.

      


      I often see this in couples who come for marital or couple therapy. At the start, it looks as though the man is the bad guy:

         he doesn’t communicate, he is angry and critical, he is distant, he is childish, he is irresponsible, he has a sexual problem,

         he spends all his time in the office, he drinks, he is having an affair, he is on cocaine, and so on and so forth. And yes,

         he is often skeptical about psychotherapy. The woman, on the other hand, appears to be open to criticism, willing to take

         responsibility, eager to communicate, and reasonable in her wants and wishes.

      


      But soon enough a different picture emerges: the male acting-out is nothing but a cover for a sensitive, searching soul, while

         the cooperative, sensible female agenda is a thin veneer under which lies a…but that’s for a book about women.

      


   

      Shame


      …boys don’t cry


      When my son was in first grade, I made the courageous decision to volunteer to be his Little League T-ball coach. It was courageous

         because, not growing up with baseball in my blood, I hardly had a working knowledge of the game, let alone the right stuff

         for coaching it. But I figured it was just first-graders — I could handle it. And with the exception of some embarrassing

         moments — such as when my son’s best friend asked me during a game, “Alon, why should I listen to you?” to which I answered,

         “Because I am the coach!” — I handled it okay.

      


      The truth is, I really wanted to coach soccer, a game I grew up with, was good at, and loved. But in first grade my son was

         not into soccer, so I was deprived of the “opportunity” to project on him my unfulfilled dreams of being a soccer pro. Then

         came second grade. My son had a change of heart and became a soccer fanatic. Naturally I was elated and excited about the

         prospect of coaching his team. Little did I know that coaching soccer would be even more challenging — requiring perhaps a

         different kind of courage — than coaching T-ball.

      


      It is truly amazing to see how competitive second-graders can be — how much they care about winning and losing in sports.

         It is even more amazing to see their parents on the sidelines — they are crazy. And, of course, the parent coach is potentially the craziest of all. As for me — as much as I told my team that

         having fun and learning skills is more important than winning, privately, I desperately wanted my son’s team to win. This

         barely articulated desire was driven home to me one time when, because of a minor medical problem, my son couldn’t play. In

         that game, my coaching style was much more relaxed. My son perceptively observed from the sidelines, “You were not as bossy.”

      


      There is nothing wrong with being emotionally invested in competitive sports. But in one of my son’s games, I did something

         which really disturbed me. At that particular game my team was losing badly, and my son, who also happened to be tired and

         hungry, started crying. And there I was, the psychologist who advocates vulnerability for men, furious that my son was crying.

         And out of my mouth came the automatic “Stop crying,” and the shaming, cruel addition of “Don’t you see you are the only boy

         who’s crying?” I was so angry and frustrated that, even though I immediately knew I had wronged my child, I was unable to

         comprehend what I did until much later.

      


      In my mind, crying was not an appropriate or mature reaction to losing in soccer, so I felt ashamed of my son’s tears. And

         because he “made me” feel shame, I unconsciously returned the favor, and shamed him. Of course, he did not “make me” feel

         anything — he was just crying. And regardless, if crying when losing is not okay, how could I blame my son for merely mirroring

         my own competitiveness and emotional sensitivity?

      


      As soon as I understood what I had done, the original feeling which I was trying to rid myself of, shame, came back to consciousness

         — with a vengeance. But this time I felt ashamed of my own behavior, and rightly so. Yet by virtue of my understanding, I

         couldn’t once again simply get rid of my shame by dumping it on someone else. So what’s a man to do? Talk to my child about

         it? Wouldn’t that add insult to injury, burdening him with my psychological analysis in order to alleviate my guilt? Talk

         to my fellow coaches about it? Wouldn’t they think I was crazy? After all, they do pretty much the same thing with their sons

         and don’t seem to feel bad about it. Or perhaps talk to my wife about it so that she could make me feel even worse about how

         insensitive I was to our child?

      


      Eventually, I apologized to my son for my behavior, and I confessed the entire episode to a friend, who is also a colleague

         — he was very understanding. And I suppose I am confessing it here as well. But while confession liberates, I can hardly claim

         that I talk regularly to others, even close others, about my feelings. In that respect, at least, I am hardly an atypical

         man.

      


      Of course, in psychotherapy one is expected to talk about one’s feelings. But even with that expectation or permission, many

         men find it uncomfortable. Left to their own devices, men would much rather discuss, in descending degrees of comfort, sports,

         cars, sound systems, information systems, politics, the stock market, work, children, girlfriends, women’s bodies, and gossip

         about friends and neighbors. And yes, they also talk about themselves, but mostly as it relates to their external performance

         on some task — from making the big sale to fixing the garage door.

      


      But while a man may not talk about his emotional self, if you listen closely, you will find indirect evidence for its existence

         in everything he says — or doesn’t say. You will find it in a husband’s reaction or lack of reaction when he comes home to

         a tearful, overwhelmed wife who says, “I can’t take it anymore, my boss was so mean to me again.”

      


      “You’ve only been there two weeks, honey,” he might respond, and then add with a slight, hardly detectable tone of annoyance,

         “You have to give it more time.” Now as soon as he says this — even before the wife walks away wounded or gives him the silent

         treatment or retorts with anger, “Why can’t you be more supportive?” — he knows that he screwed up. All she wants is to be

         heard, comforted, and reassured. So why can’t he just do that? Why does he have to correct her thinking rather than simply

         empathize with her situation and tears?
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