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Praise for Robert Twigger


‘Twigger’s likeable, honest and humorously self-deprecating personality shines through . . . to produce an entertaining, thought-provoking book about the cost to men of civilisation’


John Harding, Daily Mail


‘Twigger is a masterful stylist who manages to combine that uniquely English middle-class sense of self-deprecation with a genuine sense of pride in his achievements . . . there’s no doubt that Twigger has managed to carve himself a decent corner in an otherwise saturated market’ Ian O’Doherty, Irish Independent


‘In language of beguiling simplicity, he brings an almost poetic clarity to the complexity and conflict of modern maleness . . . He is sharp and extremely funny, especially on the subject of his own disasters . . . any suspicions you may have had that he might himself just be a lad in man’s clothing fall away as you realise that he’s grasping something of the utmost purity and importance: the fact that maleness, once properly proved and so integrated, becomes a non-issue and simply one more aspect of being . . . Robert Twigger’s three previous books have already won him acclaim as a writer of enormous energy and originality. This one can only increase his stock still further – with readers of both sexes, one would fervently hope. The question that remains is where on earth he will go next’


Jamie Jauncey, Scotsman


‘Twigger is acute and disarming, and his book on manliness has the refreshing virtue of declining to see women as the enemy . . . Twigger is right to suggest that masculinity is struggling to find new proving grounds for itself, and his purple poem about the stars at the end shows that such moments can be inspired by ordinary life: by the birth of a child’


Robert Winder, New Statesman


‘Twigger has striven to write a better book than any other man, anywhere, about manhood. It is good stuff. His self-deprecating humour works well’ Roger Howard, Time Out




Robert Twigger won the Newdigate prize for poetry whilst studying Philosophy and Politics at Oxford University. His first book, Angry White Pyjamas, the result of a year spent training with the Tokyo Riot Police, won the Somerset Maugham Award and the William Hill Sports Book of the Year Award; he is also the author of Big Snake, The Extinction Club, Being a Man, Voyageur and Real Men Eat Pufferfish. Robert Twigger lives in New Cairo.





Being a Man



. . . in the Lousy Modern World


Robert Twigger


[image: image]






A WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON EBOOK


First published in Great Britain in 2002 by Weidenfeld & Nicolson
This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books


Copyright © Robert Twigger 2002


The moral right of Robert Twigger to be identified as the author
of this work has been asserted in accordance with the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978 0 2978 6390 8


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA


An Hachette UK Company


www.orionbooks.co.uk






To Mark, Martyn, Peter and Nigel






‘Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members’


Ralph Waldo Emerson






‘The exact contrary of what is generally believed is often the truth.’


Jean de La Bruyère







9.02 a.m.


I’m driving past the immense white bulk of the hospital, which looms over the north of the town like shining marble cliffs – marble cliffs of impregnable arrogance and assurance – and I’m turning over in my mind an unnerving piece of information: from next Tuesday all patients will be barcoded. My wife pointed this out to me in the local free newspaper, which usually has two front covers, one paid for by a local car dealer and featuring the latest piece of polished metal aimed at men who think that more possessions will increase . . . well, something about their lives, perhaps happiness, perhaps a sense of security or well being. So not on the front cover, but tucked away inside, and in the subversive manner of such local papers it presents the news as a boon, as something we’ve all been waiting for, possibly even a tentative solution to the ever increasing length of waiting lists. My wife made a joke, imitating her arm being dragged repeatedly through a barcode reader, just like at the supermarket when your marked-down tomatoes fail to register properly. My wife was joking but it’s she who will have to face the people behind the barcode innovation: in less than twenty-four hours she will be admitted to the hospital for a birth induction. As the time has got closer to this medical procedure its innocuous sounding title has ceased to calm and dissuade me that something bad is going to happen. I cling to the foetal picture of my child to be, squirming around in ultrasound scan land; he, and I’m convinced it will be a he, though we didn’t ask, gave me the distinct and overwhelming impression that he would survive the pregnancy, he’d get that far at least. This intuition has helped curtail all my circling worries during these last nine months. Now the next stage looms and I’m a lot less confident. There is nothing left to think except, ‘I hope it’s over soon.’ My wife is going at five p.m. to be ‘induced’. They will introduce hormones into her body so that the baby she is carrying will be born.


My grandfather was away fighting in a war when his wife gave birth, and my dad was down the pub when I was born. Times have changed, things have moved on, and I will be there at the bedside holding my wife’s hand in mine.


This is the Modern World


Let’s face it, in the lousy modern world there is no such thing as manliness. There is no such thing as virtuous behaviour that only applies to men. It’s better to get this one dealt with straightaway. I do not mean there aren’t sub-cultures which are sexist, I’m talking about the formally accepted mainstream culture.


There are human virtues but there are no exclusively male virtues. Notions such as manliness are old hat now, best forgotten.






9.10 a.m.


I’m past the shining cliffs of the hospital, which far from being reassuring just remind me of all the sick people I’ve visited, and of all the reports of iatrogenic illnesses currently being treated. In this hospital 15 per cent of the patients are there because of ailments caused by being in the hospital – stubborn infections, mutant viruses, flesh-eating bacteria – they all lurk within the clean, shining exterior of the marble cliffs. But now I’ve passed it, and glad, like having passed a cemetery or a tract of new housing ruining farmland where you played as a kid, passed it and shooting down the offramp to Mothercare and all the other warehouse-size out-of-town megashops. I get in the wrong lane and someone toots aggressively. I look across and see a middle-aged woman in a brand new Volvo mouthing at me in a thoroughly unpleasant way. Jesus, I was only in the WRONG LANE FOR ONE SECOND, for Christ’s sake. It isn’t even ten on a Saturday morning and the rage is building. Other people’s rage, I mean, not mine. I am determined to be very philosophical about driving, it’s the least I can do in this age of madness. As she roars ahead I notice the yellow ‘Child on Board’ sticker in the back window.


This is my first visit to Mothercare and I’m not sure what to expect. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but my wife suddenly remembered that we needed such things as nappies and one of those Baby Bjorn carriers that everyone says are so good. She reminds me that I was the one who suggested the baby carrier in the first place.


In the store there were very few people. Probably too early. I saw several blokes pushing pushchairs with their wives. A few kiddies running around. No one was shopping on their own. I went to the nappy section and was immediately confused. BUYING NAPPIES IS STRICTLY FOR FAGS, announces some weird and partially uncontrollable part of my brain. This part of my brain deliberately misunderstood the instructions on each brand of nappy so I ended up having to read and re-read each pack to make sure I wasn’t buying something designed for an incontinent twelve-year-old. I then spent a long time deciding whether to go for a black ‘Bjorn’ or a tartan one. It was a really hard choice. Tartan was more cheerful, possibly more stain resistant, but would it ultimately prove to be deeply irritating? I didn’t know. FUCK SHOPPING, says the dark side of my brain. I chose black. It all felt strange and false, as if I was undercover and, in fact, the nappies and the baby carrier were props to convince people I really was a fully grown man.


So, at the till, as they did their mechanical card swiping, I was thinking to myself, ‘Everyone here must think I’m a dad with a kid at home just waiting to have his nappy changed. Everyone here must think I’m normal.’



Sex Please?


‘Normal’ now, confusingly, means two things. Either men with bulging biceps, less hair than the furze on a peach, and blotchy green and red tattoos, hypertrophically masculine, at least on the outside; or the majority of us, who feel no need to announce our maleness, beyond ticking the box marked M on application forms.


From time to time I think about getting a tattoo, but then the urge, thankfully, fades. And it isn’t as if I’ve been in the Marines and have something genuinely macho to have needled in, like two mermaids cavorting with a machine gun under a royal insignia. I’d probably be reduced to having a dolphin or a Yin/Yang sign, something utterly unimpressive like that.


We live in a society that emphasises the similarity between the sexes, not the differences. This huge and remarkable change has occurred very recently, even though the causes of that change have been creeping up on us for centuries. Most places in the world outside the developed preserve of north-west Europe and the USA still prefer to emphasise the differences between the sexes, regarding one’s gender as a major, rather than a negligible, fact of life. From such a perspective both types of ‘normal’ male, the tattoed tough guy and Mr Unisex, are distinctly abnormal.


Sexism becomes deliciously naughty in a unisex society. Hence the hypertrophism – the implants, the body building, the haircuts, the revealing clothes. The paradox of the unisex society is that, should you want to, you have to try that much harder just to appear ‘male’ or ‘female’. In a sexist society even an effeminate man is closer to being a man than a woman. Even a butch woman is closer to being a woman than a man.






10.02 a.m.


At breakfast I re-read a section from Aladdin’s Problem by Ernst Junger, a 102-year-old German writer who believed industrial capitalism was just a temporary phase. One phrase seems apposite: ‘Everyone has a main problem. As soon as that is solved another problem is promoted to take its place, and that becomes the new main problem.’


I can easily see how worrying that you’re ‘not man enough’ could become the main problem. It’s not something that has its parallel in the female world. It doesn’t make sense for women to worry that they are ‘not woman enough’. Of course women worry about their appearance, how sexy they look, but not about how womanly, how essentially feminine they may be. Not women under fifty, not unless they’re hiding it very well. The only time I came across such an open desire for femininity was in a young female guerrilla fighting in Burma who hid her broken nails and shyly asked me to send her tapes to learn French and copies of Vogue and other ‘pretty’ magazines.


I’m back home now, trying to understand how the Bjorn carrier works; no doubt when we actually have a baby it will be a lot more obvious how to string it together. I hate reading instructions but I sense child rearing will involve reading a lot of instructions on equipment and toys. I’ve given orders to my family that only wooden eco-friendly toys will be acceptable but already the garish yellow and blue plastic junk is piling up. People donate things to you that they found ‘really useful’. Maybe kids really do need all this crap but I just don’t know. I’m on a learning curve that’s as steep and unforgiving as the north face of the Eiger.


Get a grip. I’m standing in the front room of our utterly conventional 1930s house, a house good for bringing up kids in, a house made interesting solely by the fact that it is in the last street before the wall that used to divide the middle-class private dwellings of the neighbourhood from the working-class council estate. The wall, which in photos looks like something from Eastern Europe or Northern Ireland was finally pulled down in the 1950s. The middle classes finally had to mingle with the people from the estate. Resentment is still supposed to linger, but the estate houses are now seen as good value by wealthy young professionals with shiny new cars, and slowly it is becoming more and more like our part of town.


The telephone rings and it’s my friend Paul, calling to apologise for not coming to a party that some friends of mine organised a few days ago. He had wanted to come, but only if he could wear his normal clothes. The friends who were organising it had been quite harsh about this and had said no, he had to be in bona fide female attire. They knew that if they relaxed the cross-dressing theme then most people would weasel out. Paul hadn’t turned up.


I should explain that attending a party in which I had to wear women’s clothes had left me a little nervous and though I’m writing about it now I was rather sheepish when telling my father. Years before, I’d played a transvestite in a film and had no qualms whatsoever. Now I was older and less secure or getting more stuck in my ways.


It actually turned out to be a fantastic party and when thirty male and female transvestites turned up at the local village pub they stayed open until two-thirty in the morning just for our benefit.


Pretending to be a woman for an evening had given me a lot of new things to think about. I was surprised to learn that I actually almost preferred being a woman, within the circumscribed ambit of the party, because the main thing I felt, in my female persona, was that the pressure was off. I felt that the things I said could be witty without an edge. I could be verbal and clever and no one would mistake it for aggression or bumptiousness or pomposity or being boring. I felt freed up, light as the air in my little black dress, holding one of those triangular cocktail glasses with a tiny silver onion in it.


Paul is the most politically correct ‘new man’ that I know. When he told me he just wouldn’t feel comfortable dressed as a woman it sounded strange, almost like a sexist comment. Oddly, it was my most un-PC friends that were most into the cross-dressing lark. Maybe Paul thought in some way we were taking the piss out of women.


Of course the men at the party were much more into being women than the women were into being men. There is something half-hearted and boyish about women dressed as men. It isn’t nearly as funny as men dressed as women.


Paul tells me about his daughter, to whom he is devoted. He tells me that it felt weird leaving the hospital with a child only hours after his wife gave birth. ‘I felt we weren’t qualified to be parents,’ he said. ‘I felt we should have been on a special course and taken a test or something; it seemed kind of irresponsible of the hospital to just let us go with our child like that.’






10.05 a.m.


I asked Paul if he wanted to come to our barbecue lunch which we were are holding today, just a small thing, but both my wife and I have been gripped by a desire to live as normally as possible right until the . . . deadline. We will have the barbecue, wash up, twiddle our thumbs and early tomorrow morning go in stately pride to the gleaming cliffs of the hospital. I’ve already decided what I shall wear – white shirt, tie, nice trousers, jacket. I don’t know why I should think that what I wear has any importance. Maybe I’m still gripped by samurai ideas I picked up when living in Japan, that a samurai has to dress up when he’s about to do battle. Perhaps, with my paranoid suspicion of doctors and the whole medical establishment, that is how I perceive our upcoming appointment.


In the past an illness was just an illness, now I find myself subject to an increasing hypochondria – every illness being a potential gateway to death. And though I don’t feel particularly old myself, I’m surrounded by men my age (thirty-five) or older who have started complaining of ‘feeling old’. Those that don’t complain of feeling their age say they don’t feel ‘hard enough’. Others say that the modern world is ‘too feminised’, boring, safe, regulated and yet, what can you do?


The Things We Carried


I had my grandfather’s old rifle manual from World War 1. I had a gas-mask case. I had a navy clasp knife with a marlin spike that was almost too stiff to unclasp. Losing that caused much anguish aged nine. Had a moth-holed battledress top. The bottom half of an incendiary bomb dropped on Nuneaton during the Blitz. A commando-style ‘cap comforter’. A warrant officer’s brass crown. Ex-RAF gaiters, always riding up over my skinny ankles. Aluminium mess tins – not army, but good enough. US army water bottle. A yellow Civil Defence armband from the 1950s. Nothing German if I could help it.


Things I was envious of: an air-raid warden’s helmet belonging to a friend. An aluminium canoe with machinegun rests and outriggers belonging to same friend’s father. Anyone’s father who had been in either World War 2 or the Korean war, or even National Service. My own dad had been exempted from National Service because he had a university scholarship.


Books: The Wooden Horse, The Colditz Story, The Latter Days at Colditz, South By Java Head, The Guns of Navarone, HMS Ulysses. . . and before that a solid diet of Famous Five and Arthur Ransome stories. Comics: Hotspur, Victor, Commando Comics with the dagger through the ‘C’.


Poppy day, bomb craters, the stories of grandparents and parents, the disused Anderson shelter in my cousin’s back garden, pill boxes, Dad’s Army, how much butter a week you got during rationing, the first banana after the War and what my mum thought it tasted like, the weekly pilgrimage to the army surplus shop, making lookalike Sten guns out of wood with accurately drilled barrel holes, my friend’s dad telling us you never hold the magazine when firing a Sten. Never mind the seventies, flower power, flared jeans and platform-soled shoes; for me and my friends it was all war, war, war.


We roamed the fields, built dams, made tree houses, dug holes fortified with barbed wire and linked them with slit trenches and tunnels.


Best of all was the digging of tunnels between the open-cast foxholes that covered my friend’s back garden. Getting stuck in a tunnel could cause a panic – we’d read about that in The Wooden Horse. The secret was to lie still and relax – a stuck man takes up more space when tense.


There was nothing I liked better than digging big holes in the garden. In the end there were seven or eight abandoned workings in the garden; one, an evil smelling pit nearly twelve feet deep, with ever-present water in its clayey bottom. Despite my reading of the escape classics of World War 2 I never managed to solve the water problem.


Recently I had to dig out a large tree stump in the garden. It involved making a huge hole under the roots. I really enjoyed the work, sweating away in all that dirt. I was back with my friends, digging foxholes, tunnelling, preparing for war.


The Code


My nostalgia for things past included a fixation on codes of chivalry and courage; Scout’s honour and being prepared to risk your life to save someone else. I never saw a river without imagining someone was drowning in it and waiting to be rescued, a railway track without working out how to save someone who had fallen in front of a moving train. For a while I was torn between a desire to be taller and pride at being four foot eight and half inches, since this was the width of the gap between the rails of a train line. Somehow I found this coincidence suggestive, perhaps it meant I would survive if I had to squeeze between the sleepers beneath a moving train.


I always knew the golden age had passed. I thought vaguely that it might have been some time in the 1930s – when boys still wore shorts and there were biplanes with floats and steam trains like The Flying Scotsman. I knew that the War ended this golden age. After the War there had simply been Teddy Boys, rising house prices, comprehensive schools and things getting worse all the time, not to mention my grandmother’s favourite: the boys you thought were girls until they turned round and you could see they weren’t, despite their long hair.


All the comics and old books emphasised courage and self-testing. I was frightened of heights, so it was up to me to cure it. If my parents took us to visit a church or castle I would often have to be taken down the perilous narrow stone staircases holding my mother’s hand against the upcoming crowd. About two or three storeys above the ground was all I could manage. I kept clear of looking through the deep-set slit widows but, somehow, an internal altimeter buckled my legs after we’d ascended more than fifty feet or so.


When I was eight I found the highest tree in our garden, a willow with thick branches that sprouted thirty feet or so out of the crown of the pollarded trunk. I waited for a windy day, when these branches were bending large distances back and forth in the wind. I climbed the tree, slowly at first, three points of contact like the books said, to the top of the swaying branches and found that if I enmeshed my arms in the branches I felt increasingly safe. I even began to enjoy the sensation of being blown around. I was cured. The books were right: all you needed were courage, self-testing, honour, the old ways.


The Dive


I had less success learning to dive. One summer my friend’s father tried teaching me. I had dived from lower down the diving tower but never from the high board – I always jumped. I was further instructed to open my eyes under water, which I never liked doing, even in fresh, unchlorinated water. My friend’s father had dived off the bow of a destroyer during his National Service. A destroyer is very far from the water and diving off the bow, well, that’s a pretty impressive dive. There was some complicated reason why jumping from a great height was more dangerous than diving, but I could never see it that way. My friend, encouraged by his father, dived off the top board. I knew that I could have dived if only I’d been forced, yet at the same time I was glad I wasn’t being forced. Everyone said that it was all right, that even jumping was pretty impressive in its own way. When the talk came round to diving off destroyers all of us spoke as if such activity was for a previous age, that it would be foolish to expect such skill, or foolhardiness, in the present age. But I always wanted now to be as good as the past.


Sticks and Stones


I never liked going to the swimming pool either because a bunch of council-estate kids used to hang about the car park and throw stones at me as I locked up my bike. I never considered throwing stones back, instead I treated it as an exercise in weathering an attack, whilst locking my bike up in double quick time.






10.22 a.m.


The letterbox rattles imperiously – it’s the estate kids calling to do the leaves, trim the bushes, wash the car or whatever other job I can think up. Today I’m too busy to supervise anything so I tell them to try again next week. One of the girls politely asks when the baby is due because her auntie is expecting a child too.


The main kid, whose name I don’t know – I call him, to my wife, simply ‘Fat Kid’ – is a squat, doleful boy of twelve. Overweight, but not grossly so, he is the most persistent person I have ever met, bar the odd Indian beggar. If I say I’m not using the car he suggests the weeds. If I say not the weeds he points to the hedges. Unless I’m very firm, as I was today, he’ll spend all morning on the doorstep just thinking up new jobs.


One day Fat Kid turned up just as I was taking my usual walk around the block, the general-purpose walk I take to clear my head or persuade myself I’ve at least done some exercise. As I walked, he wobbled along keeping pace on his bicycle. He wouldn’t be fobbed off. At first I told him bluntly: there are no jobs today. But he kept up with me, he kept walking with me chatting away, interspersing his general chit-chat with different job suggestions. This is when I discovered that he was bullied by hardnuts who lived in his part of the estate, which is why he didn’t like the estate. They threw stones at him when he was on his own. Stone throwing hardnuts – somehow they could always throw stones far further and more accurately than us well behaved aspirational kids, even if we were better at throwing cricket balls than they were. The hard reality of a stone, they handled that better. And twenty years on, they’re still throwing stones, at poor old Fat Kid.




10.35 a.m.


My friend Dave, whom I’ve known since we were at school, has agreed to drop his superior large barbecue off at the house. Right now I have to go into town to buy meat and charcoal. I can get there by a slight extension of my everyday walk.


The walk avoids the estate and takes me down a leafy avenue of large old houses, some still with the gnarled remains of fences made, I imagine, at the beginning of the century. The people who live in these houses like gardening and trees. Looking at the trees and the old fences I am calmed and reassured.


Today, as on most days, I see ‘New Man’ toiling up the opposite side of the tree-lined avenue. He is my height, has spectacles (oval instead of round, as mine are) and today is wearing a button down shirt, just as I am. There is one major difference and one minor difference: strapped to his front is a Baby Bjorn (tartan) and in it, just visible, is a tiny baby – girl or boy, I haven’t really considered. The minor difference is that on cold days he wears a Peruvian knitted cap with dangly bits over the ears, as worn by peasants in the High Andes.


Some days I walk on the same side of the road as New Man and this entails moving slightly out of the way. He gives me an apologetic smile and I grin back. Not for us the hostile stare of the hormonally challenged.


I have felt rather superior to New Man, until recently. I used to say to myself – why can’t his wife carry the nipper? But now, as zero hour approaches, I know that I, too, will soon be ‘Bjorned’ up. Thanks to my extensive reading on childcare in the upper Amazon I have become convinced about the therapeutic effect of carrying children. Except I don’t really want to be the one doing it. Neither does my wife. She isn’t so keen on lugging the baby everywhere on her hip like a naked member of the Jivaro tribe. Reality is now dawning brightly around the curtains I have chosen to draw – I now glimpse myself in New Man, how he may even resent carrying the kid, think that it is his wife’s job, but does it out of a conviction that his feelings are secondary to the child’s wellbeing.


Sometimes, on colder days, as well as the hat, New Man wears a big overcoat which partially obscures the little figure clinging to his chest, and passersby do not notice he is ‘with child’ until he’s past and the baby is gurgling and sticking his fat little hand out from behind the curtains of his coat.


Just as I’m level with New Man, sneaking a glance across at him as he strolls along talking to his baby, a group of teenage girls come spilling out of one of the houses. He waits patiently for them to get out of the way and the girls take this as their due, hardly noticing him and his baby. This is unusual. In most cases people are very keen to give New Man right of way. Teenage girls in a giggling hurry are an exception. Everyone else is respectful, everyone else wants to show how much they care.


The child has become the final benchmark, the ultimate testing ground, the ethical teaser, the moral marker – we can agree on nothing in this world, nothing is universal except we MUST NOT HARM KIDS. Kids have replaced heaven as the ultimate destination of our quintessence. Kids carry our genes, which are us, if you choose to believe popular science. Kids are the future.


People want to show they care, people in the street get out of your way if you have a kid. Cars stop, virtually screech to a halt to let you cross, do them the honour of crossing in front of them.


People also want to make contact. They yearn to make contact with other people, but they fear rejection. Kids circumvent this, especially babies in carriers. Men and women, but especially women who have or have had babies, reach out and hold New Man’s kid’s hand; they happily gurn back at him, even imitate his abrupt yelp of approval. Old people at the bus stop see the papoose and say to him, ‘That’s the way to travel!’ And all the time the kid is rewarding people with his smile, his non-judging smile that means contact at last.


Only the very old, if alone, still ignore both the baby and New Man. Old women, the tidy kind in thick uncomprehending glasses, make their way past him, as if someone does not belong.


Tiny kids are a passport to a friendlier, more open, more trusting world. This is nice if you have kids, less nice if you don’t. Some pubs still don’t want screaming kids interrupting drinking time, and who can blame them, but in general kids are most welcome most places now.


Where are the men’s places where kids are not welcome? The warzone, the workshop, the sea during a storm. More obviously, too, the lap-dancing bar, the porn shop, the brothel.


When I watch the way New Man chats with people in the street it seems like a return to the 1950s. Everyone wants to talk, and I like that. But despite all this, I still think there is something odd going on, that he is going against nature in some way. It is true, one cannot run or fight with a child on one’s back. One must rely on the goodwill of others. Maybe men should not have to rely overmuch on the goodwill of others. Maybe that undermines some deep sense of self-reliance. In martial arts, in order to build the right ready-for-anything attitude, people speak of being prepared to die at any minute. You might die carrying a kid, but you won’t die fighting, you’ll die pleading.


Whichever way I twist something in me disapproves of the child carrier.


Youth is the New Masculinity


We live in a society that actively promotes safety over danger, pleasure over pain, dependence over self-reliance, living for the future rather than for the moment. Old age, too, is equated with safety, avoiding pain, avoiding risk and danger, taking it easy in a safe haven. The young react against this and create their own culture of excess, thrill seeking, irresponsibility, lack of planning. It makes sense to say that the new division of society is between the young and the old. This has replaced the old division between male and female.


More ‘backward’ cultures, those in Latin countries, Japan, or my wife’s birthplace, Egypt, still conform far more to the old m/f dichotomy. This seems to benefit men more than women, but that isn’t my point. In these old style homocracies (dangerous word that) it is possible to see men aged 80 with a dignity and bearing that is increasingly rare in the Anglo-Saxon world. ‘I’m a man’ their dignity and bearing pronounces, rather than ‘I’m old’.


It’s an idea I want to return to, but I think there are many consequences to living in a unisex society. For one thing, we become like grouperfish, starting life as male and then undergoing a sex change half way through. In this instance I’m equating male with young and female with old, using traditional ideas about what constitutes typically male and typically female characteristics. Men, traditionally, were thought to be the more outgoing, in need of testing and danger, the protector, the cool head in a crisis. Women were thought to be the nest builder, the provider of a home environment, the watcher over children, keeping them out of danger, the planner for the future. These now deeply unfashionable ideas are attached without comment to the elderly. It is considered natural and right that the elderly should concern themselves with safety, homebuilding, planning for the future, avoiding all risk.


That youth is the new masculinity can be tested by comparing the way men are regarded in a sexist country such as Egypt and the way young people are regarded here. In Egypt men are always referred to for their opinion, even if it’s banal, simply because they are men and culturally thought to have their fingers on the pulse of what is important. Their opinion is sought and then carefully ignored by women who have their own agenda. Likewise ‘youth’ is always being consulted in the West. Finding out what young people want is considered a necessary part of any campaign, sales drive, brainstorming session. Yet even a moment’s reflection would reveal that young people, as a group, are no more privileged than men, as a group, with valuable insights. In many ways the young are more conservative, less creative and less flexible than their elders – but like men in the Middle East they’re not embarrassed to tell others what should be done.






10.45 a.m.


I shop at a particular butcher’s because they stock organic meat. It may not taste any better but it certainly makes me feel better when I eat the stuff. Despite complaining about the lack of risk in everyday life, the risk of BSE, CJD, MCF (Malignant catarrhal fever) or F&M (foot and mouth) is one risk I’m happy to do without.


In the butcher’s there is a nervy middle aged man ordering meat for a complicated recipe.


Nervy Man: Have you got any shoulder of pork?


Butcher: You mean spare rib. Of course.


Nervy Man: Have you any bedpiece of beef?


Butcher: You mean thick flank. How much?


Nervy Man: And have you any single loin chops?


Butcher: You mean lamb cutlets. Yes.


(big pause)


Nervy Man: That’s not what my recipe book calls them.


Is the butcher lying or is the Nervy Man an incompetent fool? We just don’t know. In fact all of us waiting to get served are on tenterhooks to find out. Nervy Man seems unaware that he is implying that he trusts his recipe book more than the butcher, and everyone in the shop knows this, and knows it is foolish since the butcher is obviously a professional and yet can we trust professionals these days?


Almost every time I go into the butcher’s it seems to be full of middle-class men inexpertly buying meat. I fantasise that buying meat has replaced hunting for it, or maybe meat buying has become the least effeminate form of food shopping, now that men have to share everything.


I put the meat in my small rucksack and head to the garden shop to buy charcoal. I deliberately choose the stuff which hasn’t been doused in napalm-derived chemicals. Carrying the charcoal in both arms out of the shop I catch a glimpse of ‘Low Serotonin Man’. He is riding a knackered looking bike along the pavement smoking a cigarette. He sees me and our eyes meet for just a second before he is past. LSM is about twenty or so, with a face that looks as though someone has squashed his jaw upwards and his brow downwards. He is liberally pockmarked and his expression has the classic deprived look of the young(ish) offender. His hands are covered with botched blue ink tattoos, self-administered. I once shouted at LSM when he had been climbing over the fence of next door’s back garden, looking for something to steal, but he just turned tail and legged it. Since then I see him quite often, but I say nothing and he just gives me a dirty look. A neighbour told me that the police know he’s responsible for half the trouble caused in the area but they can’t prove anything.
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From the author of Angry White Pyjamas

Robert
TW|gge/r

Being a Man

...in the lousy modern world





