





[image: ]










[image: ]















There are men who wake up in the morning energised and happy.


Whose partners and children love and trust them.


Who do work they believe in and enjoy.


Have loyal and interesting friends.


And are deeply involved in the wider world.


They may not be famous or wealthy.


They value something quite different.


They are learning how to be real.
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INTRODUCTION


A message of hope and change


I’m standing backstage at Melbourne’s Dallas Brooks Hall, and my heart is threatening to beat right out of my chest. I’m sweating, my vision is blurred, and I can’t catch my breath. This is a perfectly natural response, for out there in the summer evening, 800 people are making their way to hear me speak, for 90 minutes, on a spotlit stage. I don’t often get stage fright, but when I do it hits hard. So I use a trusted remedy – I slip out into the lobby, where the early arrivers are gathering, and quietly chat to people, reassuring myself that these are good folk who mean me no harm. 


I’ve been out there about five minutes when, from the corner of my eye, I see a man staring at me. You can’t miss him: he’s big and muscular, with a blue singlet, tattooed arms and a beard. He sees me notice him, and turns and speaks to two other men beside him. They stride across the lobby, and in seconds he is inches from my face, head tilted back and frowning.


‘You been following me around?’


My mouth does a goldfish imitation; the ability to speak completely leaves me. But he doesn’t let me suffer long – his face breaks into a wide grin. 


‘That bloody book of yours – that’s the story of my bloody life, mate.’ 


I grin too, as I slowly work it out, and soon he is introducing his father and brother. He explains, while they both nod in agreement, that the three of them had barely spoken for years – had been basically estranged – until he read my book, Manhood, and then sent it to the other two, and they had ‘sorted things out’. They have come along to say ‘thanks’ and to hear what else I might have to say. As we break off to enter the theatre, their eyes are shining, and I think mine might be, too … 


For a family psychologist, job satisfaction doesn’t come much better than this, and yet, by the late 1990s, I had heard such stories of reconciliation hundreds of times. Making peace between fathers and sons was a wonderful thing, but it was only part of a bigger picture: all across the globe there was a rising tide of masculine change. Young men were becoming better fathers. Thirty-year-olds were helping at-risk teenagers. Couples were forging happier marriages. Middle-aged men were quitting corporate jobs to find more fulfilling lives. Old men were seeking help for grief and depression, which they had always struggled with alone. Something was happening, a shift away from the idea of a man as a buttoned-up, lonely work machine. The wall that isolated us from our loved ones and from other men was being torn down. Manhood was one of the tools helping do the job. 


Released worldwide in 1994, the book sparked hundreds of press articles, TV features, radio debates and conversations about the idea of men changing, not because they should (a famously unsuccessful formula for change) but because they wanted to. Advertising and other media reflected the theme of men opening up, breaking the mould. Even the TV series Seachange had a men’s group. 


The message of Manhood was simple: there is so much more to a man’s life than we have settled for. More than just being a walking wallet. More than endless hurry, kids who don’t like you and a marriage on life-support. More than pretending to be fine while feeling angry, hopeless and depressed. When we were young we dreamed of adventures and great deeds. Of a creative and energised life. That was our birthright and we needed to recapture it.


This message was much needed. There was a masculinity crisis worldwide, showing up in depression, violence, divorce, alcoholism, road deaths, and destructive behaviour on a planetary and personal scale. (There were, at the time, shallow and dishonest men in the White House, the Lodge and 10 Downing Street, and a sense of deep disillusionment towards our leaders, too.) One book couldn’t change the world, but it could offer a map for those who wanted to, starting with themselves. The premise was at least a plausible one – damaged and unhappy men were the heart of the human problem. In creating more good men, could we tilt the balance of the future? 






Where did we go wrong? 






This is a book about the personal, about starting with yourself. But to navigate the ‘voyage’ that is your life, you have to understand the currents that you sail across. If your life appears to be impossibly hard, it’s not all your fault. We are all products of the past, and the last century has been a cyclone of change. These are not normal times; no-one alive today has even known normal times. Without realising it, every one of us stands gasping for breath at the sheer pace of history. For 100 years the hammer-blows of war, economic depression, more war, relocation and emigration have rained down upon us. Every family and every person took damage; intergenerational wounds sprang up and were not addressed. 


Somehow, through all of this, women coped better: they supported each other more, hung onto their humanity. Men were at the bruising end of things – we were the soldiers, the miners, the factory fodder, the corporate drones. In the onslaught of all this change, we suffered a legacy of severe emotional wounding that had no time to heal before the next blow fell. With so much damage done to our hearts, we were less able to nurture our children, love our wives, or teach our adolescents. We lost the linkages by which healthy manhood is shaped and passed along. 


Your life, and your everyday difficulties with your family, job and world are closely linked to this. The changes your parents, grandparents and great grandparents lived through had no precedent in history. It was a heroic story – we weren’t conquered by fascists, or destroyed in a nuclear war. We survived the bombed cities, the bloody jungle wars, the food queues, the factory shutdowns, the voyages to an unknown fate. We made it, but it took its toll. We lost connection with our own hearts. 


That’s what this book sets out to fix: to regain our humanity as men, all that we lost in the long nightmare of history. Men are meant to be free, and we can be again. If this book is successful, it will reconnect you with a wellbeing and purpose that you didn’t even know you had lost. Your life can be so much more than you have dreamed. 


Can men really change? 


Everyone can see the problem. Mothers hear on the daily news of stabbings and road deaths, and pray their sons will come home safe at night. Wives see the confusion and unhappiness in their husbands, and wish they could find their direction. Young women search for a good man to love, and find only shambling boys. And millions of men sit hunched at computer screens and wonder – is this all there is to life? 




There is so much more to a man’s life than we have settled for.




To most people, though, the idea of large-scale masculine change seems an impossible dream. Yet even the most cynical must admit that something is happening with the male of the species. (Just think of the world of difference between George Bush and Barack Obama, and tell me there is not a generational change in men.)






There is one outstanding piece of evidence for a massive change being possible – women have already done it. In just four decades from the early 1970s to the present, and against fierce opposition, an entire gender has redefined itself. The Women’s Movement overturned thousands of years of oppression and restriction, an unprecedented and historic shift. When the human race needs to change, it can do so very fast.


Women are still not where they want to be, and that may be for one important reason – men have not changed too. Wherever men and women mix, you will notice a very odd thing: men and women seem unevenly matched. You see it everywhere, from bedroom to boardroom – the vibrant and articulate woman with the self-conscious, stiff and angry man. The men seem unequal, struggling, and it makes everyone unhappy. To transform our society into a truly free one, we need both genders to be fully alive. The world is waiting for men – it needs the activated and fully awakened male to confront everything from the fossil-fuel industry that is baking our planet to our children’s needs to play happily with Dad in the backyard after work. 


So, it’s time to get started. A lot has happened since the first release of Manhood: the shift in men’s lives has gathered speed, just as it did for women 40 years sooner. But it’s early days. Perhaps, for you, ‘male liberation’ is a new idea, and perhaps you will be part of the generation that makes it all come true. I hope you will. 


Please be warned (and this is written with a smile) that reading this book has consequences. Men reading it are prone to spontaneous weeping. They may drop everything to go and seek out estranged parents or siblings. They may walk away from soul-destroying jobs, even well-paid ones. They start taking their wives gently by the hand. They begin to sing in the shower. Their kids start to like them. 


On a larger scale, who can say it isn’t time for a new kind of man? That with the planet in ecological collapse, greed and rapaciousness everywhere, it isn’t time for good men to find their feet? To stand at their full height and do what’s needed to put the world to rights? 


The premise of this book is that we are made to be unified and whole, happy and full of life. What is good for your soul is also what is best for your loved ones, and your world. So let’s begin. 


Steve Biddulph


Tamar Valley


2010 
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ONE


The problem


‘Have you seen the look in the eye of a 35-year-old man?’


Robert Bly


The problem can be put very simply. Most men don’t have a life. What we call our life is mostly just a big act, a mask that we clamp onto our faces each morning and and don’t take off until we fall asleep at night. Most men are flat out every day living a lie. We’ve all grown so used to this, we don’t even notice it any more. 


It wasn’t always like this. Throughout history, men have needed to ‘act tough’ at times, but they could also drop the act, so as to love, laugh and be close; feel grief and build friendship. Today the mask stays put, and behind it is often a confused, scared figure. Most men spend their whole lives pretending that they’re fine when they’re not. Pretending, and having a life, are very different things. 


The problem starts early. Usually in his mid-teens, confronted with the problem of ‘becoming a man’, a boy tries on several of the stock male masks on offer – cool dude, hard worker, good bloke, tough guy, or ‘sensitive new man’. He decides which one will work best in his social world of family, school and street. The mask usually has a fixed, wooden smile. ‘It’s cool.’ ‘I’m fine.’ The process is 

mostly unconscious; a boy may have only the vaguest idea that he is doing it. And since every other boy around him is doing it too, it feels totally normal.


Masks have a purpose: they prevent vulnerability and exposure – important if you are not sure who you are or what you are allowed to feel. Nobody can hurt you in there. If they can’t see the real you, they can’t laugh at you, reject you or judge you. You can ‘play the game’. But this pretending has a cost: hidden away, not really showing anyone our real self, it gets very lonely. Parents sense with sadness the boy shutting himself away. Friends, potential girlfriends, older adults who might have been of help sense a brick wall going up, and pull back. But the one who suffers most is the boy-becoming-man himself. The mask becomes a lifelong obstacle to healing and love.
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Most women are not like this. Spend just a few hours in the company of women (especially women who have lived a little) and you will find that they are more real and more alive than men. There is a sense of inner feeling and spirit that bubbles out in the way they talk, move and laugh. Women have their problems, but most women at least act from a clear sense of self. Women generally know who they are and what they want. 


How did this difference come about? Little kids of both sexes start out well enough: it’s a child’s nature to be open-hearted, expecting to be happy, expecting life to be an adventure. That’s why small children are so delightful to be around. But early on, a young boy’s spirit begins to shrivel. By school age he is already becoming stiff and ill at ease; by the teen years, unhappiness is mapped into every muscle of his body. By the time he is a grown man, he is like a tiger raised in a zoo – prowling about, confused and numb, with huge energies untapped. He feels that there must be more, but he does not know what that ‘more’ is. So he spends his life pretending – to his friends, his family, and himself – that everything is fine.


The cracks appear


Not showing anyone our real self gets very lonely.


Round-the-clock pretending is hard work, so it’s not surprising that, sooner or later, cracks start to appear in a man’s façade. Sometimes they arise through getting a glimpse of what could be; a man finds himself alone in nature, in the surf or the landscape at sunset, and he feels a blissful connection with the ocean, trees and sky. Or he experiences a certain kind of moment with a woman, of passionate intensity or tender closeness. Or playing with his children, he suddenly feels like a child himself, tingling with life. He glimpses something, unsettling but beautiful … and then it’s gone. He cannot get that feeling back. He goes back to business as usual, but it has shaken him. He knows that something is missing from his life. 








Sometimes the cracks are more sudden. If a man is very good at denying his true feelings, the tensions may build up unseen over many years. Then one day, like pressure that has built up deep in the earth, the fault-line suddenly gives way. Then the damage is rapid and severe – a sudden health breakdown, a humiliating career failure that shows all the signs of self-sabotage, a shocking car accident for which he is clearly to blame …


More often, though, there is not even the buzz of drama, but merely a creeping despair. A man begins to suspect (often wrongly) that he is not loved by those around him; to realise (often rightly) that he is not even known by them. His connection to his own life suddenly hangs by the thinnest of threads.




♦ I am addressing a room full of school principals, 30 or 40 of them, at the beginning of a seminar. Something feels wrong in the room; so wrong that I actually ask – what is going on? They blurt it out: one of their colleagues took his life the night before, and the news has just reached them. Spurned by his wife for another man, he jumped into a river and drowned. Everyone in the room looks hollow-eyed. How could he do it? 


♦ At my high school, in Year 12, a boy I have known for years gets the top marks for the school. He is set for success, a scholarship in Engineering. The day before university begins, he takes a rifle from his father’s cupboard, hides it, then sneaks out just before dawn and fires it into the roof of his mouth. Years later, I track down the coroner’s report. It simply states ‘no suspicious circumstances’. As if that’s all that needs to be said. 


♦ In my home state, Tasmania, the truck drivers’ union makes a plea in the newspapers. Their members are being traumatised and having their mental health damaged because a plague of suicidal men are driving their cars into trucks head-on. Suicidal, and selfish. They seem bound up together somehow. 


Needed: liberation for the rest of us


For the 20 years from the 1970s until the 1990s, the focus of my profession, psychology, was on helping women. It was the same in teaching, social work, health. Women were breaking out of narrow, crippling roles and restrictions. Anyone with a sense of fair play got on board with this. The changes were historic – in sexuality, career, education, family roles – the whole shape of a woman’s life was transformed. It was an exciting time. But gradually it dawned on some of us that this story was incomplete. That men too were often caught in traps not of their own making. That just because men were ‘on top’ in jobs, earnings, and many outward measures of power, this didn’t necessarily make them winners in any sense of the word. So we began to look more closely at men. 


What we found was startling. There was clear evidence (see the box on) that all through the twentieth century, and into the twenty-first, men had risk factors all their own. Suicide, premature death, accidents and addictions – the statistics were all dominated by men. And hurt men also tended to hurt others: physical violence against spouses, child sexual abuse, divorce and moral bankruptcy in business and politics all pointed to something badly wrong with large numbers of men. School shootings, serial killings: men, always men. As Robert Bly said at the start of his famous book, Iron John, ‘Are you depressed enough already?’


The big question was, are malfunctioning men – from serial killers to prime ministers and presidents – just the exceptions? Or is there a flaw in the whole weave, causing all men to be so loosely connected to life that they risk floating off into oblivion? Do we need to start again, in the way we raise little boys, nurture teenagers, and support the lives of young men? Do we have to change men’s lives as much as we had to change women’s? The answer is yes, of course.












Facing the facts


Here are some of the facts about being a man today:




♦   Men, on average, live for six years less than women do. They also have higher death rates in every age category, ‘from womb to tomb’.


♦   Men routinely fail at close relationships. (Just two indicators: over 40 percent of marriages break down, and divorces are initiated by the woman in four out of five cases.)




♦   Over 90 percent of acts of violence are carried out by men, and 70 percent of the victims are men.




♦   In school, around 90 percent of children with behaviour problems are boys, and over 85 percent of children with learning problems are also boys.




♦   Young men (aged from fifteen to 25) have three times the death rate of young women, and these deaths are all from preventable causes – motor-vehicle accidents being the greatest.




♦   Men make up 80 percent of the homeless.


♦   Men comprise over 90 percent of gaol populations.


♦   The leading cause of death among men between fifteen and 44 is self-inflicted death.


Mental health, physical health and mortality – men win the prize in every category. Just being male is the biggest risk factor of all. 












How did men go astray?


How did we get to be this way? Why are men so unhappy? In the early 1990s, writers and commentators began pointing out something that should have been blindingly obvious – that compared with thousands of years of human history that had gone before, boys and young men in the modern world were horrendously underfathered. In other words, they were not given enough affection, teaching and example from either their dad or other male figures to help them grow into mature men.


Affection, teaching, and example are the three essential vitamins of human growth: 


1.	affection – to let them know they matter 


2.	teaching – to help them understand their lives, and 


3.	example – so they can learn by observation how a good man feels, thinks and acts. 




If you live in a male body, you need to learn how to ‘drive’ it …




A good dad and a few good uncles, teachers who are friendly and show you how a good man behaves – it doesn’t seem too much to ask. But these ingredients almost disappeared from the lives of boys. Without this training, boys’ bodies still grew into men’s bodies, but they were not given the knowledge and skills to match. They didn’t get the ‘software’ for how to be male. 


Most rearing of boys and girls is carried out by women, and mostly this goes pretty well. After all, we are all ‘human’ and learn how to be and live from other ‘humans’. But we are also neurologically wired-up, hormonally orchestrated, and behaviourally shaped by being the sex we are. So although boys can get a huge amount from women, and girls from men, we all need people of our own gender if we are to learn to deal with our unique biology, and to reach our full potential. If you live in a male body, you need to learn how to ‘drive’ it – preferably from someone who knows how to drive their own. Part of the reason for this is that you can’t learn human qualities from a book – for a boy to become patient, he has to see patience. To be kind and generous, he has to see that, lived out, in someone who could be an older version of himself. To learn restraint, commitment, exuberance, humour and generosity may require spending hundreds of hours with men who demonstrate these traits and present them as desirable and admirable. 


Older cultures provided this: there was long and intense training given to boys by men. But today men are just too busy to give it the time it needs, even if they knew how. The result is footballers who act like idiots, drunken yobs in the streets, young men who rape or kill … but most often, just men who do not know where they are going in their lives. Encompassing billions of men, this adds up to a world in trouble. 


The seeds of change are sprouting – young fathers of this generation are vastly more involved with their children (some studies report a trebling of father–child time) compared with the previous generation. But do those young dads know what to pass on? For those of us who are adult men today, the wounds remain. Our fathers were often remote, disturbed, emotionally awkward, or just plain absent for much of the time. This is the crux of the matter: whether we are mothers or fathers, we want to pass on to our sons the full, deep river of healthy masculinity, all that a fine man can be. Yet if all we received was a little trickle, this can be hard to do. 


The rip in history 


It’s natural to ask, if the ‘river of masculinity’ flowed for thousands of years, how did it get blocked? Where did men start to go wrong? In fact, the disappearance of men from the lives of children arose from a specific historical event, which began about 200 years ago. The Industrial Revolution started in the English Midlands, but it rolled tsunami-like across the globe. Wherever it arrived, it took us in one generation from small, rural villages to huge, industrial towns, and from working together as men, women and children (there was as yet no school) into sharply divided lives. Suddenly everything changed – women were stuck at home, men went down coal mines, and boys began to fall through the cracks.


We are so used to the minor role that modern fathers play that it’s hard to imagine it any other way. Yet in the pre-industrial world, the picture of childhood and parenthood was totally different; you can still see this if you visit Indigenous cultures in the Pacific, Asia, Latin America or Africa. The men are affectionate, skilful with kids, engaged and always teaching and supporting the young. (You still see these qualities in men like Nelson Mandela and the Dalai Lama – they light up those around them.) But for around six generations in the West, as men went off to work in foundries, mines and mills, no longer seeing much of their children, this pattern of male nurturing and teaching was ruptured and lost. To make matters worse, a succession of catastrophic events – world wars, recessions, migrations – added to the damage. The returned soldier who brooded in silence, only to explode in fits of violence, or who used enormous amounts of alcohol to keep his nightmares at bay, was a standard male figure of the twentieth century; there was one in every street. The labourer in the factory or mine, crushed and powerless, drunkenly beating his wife on a Friday night, was another. With this kind of baggage, it’s little wonder that late-twentieth-century fathers were struggling to know what a good man even looked like. 


To make it worse, men in the neighbourhood and community, the uncles and mentors of an earlier age, pretty much disappeared from the scene. Today, unless a boy is very good at sport, joins the Scouts or encounters a really special schoolteacher, he may not know any men closely at all. This creates a huge vacuum in a growing boy. He does not have a model to base his own manhood on. This is why we have the phenomenon of men ‘acting’. Not able to know the inner world of real men, each boy is forced to base his idea of self on a thinly-drawn image gleaned from externals – TV, movies, his peers – which he then acts out, hoping to ‘prove’ he is a man. Each boy does his best to live using this one-dimensional façade, which does not really work in any of life’s more personal arenas – friendship, closeness to a woman, raising kids of his own. These intimate tasks require a sense of self, of a warm, beating heart that others can feel close to. So the young dad becomes like the old dad, and the damage continues into another generation. 


By contrast, a girl’s development is much more supported. Girls usually grow up with continuous exposure to competent and communicative women at home, at school and in friendship networks. From this they learn an open and sharing style of womanhood that enables them to befriend other women and give and receive support throughout their lives. By the time they reach young adulthood, most women have had thousands of hours of conversation, contact and encouragement from their own gender; they have role models ‘hanging in the sky above them’ like protective angels. Their peer friendships, while not perfect, carry some of these qualities of nurturing as well, and they will draw on these through all the major events of their lives. Men’s and boys’ friendship networks – if they have them at all – are rarely like this. They are awkward and oblique, lacking in intimacy and often short-term. 


There were boys I was close to at school, spent thousands of hours with, whose inner lives I simply never knew. My mother, volunteering at the canteen, came home with stories that shocked me. One boy who often sat beside me had gone through the wrenching divorce of his parents. Another was beaten regularly by his father, and in the end was spirited away by the teachers to an agricultural college so he could finish his schooling in safety. But we boys never, ever, discussed these things. 


When school ended, the friendships ended too. 


It was the same at university. When classes ended, so did the contact. It wasn’t for lack of feeling or closeness; when I visited my old high school decades later and wandered ’round the now-empty buildings, my heart ached with longing for the good times and the lost connections. But there was no language of closeness, no conversation to sustain it, so friendships simply stopped dead when the school bell rang for the last time. 




Denying your feelings is not always a bad thing …


When boys are not given affection, care and mentoring by dads and uncles and other men, they do not grow up very well. Mothers and women offer a great deal, and a loving and focused mother can get a boy ‘almost to wholeness’, but it never quite knits together, because how to be a man is the one thing she cannot teach. The lack of elder male connections during our childhood leaves us bereft and struggling. Whether we are attempting to be the ‘Sensitive New Age Guy’ or are clinging to the Clint Eastwood, tough-guy image, we keep finding that it just doesn’t work. 


By now you might be thinking – what a disaster! How can this ever be fixed? But as we stand here in the twenty-first century, there is hope of change. Before, all we saw were the symptoms. Now we can see the cause, and so the solution. And not all men have come through in bad shape. There were good fathers, who had good fathers, and there are men whose lives work very well who can show us the way. We ‘have the DNA’, and we can recreate what fully alive manhood looks and feels like. We can even create a newer, better kind of man than ever before. 


Beginning to grieve 


For a damaged and wounded man, getting well again, becoming whole, begins with a small step. It begins with admitting the sorrow of what has been lost. Let me tell a story to show what I mean.


In the early 1990s I began giving talks on raising boys for parents in many countries around the world. I began each talk by laying out this problem of father-hunger, and how it affects us as dads. I told stories of the rifts between fathers and sons, and how they could be mended. More than once during this part of the talk, there would be men who would get up and leave the theatre. I assumed they were answering their mobile phones, or needed the bathroom. At one event, three men left in the space of five minutes. I spoke to the ushers afterwards – they had actually been waiting to tell me. Those men had left in tears. 


As a man starts to really feel what he has missed out on, the fathering and nurturing that was almost there but not quite, he replaces the dull sense of ‘lostness’ with a sharp and painful grief. This is a positive step, though it almost always feels worse. Change starts with acknowledging where you are – so important for us men – precisely because the denial of the pain is what holds us in our inner prison. 


Denying your feelings is not always a bad thing: it serves an important evolutionary purpose. If you are a soldier pinned down by machine-gun fire on D-Day, with comrades dying all around you, then getting in touch with your feelings might not be a good idea. Likewise if you are unemployed in the Great Depression, with children hungry and depending on you. But denial is meant to be a short-term strategy, not a way of life. Older and wiser cultures knew this, and deliberately built in ways to help men let go of pain and move on. 


Near Taupo in New Zealand, hidden away from the tourist traps and fancy hotels, a small Maori-owned hot spring lies at the head of a small valley. A creek runs over a scalding, bubbling area of volcanic mud and rocks, then re-enters the forest. There, in a leafy glade, a hot, steaming waterfall dives over a small cliff. This was a sacred place, where warriors, returning from battle, washed away the hate, fear, and bloodiness of war, and became human again. As they did so, they grieved for dead comrades, for the pain and awfulness of killing. They wept and cried out under the torrent of heated water. The women sang to them, and welcomed them back into the peaceful world of the community and the family. The gods had taken away their pain, rage, and grief. 


Toughing things out, tightening your muscles, shutting out sensation or feeling does not work as a way of life because you become more and more deadened. The natural safety valves of sadness, being held, sobbing or letting go are not available, so a man becomes more and more pent-up. Grief is the body’s answer to loss; crying and shaking or sobbing mean that a release is happening, we are facing what we have lost and the price we have paid. When a human being cries (and we are the only species on earth who does this) powerful morphine-like chemicals are released in our bloodstream, which help us to bear the pain. With the help of those chemicals, we can look at those parts of our own mind that are shut away, and begin to integrate them. 


Scientists have found that trauma that has not been shared or properly processed is held in the primitive limbic system of our brain, and is frozen there for later processing. The problem with this part of the brain is that it has no sense of time: the traumatic memory feels as if it is still happening. Once it is talked about, and the feelings properly expressed, the trauma shifts across to the neocortex, where it becomes just memory, ‘something that once happened’, a story in our bigger life. 


This is why, when we survive a near-miss in a car or have a horrible encounter with danger or death, the urge to tell someone about it is almost uncontainable. That’s how humans disperse intense stress, and at the same time learn from it. We deal with a crisis first, and deal with the feelings later, when there’s time. 


Grief – the allowing of such feelings to flow – doesn’t feel good at the time, but it feels better than being deadened and numb. Grief is a sign that we are becoming alive again. It serves as both a renewal and a compass, since it starts us yearning for what we have lost, so that we can begin the journey to recover it. It readies us to accept what we have tried to pretend we didn’t need: closeness, trust, friendship, love. Much of the time, when men seem angry, they are actually hiding grief. Anger never resolves the grief, though, since it drives people further away – when we really need them to stay close.


The end result of doing this inner healing is that a man becomes calmer, steadier. He speaks comfortably about his emotions when they occur, so there is no drama, no backlog, no ‘disproportionate response’. The nightmare for many families – the ‘ticking time-bomb’ father with his sudden eruptions – becomes a thing of the past. Grieving is often the pathway to family peace. 


Out of isolation


There’s one more thing to know about ‘the problem’. That is, that men and women are on different paths to the same goal of liberation. Women in the twentieth century had to overcome the straightjacket of expectation and limitations on what a woman was supposed to be. So the ‘busting-out’ energy of anger was appropriate and helpful in forcing change. But men’s difficulties are with isolation. The enemies, the prisons from which men have to escape, are:


♦   loneliness


♦   compulsive competition, and 


♦   lifelong emotional timidity.






Human beings go into competition when they do not feel loved.






These require a more careful, exploratory kind of change. Our loneliness is self-created. If we are always putting on a front, people sense this and never quite trust us. When other men around us are also acting, we and they can never really feel close. Men can be around each other for years and never know the other man’s true situation. Often when a man has committed suicide, his friends say they had no idea that he was unhappy. When a man has huge problems in his marriage, or has a child with cancer, a parent with dementia, or frightening health problems of his own, he may never speak of this to even his closest friends. If he does mention something so intensely personal, his friends may not know how to respond, and either ignore him or make a dumb joke that discounts his feelings, so that he does not try again. 


Competition is linked with this loneliness – it’s the natural consequence of treating others with constant mistrust. Human beings go into competition when they do not feel loved. If we never felt the love of our father penetrating through his mask, then we would never feel good enough or safe enough in his regard and affection. Faced with this, many young boys began a desperate lifelong effort to win approval. (Whole business empires have been built on this motivation – the Packer dynasty may be a classic case.) In this struggle, other men are competitors, not allies or friends. In a family without enough love to go around, brothers and sisters who could have become lifelong allies instead start to beat each other down to gain what little attention there is. By the way they give love, parents set up the architecture for their children to either love or hate each other. 


Without some closeness to our father, it’s hard to trust other men, since he is our first example of male friendship. When a dad snuggles his child up and reads to him, or laughs and tickles him, he is not just offering short-term comfort, he is also showing the child that love, relaxation, care and patience can all be male qualities. The ability to trust a man is learnt very young. 


Finally, as a result of not seeing the emotions of older men expressed close up, twentieth-century men simply became emotionally timid, retarded in the language of ‘feelings’. I’ve known tough-as-leather ex-soldiers, firemen and policemen who would face any physical danger but be terrified at the prospect of an honest conversation, or the idea of, say, giving a speech at their daughter’s wedding. These men still have feelings, but they are buried deep. What their friends, wives and children experience is a kind of distant signal through ten layers of dark glass. They know there is someone inside there, but it’s a guessing game, uneasy and unsatisfying for them. This is what we have to overcome. 


Women’s enemies were largely in the world around them. Men’s enemies are often on the inside – in the walls we put up around our own hearts. As we begin to let ourselves feel, others can be close to us and care for us, and we can care for them. We can identify what it is we need to be happy and well. After that, it’s easy!





IN A NUTSHELL


♦   Most men don’t have a life.


♦   The reason is that we ‘pretend’ our manhood: in our teens we put on a mask, and we wear it for the rest of our lives. 


♦   This pretence stops others from getting close to us. 


♦   Sooner or later, cracks appear; our life begins to break down. 


♦   The reason men wear masks is because nobody taught them how to be real men.


♦   There is a ‘river’ of healthy masculinity that used to be passed on to each new  generation by the older one. 


♦   The Industrial Revolution took men away from their childrearing role, so this river ran dry. 


♦   Because of this nameless loss, there is a huge grief just below the surface in men today.


♦   Only when we come out of our isolation and emotional shutdown can we really be free.
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TWO


You and your father


Oh will you never return to see Your bruised and beaten sons? Oh I would, I would, if welcome I were For they loathe me everyone.


Traditional folk song


About 100 fathers, aged from their mid-twenties to early fifties, are seated in a room for an all-day seminar. A room filled with this many men has a certain energy, calm and solid on the surface, but crackling with tension underneath. When the group has begun to settle in, around mid-morning, I ask the question that is the pivot of the whole day. ‘You are here because you want to be a good father. But how about your own experience of being fathered? How well do you get along with your own dad?’


There is an uneasy silence. Some of the men don’t even like the question – there are glares and frowns scattered around the room. Then I ask for a show of hands. Here is what we find:


About 30 men out of 100 are in the worst category of all. They barely speak to their father, rarely make the time to see him, and don’t like it when they do. They are basically estranged from him. The anger and hurt in these men is palpable when they raise their hands. 


About another 30 men fall into category two – they see their fathers at birthdays, holidays and family gatherings. They get along. But there is something wrong, a prickliness; the relationship seems to consist of the mutual exchange of disagreements, even if it’s just about which brand of lawnmower is best. There’s a connection, but it’s ‘cactus’; there is not much relaxation flowing between these men. They come away from their encounters bleeding from a thousand small cuts. Their women sigh in exasperation, not sure who to blame. 


There is a third category, again about 30 in a hundred. These are the well-behaved men. They drive down to visit their parents in the retirement village once a month, or phone them at a regular time each week. And since we know that the human heart is never regular, that our feelings really come and go a lot, you can guess that the motivation for contact is not a yearning or spontaneous warmth. Rather, it’s the d-word. Duty. Duty is better than nothing: if you are in an old people’s home, staring at the door waiting for a visitor, duty may be all you can count on. A regular contact still has meaning. But it easily becomes rote, just ticking off another chore. Not exactly life-affirming for either party …


You will be getting the picture now, and it’s not very good. So far, we have 90 percent of the men in poor relationship with their fathers. That’s a shocking situation, yet one we have somehow come to accept as normal. 




If you are at war with your father in your head, you can be at war with masculinity itself.




There is one more, smaller group of men. They wait calmly, until the other men have finished speaking, but I can pick them out clearly from the front of the room – their eyes and faces are alight. They finally speak up, clearly and gently. These men have wonderful fathers. Better than friends, these are fathers who act as an emotional backstop in their adult son’s life, men who they admire, enjoy, and feel deep support from. Who will remain close to them until the day they die. This small group of men are living their lives blessed with the knowledge, in every cell of their body, that they are loved by, and a source of pride to, their fathers. These men, at most, are 10 percent of the men in the room. The lucky ones. What a terrible score that is! How different would the world be if we all, men and women, had this experience? 


How about you? 


Where are you at with your father? And with older men in general? This is an important question – your happiness as a man is hugely impacted by the answer. Manhood isn’t an age that you reach, it’s more like a flow of knowledge and skill, like a river, which you receive and grow strong in, and then pass on downstream to others. Unless you can connect to the inherited masculinity of generations of older men, your manhood may never flourish or grow. Thousands of years of masculine learning will be missing for you. 


For better or worse, your father is the first conduit of this learning. Of course, uncles and grandparents, teachers, books, movies, friends, your mother and other women all help to teach you about maleness, but your father takes a primary place. Your masculinity – consciously or unconsciously, whether you like it or not – is based on his. He was the first male you knew, who you took in deeply as an example. (If he was absent, or dead, or ignored you most of the time, then that is what you took in – a hole, waiting to be filled.) 


For many of us, this is not good news. Most men realise (with alarm) that their father’s mannerisms, attitudes and way of speaking are deeply a part of them and likely to emerge at any time. If you are at war with him in your head, you can unwittingly be at war with masculinity itself. If you didn’t feel loved and respected by him, it will be hard to respect yourself. If you hated him, you may deep down hate yourself as well. These things can be healed, but first they have to be uprooted and looked at in clear light. They cannot be glossed over. It’s very hard to become a whole and happy man with the father-wound still bleeding. 


Breaking free, coming back 


At certain stages of growing up, most fathers and sons experience some serious friction. All through history, and in every society, sons and fathers have always passed through a natural cycle. They move from the closeness of little boys and their dad, through a degree of crankiness in the mid-teens, to the son venturing away, determined to make his own course in life. Then, once he feels secure in himself, the young man returns to be truly close, on a friendly and more equal level, with his dad. 


Mid-adolescence is the friction peak. Teenage hormones act as the ‘second-stage rocket’ that kicks this process along. At age fourteen, a boy’s testosterone levels soar upwards, 800 percent higher than at age ten. A fourteen-year-old boy will argue with a road sign! That’s why mentors and other men are essential for a teenage boy’s safety and growth. They overcome the limitations of the dad, and free the boy from that too-intense attention that can so easily turn into arguments. Travelling away from Dad and Mum to return as an adult is a natural cycle. But in the twentieth century, this natural cycle worsened, and became a fatal rift. The small boy does not even get close to his dad, the teenage boy hates him, the adult man never comes back. 


‘Coming back’ to your father and forgiving him for not being all that you wished or needed is a vital step in finally making it to happy adulthood. Today we find that many if not most men need to make this ‘coming back’ step. It’s not a small or easy thing; it can be terrifying. It needs care and thought to get it right. In spite of these fears and dangers, though, it’s essential at some stage of your life to have a profound conversation or series of conversations with your father, aimed at healing the almost inevitable rift that most of us have. Only by doing this can you get an understanding of his life, his reasons for behaving the way he did, his failures and his successes. Until you take this step, you will always be building your manhood on shifting sands – on guesswork and childhood impressions that were never the whole story. Other older men and women may supplement what you didn’t get from your father, but his primary place in your life will still be there. Even if he was an alcoholic, a wife beater, a child abuser, or he abandoned you – even if you never met him – your biological father still matters. Until you come to terms with him, he will haunt you from the inside, where he symbolically lives forever.


One of the ways your father will ‘hang around’ is by colouring your attitude towards older men. Perhaps you don’t trust older men because you couldn’t trust your father. Perhaps you are rebellious to authority in general because your father was unloving and harsh towards you. Perhaps you try to impress older men because you couldn’t impress him. Perhaps you have been feeling superior to older men, that you can do without them, or can outsmart them, because you were in competition with him. 


The fact is, until you reach a place where you can feel love and respect for your father and/or receive the love and respect of older men, there is a danger that you will not fully mature. Think about this for a minute – living your life in reaction to your father is as unfree as obeying every word he says. A man whose father was oppressively religious might become an atheist. A man whose father drank might become a teetotaller. A man whose father was a farmer might choose to live in the densest city. A man whose father was a failure might become a compulsive success. Or vice versa. But this does not deal with the problem, it’s just avoiding it. You still aren’t free. 


A wound that needs healing


At some stage in your boyhood, it’s likely that your father did not meet your needs, to such an extent that your development was harmed. The danger is that your development will be frozen at that place, still waiting for those needs to be met so you can finally grow up. It’s important to figure out if this is the case, so that at least you can make a choice: to pursue him or to seek help elsewhere. 


There are many men whose father died or abandoned their mother and was never seen again. There are men whose father committed suicide, often when they were still just young boys. This leads to deeply buried hurt and confusion, since the message a little child always takes from abandonment is, ‘What did I do to make him leave? What’s wrong with me?’ Men can suppress this pain by hard work and denial, but will still be prone to outbursts of deep distress, often masked by anger. 


Some of these men decide to do something proactive about this. They make a deliberate journey into their father’s past, which often means a real-life journey across the country or across the world. I’ve spoken to men who made the pilgrimage to POW camps in Europe, or who sought out the contemporaries of their father back in Asia or America to learn more about him, or who looked up long-lost relatives to find out more of their own roots. Barack Obama wrote a book, Dreams of my Father, about such a journey, and it clearly had a huge impact on him. By making this outward journey, these men were also making an inner personal journey to better understand the whole picture and let themselves and their fathers ‘off the hook’. They were putting together the jigsaw of their own life, finding how all the pieces fitted together. 






I was sobbing with the memory of being tenderly loved. 


The journey might be physical, or it may simply be into your own memory banks, as long-forgotten incidents and experiences surface. Sometimes dreams bring memories back. Or listening to other men’s stories helps to trigger memories that were long buried. 


As a young man, I was very focused on the deficiencies of my father, the things he didn’t do or offer me, especially during my adolescence. Naturally my psychology training fed into this – parent-blaming being a major industry at the time! Then, one evening, I was watching a movie my wife had brought home, which she felt might interest me. It was a film about fathers and sons, and included a scene where a physical fight erupted between an adult son and his father. As the credits started to roll, the strangest thing happened. I began to cry – something I had scarcely ever done since childhood. It was not just quiet weeping, either, but huge, gulping sobs. I was suddenly remembering specific positive things my father had done when I was very young. They all involved incidental or indirect forms of affection. Keeping me warm inside his coat at a soccer game. Bathing my sores with cool lotion when I awoke at night in pain and distress with chicken pox. Holding my hand as we walked out on snowy nights when I was about six. I had blocked out these memories because they didn’t match the story in my head, that my dad was never close. Now they came flooding back, memories of gentleness and care from that often mute and awkward man. The real story was so much more complex, rich and valuable. I was sobbing with the memory of being tenderly loved. 
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‘Read this book and you'll make the world a better place,
by making yourself a better man:
RICHARD GLOVER, ABC BROADCASTER, AUTHOR OF THE MUD HOUSE

The most influential book on men’s lives
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