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  What people are saying about

  The Way of the Conscious Warrior

  I was up until 1am last night reading P.T. Mistlberger’s book which impressed the hell out of me. All the questions I had about the men’s movement were answered clearly. He has presented us with an excellent exposition of the men’s movement. Once the book is started it is difficult to put down. You will enjoy the clarity of thought presented and come away with considerable understanding of the problems facing men in the 21st century.
Myron MacDonald, M.D., co-founder of Greenpeace

  I believe that we are currently in the most difficult time in history for men. Many men are lost, confused, and alone and for the most part have few, if any, good men in their lives. The Way of the Conscious Warrior is a must-read for all men. It is a very well-researched history of men and masculinity and will help the reader understand the nature of masculinity and how the unique challenges of the modern-day man came to be. Cultivation of the conscious, courageous warrior offers one of the best hopes for returning balance to our Western culture.
Bob Munro, founder and CEO of The Art of Masculinity (www.artofmasculinity.com)

  I have often thought that the men’s movement lost its way after its heyday in the early nineties. I hope that this intelligent, insightful, and wide-ranging book will help get it back on track.
Richard Smoley, author of Inner Christianity: A Guide to the Esoteric Tradition

  The fact is this: courageous, self-aware, integrated men get more out of life. If you are a man who wants to become more confident, accomplished, and whole, this book will help you put your wounding to bed, and help you move forward in life. With chapters regarding shadow figures, maturation, and practical steps for deepening your relationships, it is a potent balm for the modern man. The most balanced, eloquent, and deeply practical book I have read regarding men’s work and masculine development. The Way of the Conscious Warrior is the ultimate resource for any man who wants to engage life fully. Highly recommended.
Jordan Gray, author and relationship coach at JordanGrayConsulting.com
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  The real accomplishment in life is the art of being a warrior, which is the only way to balance the terror of being a man with the wonder of being a man.
—Carlos Castaneda’s Juan Matus

  He who conquers others is strong;
He who masters himself is mighty
—Tao Te Ching

   





  
Preface


  In April of 1992 I found myself in a school gymnasium, somewhere in the northwest corner of Washington state. Crammed in with me were over 200 men. We were partaking in a ‘men’s weekend workshop’ led by a dynamic, overbearing, and street-smart middle-aged facilitator. The workshop was a 48-hour intensive, called simply ‘The Weekend,’ and was designed to accomplish many things, all of which could be reduced to ‘realizing what it means to be a man.’ The entire workshop, full of emotional drama, loud arguments, painful confessions, passionate and wildly humorous sharing, and insightful commentaries, was an effective way of encountering parts of one’s mind. However, the part I recall mostly vividly was the end, where something especially memorable happened. All the men, by then covered in war-paint, half-naked, and exhausted after two days of limited sleep and ongoing processing, stood in a large circle and were encouraged, one at a time, to circle the pack and extract one ‘weak warrior,’ a man they didn’t think could have the backs of other men, and take him out of the circle. These were to be the banished warriors.

  At one point a guy was scanning the circle of men for the next to be removed, when his eyes fell briefly on me. I instantly felt a deep anger well up inside, the certainty that if he tried to extract me I would punch him in the face. The moment I summoned that anger he backed away from me and went after someone else. If there was a lesson in there it was clearly related to force of presence. A man who carries this is to be reckoned with. A man who falls asleep in that regard will be picked off by the forces of life. Or something like that.

  The extracted men—there turned out to be a dozen or so of these unfortunate souls—were then banished to a basement room where they were required to sit in darkness with glowing green rings around their necks. Overhead, they could hear the thunderous sounds of the 200 warriors who had just banished them to the basement, leaving them to contemplate their lack of masculine grit and firepower.

  It seemed a cruel fate for the dozen banished guys who had paid hundreds of bucks to participate in a workshop to help them grow as men. And just when I found myself seriously doubting the value of the process, the facilitator called for the exiled men to be retrieved by the greater band of warriors. They were brought up from the basement, visible only as floating, glowing green rings in the darkened gymnasium, and welcomed warmly and strongly back into the tribe. They were not shamed. They were embraced. Some wept openly. It was all powerful and moving.

  Such workshop practices are, in a sense, easy fodder for criticism. And to be sure, the ‘jury being out’ on the efficacy of such processes is not limited to critical analysis. Not all who participate in the inner work of the so-called men’s movement benefit equally, or at all for that matter. Speaking personally, I can vouch for the potency and effectiveness of men’s groups, as both a participant and a facilitator over the past 30 years. I got involved for personal reasons, as all do, but over time I began to see more clearly the deeper and larger issues at play in the need for men to learn to reconcile the courage of the warrior with the clarity of the conscious man. It is to that theme that the present book is dedicated.





  
Introduction: The Men’s Movement Revisited


  This is a book for men, especially early twenty-first-century Western men who are grappling with unique early twenty-first-century issues.

  In a book such as this, generalizations—some of which may be of a sweeping nature—do occur. The usage of such generalizations is usually the most common criticism of gender studies works, but the generalizations are necessary to coherently present the key ideas. The most common generalizations involve references to the terms ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ and all that these words imply. It should be understood these terms point toward qualities and tendencies that exist inside of us, regardless of our gender or sexual orientation. That said, an assumption in effect here is that if we are male then we have very specific lessons around masculinity to address.

  ‘Gender essentialism’ is a term that refers to the idea that men and women have inherent qualities that are distinct and unique to their gender. I am aware of the various sociological critiques that gender essentialism has met with over the past few decades (from both feminist women and pro-feminist men), some of whom go so far as to argue that there are no such intrinsic things as ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ beyond arbitrary social constructs.

  My own interest in these matters is more practical. Although I’ve studied the literature on all sides of the debate, I’ve also been involved directly in field work both as a student and as a facilitator of men’s transformational work since the early 1990s. As the wily Greek-Armenian spiritual teacher G.I. Gurdjieff once said, ‘To be an awakened man, you must first be a man.’ I can think of no clearer expression of the matter at hand. For me the issue does not lie in academic debate, but rather in practical work on self. For many modern men that necessitates looking more deeply into the nature of male identity and all that that involves.

  The Way of the Conscious Warrior

  The title of this book, The Way of the Conscious Warrior, presents a set of ideas that are aimed mainly at three specific categories of modern men. These categories are 1) men who have emphasized the warrior aspect of masculinity but have lacked self-observation; 2) men who have sought to develop the conscious aspect of their nature but not the warrior part; and 3) men who are experiencing a general alienation from their masculine identity, whether played out internally via all the faces of self-doubt, or externally via weak relations with, and a low level of trust for, the fellow men in their lives. (The terms ‘warrior’ and ‘conscious’ are examples of those generalized categories that are potentially meaningless if overused; their meaning in the context meant here will be expanded on throughout the book.)

  The idea of this book is to present a teaching that offers a balance point between the extremes of passive introspection and hard-edged aggressiveness, as well as a general commentary on examples of men, historical and current, who have either embodied this balance or clearly failed to. Men who work on themselves via conscious efforts that may include meditation, psychotherapy, personal development seminars, or any of the widely available forms of personal growth, but who lack any sense of, or relationship with, warrior qualities, may be said to be not fully formed in their masculinity. Conversely, men who are rough, tough, and who seem to confidently express stereotypical warrior qualities, but who lack any sort of bona fide introspective side and have done little to no actual work on themselves (on psychological and spiritual levels), may be said to be not fully formed in their masculine either.

  From the psychological standpoint, the essence of ‘conscious warriorhood’ is best described as ‘divided attention’. This term does not refer to the scattered attention (and its various deficit forms) so common in twenty-first-century Western high-tech life. It rather refers to the importance of living a life in which awareness of self (subject) is integrated into a life of awareness of all that is around us (object). In this view the ‘arrow’ of consciousness is directed outwardly toward others and our environment, while at the same time being directed inwardly into awareness of self. Awareness of self may be said to be the ‘conscious’ part, with awareness of what is outside of us relating to the ‘warrior’ part.

  A warrior who operates mechanically, unaware of large parts of himself, is not a conscious warrior. Conversely a man who is aware of himself but oblivious to his environment, not to mention the reality of others around him, is passively self-absorbed. The conscious warrior, as meant here, is one who combines the self-awareness of the mystic or monk with the alert awareness of the outer world of the warrior.

  Of course, not all monks or mystics are merely passively self-absorbed. Some embody the alert outward sensitivity of the warrior. But many modern Western men incline toward passivity whether they embrace an inner discipline or not. ‘Passive self-absorption’ is meant here as indicative of modern tendencies toward avoidance of life and over-indulgence in introversion (via absorption in online life, for example).

  The other side of the pole, the extroverted man who is aggressively involved (in whatever fashion) with the world around him and generally lacks self-awareness, is a figure of concern, but such men rarely read books like this or participate in the inner work of the modern so-called men’s movement. Those that do are usually following on the heels of some sort of psychological crisis which involves a direct experience of being humbled or otherwise exposed to elements of life that proved harsher than anticipated. The warrior who lacks consciousness sooner or later finds out that he cannot control life. This discovery can be a positive crisis in that he can use it for developing himself. The present book is also intended for men who find themselves at such a crossroads.

  Warrior Qualities

  There is no complicated or mysterious (or especially ancient) history behind the English word ‘warrior’. It derives from a fourteenth-century Old French term (werreier) which simply meant ‘one who wages war’. The word has in recent decades come to be associated with something more than mere warfare, however. And it must be said that this is not because humanity has somehow left warfare behind. On the contrary, the facts are not encouraging on that front. It appears that we humans have been consistently given to warfare throughout recorded history and far beyond; and that tendency shows no sign of letting up in current times, despite all our advances on other fronts.

  Archaeology has uncovered evidence of primitive warfare as far back as 14,000 years ago, at a dig in northern Sudan, where half of the discovered skeletons show signs of violent death caused by pointed objects consistent with battle weapons.1 Digs in Kenya have also uncovered clear evidence of warfare, with 10,000-year-old skeletons displaying wounds consistent with attacks from battle weapons, alongside artifacts of weapon remains.2

  Very old and revered religious scriptures such as the Judeo-Christian Bible, or the Hindu Bhagavad Gita, are full of depictions of warfare, be they terrestrial or not, and others, such as Islam’s Quran, contain aggressive exhortations to battle. There is little evidence for cultures of ‘peaceful savages’ in the past, and not much evidence that we are less savage in the domain of warfare than we have always been. There have been thousands of wars in recorded history. The most recently completed century (the twentieth) was by far the most brutal in terms of casualty numbers—over 100 million (most of these civilians) were killed in warfare alone.

  War and the cultures that support it have, of course, been integral parts of the fabric of human civilization. There is even a sound historical argument that war has been the prime causal factor behind many of the most significant advances in human culture—people do, after all, band together in the face of a serious adversary, be that adversary the elements of Nature, or the arrows of a rival tribe or the bombs of a rival nation. And when people band together, they accomplish things. That said, war as conducted throughout history by leaders and their soldiers has only rarely been just (obvious exceptions such as the war fought by the Allies in World War II notwithstanding), let alone noble.

  So much for war. As for the idea of ‘warriorhood’, wars are of course fought by warriors—or more accurately, by soldiers—and these are almost always younger men who are commonly under the command of older men. Most of these older men are former soldiers themselves, but in many cases are commanded by popularly elected officials who lack direct military experience and carry no qualifications for battle leadership. This has been true for much of the history of civilization, because even in the case of dictatorships or monarchies, the ruling figure (be it dictator, king, queen, or regent) commonly had no more military experience than a modern democratically elected politician. And yet despite this he or she commanded armies all the same.

  When the warrior (in his ideal form) is removed from the battlefield, his qualities can be seen independent of a purpose to defeat the enemy. Many of these qualities are obviously admirable: courage, tenacity, endurance, determination, the commitment and humility to serve a greater cause, and a selflessness in its ideal form that is perhaps the masculine equivalent of a mother’s selflessness in giving birth to and raising a child. Alongside all this the ideal warrior also carries the common-sense discipline necessary to get on with the matter at hand, to not become bogged down in trivial matters, and to be relatively indifferent to the judgments of others about who he is. His direction in life is forward. He is not insensitive—on the contrary, the ideal warrior is highly sensitized to his environment and to the characters of the people around him—but he does not let the opinions of others immobilize him. His skin is not thin.

  The ideal warrior is loyal, but in a way that needs to be explained carefully. The old code was more to do with an unquestioning obedience and loyalty to one’s commander, leader, or overlord. This approach certainly took care of the more immature, rebellious, undisciplined part of a man’s character. The idea of ‘I want to do things my way only’ can be a sign of one of three things: a very advanced wise man, a bitter and jaded man, or a resentful, immature boy. The latter two are far more often the case. In this sense, membership in a military force can be a good training for young men, teaching them some measure of humility, cooperation, and recognition of the importance of discipline and structure in life, along with respect for elders.

  However, there is a dark side here as well, obviously, and that relates mostly to blind trust. A good trainer of warriors is not one who seeks to turn them all into unquestioning robots. Too often throughout history massively destructive wars were carried out by young soldiers who lacked the ability to question their orders (and for understandable reasons, as this could easily result in severe punishment or even death). In seeking to capture the best qualities of warriorhood it’s necessary to develop the ability to discern, doubt, and question things. This is of course a balancing act, and something of a Catch 22. To have the discernment to detect when it’s appropriate to trust, and when to doubt and question, requires some life experience, but one cannot acquire that life experience without first going through certain things. One cannot really tell a good leader or teacher from a mediocre leader or teacher (let alone a bad one) without first having had at least some experience as a follower or student.

  To be a ‘conscious warrior’ is no small thing, and not something learned overnight. In many ways the two words may seem a bad match. Consciousness as a developed quality is usually associated with thinkers, contemplatives, meditators. Warriorhood is usually associated with more primordial qualities such as fierceness, strength, tenacity, courage, combativeness. Monks throughout history have typically rejected aggression and certainly violence, and fighting men have rarely embraced spiritual disciplines. There have been, however, standout exceptions, such as some of the Japanese samurai, the Chinese Shaolin Buddhist warrior-monks, the Christian Knights Templar, or certain of the shaman-warriors of the American Plains Indians. Many warriors from these traditions—while not exactly monks—had some sort of legitimate spiritual practice, and most were qualified fighters.

  Modern Western men dwell, for the greater part, in a softer time where harder masculine traits have been thoroughly deemphasized and a general prevalent atmosphere of feminine sensitivity has grown and become widespread. ‘Feminine sensitivity’ in and of itself is obviously not a bad thing, and indeed has been a necessary countermeasure to centuries of desensitized brutality. However, men who lose their harder masculine qualities in the service of supporting a culture preoccupied with sensitivity and political correctness tend toward ineffectiveness in both their work and their love lives. The secret alchemy needed to address this issue is, above all, concerned with balance.

  Changing Times

  Early twenty-first-century Western men inhabit a very complex and challenging time in history. After centuries of social and political marginalization Western women achieved a measure of status in the early twentieth century, particularly when they obtained, in some nations, the right to vote and eventually the right to run for political office as well. There has been an ongoing debate among historians as to what degree the vast carnage of World War I (1914–18), in which approximately ten million mostly young men were wiped out via the horrors of trench warfare, led to the empowerment of women (as many of them began filling roles in society that the suddenly missing men could no longer do). The argument against this is the fact that women were given the vote in several countries prior to World War I, such as in New Zealand (1893), Australia (1901), and parts of Scandinavia (1906–13). Other nations, though not directly involved in the war, also gave women the vote (Denmark in 1915 and Holland in 1917).

  Either way, it’s clear that a movement toward the empowerment of women was occurring prior to World War I, although doubtless the effects of the war encouraged more of it. During and shortly after that war, the vote was given to women in Russia (1917), Germany and Austria (1918), Canada (1918), the USA (1919), Czechoslovakia (1920), and the UK (1928). But these were, overall, the few. Most countries in the world lagged, even developed nations such as France (1944) and Italy (1945). Some have only just in the twenty-first century granted women the right to vote, such as Bahrain (2002), Oman (2003), the United Arab Emirates (2006), and late to the party, Saudi Arabia (2015)—a full century after the suffrage pioneers.

  In North America and other parts of the ‘First World’ all this has been gradually accompanied by the idea of women’s liberation, a notion that involves many elements but has had the overall effect of making women much more aware of social inequality and the consequences connected to it. The first wave feminism movement—though having its roots in eighteenth-century France and gaining traction in parts of late nineteenth-century North America and Western Europe—really came into its own in the 1920s, a decade of significant social changes following the economic upturn in the aftermath of World War I. For the next three decades, with the coming of the Great Depression of the 1930s, World War II (1939–45), and the Cold War era of the 1950s, the idea of women’s liberation was, in general, put on the back burner. However, by the 1960s it had re-emerged in a more potent second wave. A key element of this second wave was the wide availability by the early 1960s of the oral contraceptive pill, which created the possibility of women forgoing motherhood in favor of developing a career. This second wave is generally recognized by historians as having ended in the late 1980s, to be supplanted by a so-called third wave feminism birthed roughly in the early 1990s. The third wave differs from the second in its sharper awareness of issues related to anti-racism, lesbianism, the ‘queer culture’, and a general interest in the breaking down of language and media stereotypes.

  The overarching reasons and motives behind feminism and the necessity of women’s liberation of some sort is largely beyond reproach. Throughout history in most cultures on earth, once married, a woman was legally subordinate to her husband in many ways. She essentially had to conform to his will in most matters; her very individuality was facelessly blended into his, her legal rights minimal, or, as the more technical term had it, ‘suspended’. The reality was that the woman in many ways lost considerable individuality once joined matrimonially with her man. Legally she was little more than a nullity whose main function was to tend to her husband and give birth to his children. That a movement for ‘women’s liberation’, at least in the West, arose is surprising only from the standpoint of how long it took for it to happen.

  However, the psychological effect on men of women’s liberation has been less clearly looked at or understood. The Industrial Revolution, and particularly its effects from the late nineteenth century on, unquestionably changed the ways in which families operated—fathers were in general less present, being off in factories and offices, coming home late and tired, with little energy left over for socializing with their children. The decades following the Second World War saw generations of men being raised largely by their mothers, as the fathers were off rebuilding the world or in some fashion involved in the booming post-war economy. Of course, there were exceptions to this trend—men who were productive and responsible providers as well as psychologically competent parents. However, most men born after the mid-1940s (the Baby Boomer generation and beyond) can relate to the idea of being raised in a family where the father was minimally present. He was usually the breadwinner, the main provider, and he may even have been respected (or feared), but he was typically not very involved in the emotional lives of his children. He was important via his absence, material support, and even his reputation, but less so by his interactive presence. This latter was the domain of the mother.

  The consequences of this have been well described in the literature of the so-called modern men’s movement, perhaps most effectively and eloquently by Robert Bly in his 1990 landmark work Iron John. The main point (drawing from both psychoanalytic theory and common sense) is that young boys, when growing up, typically encounter a time—somewhere between the ages of 6 and 10—when they begin to truly understand that they are of a different gender than their mother. It’s at this point that they are supposed to bond more deeply with the father, and eventually be initiated into the world of young manhood. However, since the advent of the Industrial Revolution and especially the aftermath of the great world wars of the twentieth century, this mentoring or initiation by the father (or male ‘tribal elders’) was either of diminished quality or absent altogether. Consequently, most young men (especially those born after the mid 1940s) were raised largely by their mothers with marginal contact with their tired fathers in the evenings or on weekends. A consequence of that is how such boys come to regard masculinity—and most particularly, their own masculinity—and older male figures in general. Overall, it has not been positive.

  Bly, for one, characterized the youthful male of the 1950s (that is, men born roughly between 1925 and 1940) as ‘boyishly optimistic’ with a tendency to see women as bodies first and souls second. The 1950s man was disciplined, hardworking, traditional, and given to the ‘us vs. them’ mentality, a product of the world war he grew up in the shadow of. However, the young man of the 1960s (born typically in the latter half of the 1940s, the early wave Baby Boomers, some of whom became the first hippies) was something markedly different. Anti-establishment, in many cases anti-war in reaction to the very unpopular Vietnam War, and influenced by burgeoning feminist values along with spiritual ideas imported from the East, he demonstrated a softer nature. This was carried on and, in many ways, accentuated in the 1970s young man (born mostly in the 1950s), the late wave Boomers and marginal hippies who by now had become in some ways shaped by feminist ideals and the beginnings of ongoing awareness of civil rights and heightened sensitivity toward political correctness.

  The trend toward softness and rejection of traditional masculine virtues continued with the 1980s–90s young male (the first Gen-Xers, born mostly in the 1960s and early 70s), with the added element of increasing technological complexity in communications, and the effect this had. Most of the significant works written on the modern men’s movement were published in the 1990s (Bly’s Iron John in 1990, Keen’s Fire in the Belly in 1991, Moore and Gillette’s King, Warrior, Magician, Lover in 1992, and Deida’s The Way of the Superior Man in 1997), so none of these authors could fully see what was coming next. The era from 2000 on—punctuated by such watershed events as the terrorist mega-attacks of September 11, 2001 and the inauguration of the ‘Facebook age’ in 2004, alongside great advances in computer, smart phone, and home entertainment technology—has resulted in whole new challenges in early life masculine development.

  The late ‘Gen-Xers and ‘Millennials’—those born mainly in the 1980s and early 1990s—are now dealing with entirely new paradigms that have no precedence. In past times, the social nature of a given community would change very little over many generations. Rapid social changes did indeed occur in early modern Europe (from the seventeenth century on) with such momentous events as the Scientific Revolution, the French Revolution (which toppled much of the aristocracy), and the Industrial Revolution, but even in these cases such change tended to have slow grassroot effects, with results showing only gradually over several generations. In current times, our communication technology has been advancing so rapidly that it is not easy to understand the full psychological impact it is having on younger men. But in general, the effect is working to blunt the sharper qualities of masculinity—directness, emphasis on purpose and accomplishment, and the confidence that arises from success in those areas. In short, many modern men are struggling to retain the better qualities of the warrior.





  Part One

  The Dilemma of the Twenty-First-Century Western Man





  Chapter 1

  A Brief History of the Men’s Movement

  The modern men’s movement is not, and has never been, anything unified or consistent in doctrine or tone. Birthed in the late 1960s and 1970s mainly in the UK and the USA, there have been, essentially, three elements within it. One has consisted of a pro-feminist men’s movement, which has typically involved men gathering to look at the ways in which traditional masculine values have been inappropriately used to the detriment of women (and men). This group in general supports feminism both ideologically and, at times, practically (by, for example, participating in feminist activism). It has been involved in the attempt to deconstruct patriarchy in its more negative sense, and as such has been geared toward the overall support and empowerment of women. The anti-sexist men’s movement began in the early 1970s in the USA, but it was not until the early 1980s that it became organized, taking the name National Organization for Changing Men in 1983. This name was changed to the National Organization for Men against Sexism (NOMAS) in 1990. They promote anti-racism, pro-feminism, gay-affirmation, and enhancing men’s lives, and are still active as of 2018.

  The second strand within the men’s movement began in the mid-1970s with an anti-feminist approach—that is, it was largely reactionary—and holds as its position the consolidation of traditional masculine qualities and a vigilance against aggressive feminism. This second element of the men’s movement has something of a connection with the so-called seduction community, although probably most men who participate in ‘art of pick-up’ seminars and teachings are not especially concerned with the sociology of gender issues. Nevertheless, some elements of the seduction community do teach, however crudely, methods that are not concerned simply with manipulation but also with the enhancement of certain masculine qualities.

  The third element within the men’s movement is usually referred to as the ‘mythopoetic’ men’s movement, mainly because it has an intellectual and literary aspect as well as an interest in the growth of men as masculine individuals. The mythopoetic men’s movement is concerned not just with the safeguarding of masculinity, but with the overall growth of men as human beings as well. It had its genesis mainly in the early 1980s. The term ‘mythopoetic’ was coined by the psychologist Shepherd Bliss in 1986; it derives from mythopoesis, which means ‘re-mythologizing’, and in this context, ‘revisioning masculinity for our time’, utilizing myth, poetry, and ritual in its workshops for the general public.1

  The mythopoetic branch holds in common with the anti-feminist men’s movement the fact that it began largely in reaction to the second-wave feminism of the 1970s. Early pioneers and champions of the mythopoetic men’s movement have been figures such as author and mythologist Michael Meade, poet Robert Bly, psychologist Shepherd Bliss, psychoanalyst Robert Moore, and mythologist Douglas Gillette. These men in turn drew inspiration from earlier well-known figures such as Jungian psychotherapists James Hillman, James Hollis, and Robert Johnson, from C.G. Jung himself (for psychoanalytic insights), and Joseph Campbell (for mythology). Bly’s work (Iron John, 1990) put the men’s movement on the map, bringing on both admiration and ridicule from the public, and remaining for over a year on the New York Times bestseller list (it eventually sold hundreds of thousands of copies). This book used the 1820 German Grimm brothers’ myth of Iron Hans as a vehicle to comment on masculinity, although to be fair the method had been used two decades earlier by Robert Johnson, whose book He (1974) used the twelfth-century Grail mythology of Chretien de Troyes for the same purpose. Johnson’s book was much shorter and he did not write with the flair of Bly.

  The differences between the pro-feminist and the mythopoetic men’s movements has been defined as follows: pro-feminist groups have been more concerned with social and political change and activism, whereas mythopoetic groups have been focused mainly on personal growth; or, pro-feminist men are concerned mainly with the damage wrought by patriarchy on women, whereas mythopoetic men are focused more on the damage caused by patriarchy (and to a lesser extent, feminism) on men. These are rough generalizations of course, and don’t apply in many individual cases, but they give a good general overview of what the respective movements tend to focus on.2

  A great number of communities based on the men’s movement have appeared, flourished, and faded (with some surviving) since the 1970s. The 1990s was perhaps the peak period for men’s movement workshops and trainings, with popular events going by such names as ‘Wild Man Weekend’, ‘Inner King Training’, ‘Warrior-Monk’, ‘Gathering of Men’, ‘Woodland Passage’, ‘Spirit Journeys’, and (emphasizing initiation) ‘Metamorphosis’.3 Two of the more successful and widespread men’s movement communities were the ManKind Project and the Sterling Men’s Division. The former, founded in 1985 by Rich Tosi, Bill Kauth, and Ron Hering, was initially called the New Warrior Network and based its ideas mainly on the writings of Bly, Moore, and Gillette. Its motto is ‘Changing the World One Man at a Time’. The latter was founded in 1979 by A. Justin Sterling (b. 1944), a maverick sociologist who had originally trained under Werner Erhard in the 1970s.

  All these more or less fell under the mythopoetic branch. As for what exactly is done in mythopoetic men’s workshops—cynically lampooned by some as gatherings of ‘weekend warriors’—these are mostly variations of experiential processes such as circle-sharing (where participants are encouraged to be honest, non-defensive, and non-boasting), ritual initiations, drumming, some emotional-expression exercises (including shadow-work), empowerment exercises, vigorous physical activities, and so on. Theory is usually kept to a minimum; the emphasis is largely on authentic, direct experience and honest communication. Naturally, the skill and experience level of the workshop facilitators influences the quality of the gathering.

  In passing it can be noted that the men’s movement has also entered the mainstream religious domain. A Christian organization, founded in 1990 by the former American college football coach Bill McCartney (b. 1940), called the Promise Keepers, originated in part as a massive men’s support group. Although most of their core principles are religious in tone (obedience to God’s word via the Holy Spirit, etc.), of note is their Principle 2: A Promise Keeper is committed to pursuing vital relationships with a few other men, understanding that he needs brothers to help him keep his promises. It would seem God alone is no longer enough. Religious men also need other men.

  Essentialism and Feminist Concerns about the Men’s Movement

  As mentioned in the Introduction, a main argument historically put forth by some male pro-feminist academics against elements of the men’s movement is that the whole thing is based too much on essentialism, which in this context is the idea that men and women have essential differences that result in them being so far apart psychologically that separation and ‘movements’ (for men or women) are not just justified but necessary. The main criticism is that these differences—‘masculinity vs. femininity’ being the prime example—are more the product of social constructions, and less of intrinsic differences. Those following the mythopoetic paths are regarded as ‘loose essentialists’, meaning, they can celebrate their differences with women while at the same time working toward a more integrated and developed sense of what it really means to be a man. The criticism of this is that it allows men to ‘have it both ways’, to retain the ‘moral license’ to maintain their character as it is, while at the same time growing in any direction they wish.4 This idea has been rebutted by leaders within the mythopoetic movement, such as Shepherd Bliss, who in The Politics of Manhood (an anthology of essays mostly critical of the men’s movement) responded:


  I am not that straw man that some ultra-feminists describe as an ‘essentialist’. I do believe that archetypes influence our behavior, but I also believe in the social construction of reality…it is not either-or, that you either believe in archetypes or the social construction of reality; you can have both-and, unless you are a fundamentalist.5



  The darker face of essentialism, and the one of most concern to some feminist writers, is the idea that men involved in the men’s movement will simply use essentialist ideas to reinforce the very qualities that feminists rail against. The Pagan leader and author Starhawk once put it succinctly: ‘Our fear is that the men’s movement will do what men have always done, at least since the advent of patriarchy: blame women for their problems and defend their own privileges.’6

  Speaking personally, based on three decades of involvement in men’s work, I can suggest that Starhawk can rest easy. Men’s work—certainly the elements of it that I’ve witnessed—is not party to any effort, however covert, to blame women, much less defend men’s privileges. The clear majority of men involved in the men’s movement, certainly the mythopoetic branches of it, are there to work on themselves, to improve their lot in life, and to connect with other men. If there are any nefarious plots being hatched in men’s groups and inner-work communities against women (much less against feminism), I have yet to see it. Yes, sometimes pain or anger is released, and sometimes this pain or anger is related to a man’s relationship with women. But if the group of men at issue is led by any leader or leaders of worthy caliber, wounds are always worked with in the direction of healing, not aggravating or merely assigning blame. It is vital that a man deal with his personal accountability in life; this and related issues are, above all, emphasized in men’s meetings, and certainly in the larger, more established mythopoetic groups.

  The Patriarchy

  To grasp the men’s movement, feminism, and related issues, it’s useful to have some understanding of the term ‘patriarchy’. The word literally means ‘rule of the father’ (from the Latin words patria, ‘lineage’; pater, ‘father’; and Greek arkho, ‘I rule’). Since the 1970s the idea of patriarchy has taken on connotations beyond its original literal meaning (and came, in many respects, to replace the term ‘male chauvinism’). A patriarchal culture is now implied to be a culture where men carry greater significance than women in the domain of politics and the power structures that run things and do so to the limitation and unfair detriment of women. Sociologist Sylvia Walby proposed the following general outline to define patriarchy:


  	1.The state: women are unlikely to have formal power and representation

  	2.The household: women are more likely to do the housework and raise the children

  	3.Violence: women are more prone to being abused

  	4.Paid work: women are likely to be paid less

  	5.Sexuality: women’s sexuality is more likely to be treated negatively

  	
6.Culture: women are more misrepresented in media and popular culture7




  Evidence for patriarchal culture is found stretching back to the beginnings of recorded history (over 5,000 years ago), although the evidence is not consistent. For example, some women in ancient Egypt appeared to have a measure of freedom and autonomy unknown to women in ancient Greece. Greek and Hebrew cultures of antiquity were, in general, heavily patriarchal. Aristotle was noted for his views on the superiority of men over women in the intellectual, moral, and physical domains. He regarded women as inhabiting a level between that of child and adult and proclaimed that it was natural for men to rule women mainly because (according to him) men can balance their passions with reason, whereas a woman is dominated by passions. (Aristotle’s views influenced the Catholic Church to some extent and its resultant tradition of excluding women from the priesthood. He was also a key mentor of Alexander the Great, whose policies impacted much of the civilized world during his brief but spectacular rule.)

  Different theories abound as to the history of patriarchy. The popular New Age view that a matriarchy was dominant on the planet prior to the age of the patriarchy is not supported by anthropologists; most rather find evidence for a rough egalitarianism prior to the advent of obvious patriarchy some 5,000–6,000 years ago. One theory that has some credibility is that significant climate changes—leading to widespread famine—of 6,000 years ago resulted in the appearance of vast tracts of desert and wastelands that required men to take the lead in exploration, hunting, and warfare to safeguard and feed villages and communities, thus giving men political and social power as well.

  However it came about, patriarchy in the classical sense of ‘rule of the father’ has dominated most of civilization (East, Central, and West) for the past few thousand years. Isolated cases of political rule by females have certainly existed, but even in these cases such women commonly presided over male militaries and courts while being advised by male courtiers or commanders.

  Patriarchy has, to a large extent, been propagated and maintained by the culture of war, and the need to train soldiers to enforce the rule of leaders. This culture of violence has arguably changed little throughout recorded history. As Starhawk put it:


  The problem with men is not, as Robert Bly suggests, that male initiatory process has broken down. The problem is that it’s working all too well to shape young boys and girls into the type of men and women required by a society dominated by war…war requires soldiers…not inner warriors or archetypal warriors or spiritual warriors, but soldiers: weapon-like, obedient to their handlers, and unthinkingly, unfeelingly brutal to their victims.8



  The difficulty with sweeping critiques of the culture of warfare is that it too easily slips into a general condemnation of masculine aggression and facility with violence in general. And yet, righteous warriors—many of whom were brutally fierce fighters who were, yes, involved in violent scenarios—have been as common in history as have marauding tyrants. If the Allies of World War II had not pushed back and ultimately defeated the aggression of the Axis powers, the world would be a very different one today. Were the fire-bombings of German cities late in the war, or the nuclear destruction of Japanese cities in 1945, truly necessary for the victory of the Allies? Perhaps not, but then again, perhaps they were. Hindsight may be 20-20 but it is also frequently pointless. All that is known for sure is that life on this planet, and the history of civilization, has been darkened by the specter of mortality and the primitive requirements of survival—a survival that has not been possible without the application, from time to time, of force.

  A significant critique lodged by pro-feminist writers against the modern men’s movement, including the mythopoetic branch, is that it fails to identify the patriarchy hidden within the glorification of admirable masculine mythic figures and legends. From this perspective, the modern men’s movement is seen as simply a rehash of patriarchy in a different form—an attempt to keep it alive, to maintain the status quo, in the face of the growing empowerment of women.

  Many of these critiques suffer from a lack of direct experience of the inner workings of men’s growth trainings, workshops, and groups. The critiques of male pro-feminist scholars tend to show this deficiency. While there is obviously a place for academic criticism, I do wish that some of the (male) critics would partake in a typical men’s gathering themselves to see and experience first-hand what goes on. Some have, in fact, done this, but one usually gets the feeling that they participated more as a journalist to compile field notes in which to later marshal their observational critiques. One can indeed participate in a men’s growth gathering and not really participate at the same time.

  In many ways the history of the so-called men’s movement is the history of the struggle of men to stay connected, to engage in legitimate relationship with each other. The irony of intellectual criticisms of men’s movement gatherings is that they are formulated from a place of observation, not participation—and yet it has been this detached observational perspective that has been a problem behind the history of so many failed relationships: between individuals, yes, but also between organizations, nations, and religions. Modern science has its basis in objective observation, and in the realm of science this is essential. But observation without participation has been more problematic when it comes to one race, religion, culture, or nation attempting to understand another—or one man attempting to understand another man. The psychological and spiritual basis of the men’s movement—at least the so-called mythopoetic branch, and related branches—has been the effort to help men be less isolated in their minds, their prejudices, and their egocentric views, and to truly come to understand one another. This is a noble and worthy project.





  Chapter 2

  Twenty-First-Century Challenges: The Feminized Man, the Distracted Man, and Related Issues


  The patriarchy of feminist lore is in full retreat. Three decades of media male-bashing, father-averse family courts, and feminized classrooms have led millions of male hegemons to drop out—from education, marriage, fatherhood, and even the workplace.
Christina Hoff Sommers



  Feminization

  If you google ‘feminized man’ you may end up with a bunch of kinky sex sites crowded at the top of your search page. This is not the kind of ‘feminized man’ that we’ll be looking at in this chapter (although arguably, the man who submits to extreme eroticized dominance from a woman is simply a sexualized version of what we’ll be considering). It should also be clearly recognized that the term ‘feminized’ is not meant as a pejorative knock against women or gay men, but rather to highlight a condition in men wherein a man, straight or gay, lacks a healthy and vital sense of his own masculinity. (The rough equivalent for women would be a ‘masculinized woman’; such a term would not be a knock on men or on lesbian culture, but rather a comment on a woman’s disconnection from her natural femininity, regardless of sexual orientation.)

  On a sociological level ‘feminization’ refers to the emphasis and focus in society on feminine values and qualities (such as, for example, in education, where a majority of early grade school teachers are female, and via the entertainment industry, with its emphasis on appearance and style). The underside of feminization is what is sometimes called the ‘feminization of poverty’ (a term coined by the sociologist Diana Pearce in the late 1970s) which refers to the fact that a majority of those in poverty tend to be female, much of that (in First World nations) stemming from the greater than ever number of single mother households. That women have suffered from (and continue to do so) the effects of a gender bias in the workforce that tends to reward males with higher-paying jobs, and therefore reinforces the ‘feminization of poverty’, is not in question. The problem that more interests us is what factors are behind these greater numbers of single mother households? Why do so many marriages and relationships between parents fail?

  There are many factors behind this, obviously, but the one that mainly concerns us here is some of the imbalance resulting from cultural feminization and, particularly, the way in which modern men have themselves become feminized. A premise maintained here is that most feminized men do not tend to do well in relationships with romantic partners, and commonly do not do well in their work life either. Let’s look at some of the probable reasons behind this.

  The Feminized Man

  What is a ‘feminized man’? This is a generalized term that is meant to point toward certain tendencies that commonly are encouraged or emphasized in modern Western men. There is a broad range of ‘degree of feminization’ in men. Some may be greatly feminized, others only marginally. Some may see themselves as ‘balanced’ between the male and female polarities, although this usually suggests a man who is in fact more feminized than he may realize.
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