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Preface


This book is for and about men who search for health as men. It is about men who experienced pain as boys growing up in dysfunctional families and survived it. They appear to be fine, but they carry their pain around quietly wherever they go. I call such men, including myself, “silent sons.”


We would all like to change, and we don’t need to be clinically diagnosed with a personality disorder to want to do this. We need only the desire to improve the quality of our lives.


This book is based on a national study of men conducted over the course of two years. It includes research data and extensive interviews that I conducted with more than 400 men from thirty-eight states, approximately 300 of whom came from dysfunctional families. I also interviewed over 100 silent sons who represent different types of dysfunctional families. These interviews were intensive and reveal the feeling, emotions, and insights that data alone could never impart.


This book is also for those who love us. It will help those who want to understand us better and love us more—our parents, friends, partners, lovers, siblings, or children who know that there is more to us than what we show them, more to us than what we do. If you want to know what we are, listen to us as we try to listen to ourselves and the voices of other men. Everyone thinks they understand what men are supposed to be, but few, including men themselves, really understand who men are.


I also interviewed over 100 women, each of whom is or was in a relationship with a silent son either as a mother, spouse, lover, sibling, or friend. I’ve included them to allow men to hear what women really say about them. Sometimes others see things we can’t.


As you prepare to read this book, there are several things about silent sons and men’s issues I would like you to keep in mind. I am not a defender of masculinity. I will not excuse anything and everything that men do. I do not profess that men are trapped by their past and incapable of change. But I will not engage in “male bashing” either. Too many dysfunctional families and systems have already done this.


I do not see silent sons as victim/blamers—that is, people who see themselves as victims and constantly blame others for their condition. Most silent sons are survivors, and the last thing they see themselves as (if they see themselves at all) is as victims. This book is also not an indictment of our parents. There is a big difference between trashing parents and looking for growth. This difference will be respected. Finally, this book will not “dysfunctionalize” everything. Contrary to popular myths, not every problem a silent son has originates with a dysfunctional family. Many of our issues come from simply being parents, spouses, workers, and men.


There are many positive attributes common among men raised in dysfunctional families. We are highly adaptable. We have great potential for growth and change. Silent sons share many bonds, not only with each other and other men, but also with women. And there is great diversity among silent sons. We are not all the same, and the ways in which we have been affected depend upon the type of dysfunctional family that we grew up in, the degree of the “emotional scarring” we experienced, the availability of outside support, and other factors such as cultural considerations and whether or not we received or sought any help.


I believe we are survivors who are capable of redefining ourselves and finding balance in our lives. We can appreciate being male; we can appreciate where we have been; and most importantly we can appreciate what we are capable of becoming. I see us challenging the “narrowness” of what it means to be a male. I see our potential.


This book is divided into four parts. The first part defines being male and examines how our identities and ideas developed not only as men, but also as boys raised in dysfunctional families. The second part of the book explores the impact our parents have had on us. It examines how we struggle with accepting a dysfunctional mother or father. The most powerful of all our relationships, father and son, leads us to a closer look not only at ourselves but also at our fathers and at their pain and their influence on us. Each man needs to understand his parents in order to make the necessary separations from them to become his own man.


The third part of the book explores how our past has affected our relationships with other men, with women, with co-workers, and with our children. The core of all of our relationships is intimacy, but we need to ask ourselves: How do we as men define it, and how do we live it? This section also contains the chapter about what women have to say about us.


The last part of the book is about achieving our potential. It is about trading in old tapes for new songs and becoming healthy men. It is about silent sons coming together in a common search to define manhood and to redefine ourselves. It is about awakening to the possibilities in our lives.


My study of this subject began in the 1970s when I started working as director of an alcohol and drug rehabilitation program for the United States Army. In addition to working with addicts, I worked with children and adults who were raised in dysfunctional families, especially those raised in alcoholic families. Like so many of the people I encountered, I too came through difficult times in my life, including abuse, adoption, parental alcoholism, and my own divorce. In 1978 I wrote the first book in the United States on children of alcoholics and had the privilege of being a cofounder of the National Association for Children of Alcoholics. Since then I have worked as a university professor, author, lecturer, and consultant to all types of family programs throughout the United States and other countries. My work has allowed me to meet many more people from dysfunctional families and to not only hear their pain, but also watch them change and overcome difficult times in their lives.


In the last ten years the large numbers of people coming together in order to change and become healthier, to live better physically, emotionally, and spiritually, have started a recovery movement. But conspicuously absent from this movement have been men and men’s issues.


In the earlier days when I did seminars and lectures, consistently 90 percent of my audiences were women. Women made up 80 to 90 percent of those in dysfunctional family support groups. Where were the men, I wondered? What do sons from dysfunctional families do with their pain, their feelings, their potential? Did someone put up a “Men Keep Out” sign, or did we put it up ourselves?


However, slowly but surely, men are becoming involved with the recovery movement. It is with great joy that I say to all silent sons, “Our time has come.” The movement is here; the mentors are here; we are here. It is time to break the silence—not with anger, rage, fear, or despair, but with honor—and to break it by listening. The anagram of “silent” is “listen.” We need to listen to those who have gone before us, and also to ourselves.


As you read this book listen to all the voices, including your own. Hear your potential, power, passion, and pain. Honor where you have been. Honor the boy inside. Honor the man who has survived. Honor the man you will become. Honor yourself.


SILENT SONS




CHAPTER ONE
Are You a Silent Son?



A long habit of not thinking a thing wrong gives it the superficial appearance of being right.


THOMAS PAINE


A silent son is a man who grew up in a dysfunctional family, denies he was negatively affected by the experience, and continues to have problems in his life today. He might come from a family that coped with violence, alcoholism, compulsive gambling, child abuse, verbal abuse, workaholism, divorce, extreme rigidity, or a variety of other problems. The problems that he has in his life today could include an inability to maintain relationships, an inability to control anger, a tendency toward workaholism or addiction, fear of intimacy, violent behavior, or low self-esteem, to name just a few.


Some of the dominant characteristics of a silent son are:

 	He keeps things that bother him to himself.
 	He denies that unpleasant events occur.
 	He fears letting people know him.
 	He has difficulty interacting with his parents, spouse, or children.
 	He has a strong fear of criticism.
 	He is angry.
 	He can’t express his feelings.
 	He disproportionately fears failure.
 	He is obsessively driven to succeed.
 	He desperately wants his life to be better but doesn’t know how to change.
 


A silent son is a man in pain, but he doesn’t want to admit it or allow anyone to see it. The pain is always present. He tries to ignore it. He tries to forget it. He becomes so involved in his career that he becomes convinced that the pain doesn’t matter anymore. He surrounds himself with people whom he won’t let get close to him, and he pretends that he belongs. But when he is alone or alone with his thoughts, he realizes the pain is still there.


What do you do when you are reminded of the pain of your childhood? Do you vow to forget it by doing whatever you can to distract yourself? Do you deny it or condemn it? A silent son may try to drink it away, work it away, romance it away, or tell himself that it doesn’t get in his way.


It is not easy to admit that you are a silent son. You may believe admitting it makes you less of a man, less successful, strong, or competent than you appear. When it comes to your identity, you are a man first and a silent son second—however, it can be a very close second. Each influences the other. You do not give up being a man because you are a silent son. Likewise, you do not give up your positive feelings about your masculinity when you admit that you were raised in a troubled family.


Many of us are hesitant to admit that we came from a dysfunctional family because we fear exposure of our identity, we believe our past is a weakness, we prefer to avoid confronting our image of our parents, or we are merely following the philosophy that “life’s tough” and so are we. Sometimes I wonder if we think it’s easier to maintain our image than to maintain our health. A tree can be dead on the inside as long as two years before it begins to show on the outside. We can die on the inside too, long before they bury our remains.


Being a silent son does not mean that you are totally devastated or that you are incapable of doing healthy or successful things. A silent son doesn’t always exhibit personality disorders, nor is he necessarily “co-dependent,” nor must he live in “shame.” These problems can exist, but each silent son is entitled to his own emotional evaluation before someone tries to dismiss him as dysfunctional just because of his family background. A silent son may be in pain, but he can also have many positive characteristics. Some of these may include:

 	He is good under pressure.
 	He is adventuresome.
 	He is independent.
 	He is a survivor.
 	He is empathie.
 	He is a hard worker.
 	He is a loyal friend.
 	He is willing to help others.
 	He is a problem solver.
 	He has a good sense of humor.
 


Sometimes I have mixed feelings about being my dad’s son. Then I realize I would not be the person I am if it were not for all of my experiences.


BRIAN


Regardless of outward appearances, most silent sons represent paradoxes. This does not mean that silent sons are totally out of balance. In fact, they often appear to others as if they “have it all together.”


To better understand why this is so, it helps to examine the meaning of the word “dysfunctional.” Dys comes from Latin and can be translated to mean pain. Functional means the ability to perform or function. When I talk about dysfunctional people, I am talking about people who are functioning in pain. Are they able to perform? Yes. Are they in pain? Yes.


One of the most intriguing paradoxes I see in some silent sons, especially adult sons of alcoholics, is a very high level of social skills in the presence of depression and low self-esteem. Most people who have clinical problems with self-esteem and depression are not usually capable of high levels of social functioning. But silent sons know the right things to do socially even though they are hurting. Perhaps that is why they have been overlooked for so long.


Another common paradox involves self-defeating behaviors. A self-defeating behavior is any behavior that keeps you from living up to your potential or results in self-inflicted pain. It can include such things as procrastination, anger, fear, denial of feelings, inability to express your needs, or inability to stand up for yourself. Most self-defeating behaviors are learned in dysfunctional situations. The paradox is that at the time they are learned they don’t appear to be self-defeating, but are seen as necessary for survival. When you are no longer in a dysfunctional situation and you continue to use these behaviors, negative outcomes result.


Paul, age 37, works as a carpenter. He grew up in an alcoholic family. He was afraid to say anything about what bothered him in his family as a child for fear that it would upset his mother. If he upset his mother she drank even more, and his father left the house when his mother drank. So Paul kept quiet. Silence was a behavior he learned in order to protect himself. However, today he confesses he is lonely and has a hard time opening up to people. His silence no longer works for him, but against him. It has become a self-defeating behavior. He is trying to break his old patterns of not speaking up for himself and isolating himself from other people. After almost totally secluding himself from others, he has finally joined a men’s group, but he admits that at first he just sat there and listened. He was afraid to speak up. Paul states, “It’s real tough. I think it’s the feeling that I’ve had down in my heart for other people that I haven’t been able to express. I’ve always wanted to be around other people and I’ve always wanted to reach out to them. Because inside I really do love other people … but it’s just been very hard for me to do that.”


INDICATORS OF SILENCE


The most common problem I find among silent sons is their belief that they’re just like everybody else. In other words, many either believe that their family was not dysfunctional (when in fact it was) or believe that it was dysfunctional, but they were not affected. This is not unusual for men. The following are some classic behavior patterns in silent sons.


LIMITED EXPRESSION


Limited expression is the most significant of all the indicators of silence. One of the “male bashing” statements I often hear is that “men don’t have emotions.” Believe me, we have emotions! Visit any hospital and see how many men are hospitalized for stress-related disorders such as heart attacks, stomach problems, or addictions. The problem is, most men don’t express their emotions.


It is stressful being a man, but even more so when you lack emotional expression. For example, consider the following facts:1


 	The annual death rate from cancer for men is nearly one and one-half times higher than for women.
 	Death rates from heart diseases are twice as high for men as for women.
 	The ratio of ulcers in men versus women is 2 to 1.
 	Divorced males’ death rate is three times that of divorced women.
 	Men are four times more likely than women to be the victims of murder.
 	The rate of successful suicide is three times as high for men as for women.
 	Men are the victims of on-the-job accidents at least six times more often than women.
 	Men are thirteen times more likely to be arrested for drunkenness than women.
 	Men live on the average seven years less than women.
 


Men are capable or expressing a wide range of emotions, but unfortunately they only allow themselves to do so in rare instances—at a game, for example. One of the most watched men’s events is the Super Bowl. Here are grown men who personify the American male image of “big strong men,” playing what is supposed to be a “game.” Those who do well get very emotional. They jump up and down, openly hug each other, and dance in the end zone by themselves or with any available equally emotional partner. When the game is over, the winners continue with their tremendous release of emotions. The losers cry, hang their heads, and wear their emotions openly on their faces and bodies. They are fully aware that millions of people are watching them, and still they allow their emotions to surface. The same can be said for the men in the stands (or at home watching the game on television), who often live vicariously through the game.


Expressing emotions and sharing them, however, are often two different things for men. Positive emotions are often shared, while negative ones are dealt with in solitude. Unlike joy, pain is seldom shared with other men. A team can express success, but when the team fails, the pain of failure is felt individually. Each man retreats inside himself. He does not turn to other men for solace.


The silent son knows he has emotions, but he doesn’t know how to let them out. His inability to express himself is caused by various factors. He may simply not know how. He may not be able to correctly identify his emotions and may be trying to sort through them before articulating them. He may believe that emotions can only be expressed where it is socially acceptable or emotionally safe. He may be able to express emotions only with other men, or only with women. The problem is that those emotions which are not expressed are likely to show up in other, often negative, ways.


THE STRONG SILENT TYPE


We have all heard people describe some men as the “strong silent type.” In fact, this is often said with admiration. It is as if people are saying that nothing affects this man, that he is always strong.


Have you ever wondered why the words “strong” and “silent” are put together? Are these two adjectives complementary? Do they mean that if you are silent you are strong, or that to be strong you must be silent? Or do they mean that we don’t know what to do with pain other than be quiet? Maybe these words should be considered non sequiturs. I am not against being strong, but who says you can’t talk or share and still be strong? The truly strong man not only knows when to ask but also how to ask for help.


Of course, like all men, I don’t feel comfortable telling people everything about me. There are just some things you want to keep to yourself. There are some things you should keep to yourself. Besides, sometimes it depends on who is listening. But there is a difference between positive and negative silence. There is much to be said for the solitude of thought. There is much to be said for knowing when to keep your mouth shut. You can be alone with your thoughts, but you need not be a lonely man.


Negative silence is the silence of a man in pain. Negative silence tells you that you are being the “wrong” silent type. Your silence keeps you locked in and others locked out. Your loyalty to an image and to your silence demands a high price. The silent son makes his monthly payments loyally, but he’s never paid up; the quieter he becomes, the more he owes.


THE SILENT TREATMENT


Do you know when you are giving those around you the silent treatment? I’ll bet you do, but you won’t admit it. We can give people the silent treatment for many reasons, but usually it is because we are upset about something. We can’t or won’t communicate our feelings; we resent that others don’t sense our needs, and then we shut them out.


The silent treatment forces others around us to live in silence. They perceive that we are not only silent, but also unwilling to hear what they have to say. Our silence tells them they are not important to us. They are forced to adjust to our silences and learn to be silent around us. This is exactly how we, as the recipients of the silent treatment, learned it in our dysfunctional families. Now, as adults, we perpetuate the problem. As a result, needs are not met, resentments grow, and the silence runs deeper. The silent treatment can be very frustrating to us, not to mention the effect it has on others. Most of us know when we are doing it; few of us know how to stop it.


I buried my feelings for years, but if a feeling is strong enough it mill eventually surface. My family has paid the price.


CLAY





TARGET PRACTICE


The opposite of the silent treatment is taking out our frustrations on others, who become targets of our internal struggles. It means that instead of dealing with what is really bothering us, we project our negative feelings, usually anger, on others. We are the ones who are upset and we know that something is wrong. But instead of discussing our feelings, we attack others who can only guess at the real problem. Some guess better or question more directly than others. Some targets see what we are doing and reject or resent our assaults. Have you ever heard: “Don’t take it out on me’? If so, you have been engaging in target practice.


THE IMPOSTER SYNDROME


Do you ever feel like an imposter? Do you ever feel that even when you are doing well, you really aren’t that good? Do you ever feel if people really knew all about you, they wouldn’t like you? If so, you can identify with the imposter syndrome.


Feeling like an imposter reminds us that we are not what we appear to be. It creates an emptiness inside and makes us feel “hollow.” All around us we hear others saying, “Be yourself.” What we hear from ourselves is, “Be anything but yourself.”


I believe I was led to think I should be something I was not. Don’t feel, just do a good job. In working to break the cycle, I have found a very diffèrent person from the one I presented for so long.


KEN


At the core of the imposter syndrome lies low self-esteem, a feeling of unworthiness and the belief that appearance comes first and substance, second. We don’t believe that people will like us for who we are. We don’t believe that we are good enough. So being anyone other than ourselves must be an improvement. Remember as boys we would always pretend to be someone (or something) else? We would even argue over who got to be a certain hero and why. These heroes were bigger than life, bigger than us, but we were small, so that was OK. Playtime is over, yet many of us are still pretending. It’s no fun anymore. And it only keeps us small.


It is very difficult to be an imposter. You feel like a phony and at the same time you resent your own charade. What’s worse is not knowing how to stop pretending. It is difficult to be yourself when even you don’t like what you have to offer. You feel that the you on the inside and the you on the outside are not one and the same. Neither side will be happy until you get them together.


ONE—DIMENSIONAL MAN


Do you often feel out of place when you are not working? Do you think all nonwork time is nonproductive time? This is not an unusual belief for many silent sons, and it exemplifies the problem of onedimensional identity. Being defined by your occupation is fine when you are at work, but doesn’t do much for you when you are not. If you truly define yourself by what you do, then who are you when you are not working? No matter how good we are at work, we can be painfully aware of not being as good at other things. To compensate for this, we either work more or view nonwork time as unimportant. But do we discount our children, our relationships, our interests? More importantly, are we discounting ourselves?


There is so much more to us than our occupation, but we can get stuck when it comes to accepting this and realizing our potential in other areas, especially in light of contradictory social reinforcement. We get it constantly from men and women alike. For example: Two men meet for the first time. Within thirty seconds, each asks the other, “What do you do?” Or worse: “What do you do for a living?” What a phrase! Does this imply work is life? Surely there is more to us than this.


My father taught me to work, but not to love it. I never did like work, and I don’t deny it. I’d rather read, tell stories, crack jokes, talk, laugh, anything but work.


ABRAHAM LINCOLN





HIDDEN FEELINGS


Our society teaches males to think and do, but does very little to help us with our feelings. Maybe some of U just comes tvith age, but I think I know too many older men who are able to share few if any of their feelings.


CHRIS


How many times do you think, I’ll just keep it to myself? For many silent sons, keeping our feelings and thoughts to ourselves became a way of protecting ourselves and our families from exposure to the outside world. It was also a way of trying to minimize the problems within our families by not communicating with each other. This is especially true in families that talk about everything but the dysfunction.


Keeping it inside always seems to make sense at the time. We believe it won’t do any good to tell anyone anyway. Besides, we know they wouldn’t understand. Our silence is rarely challenged or questioned by others. Among men there exists an unspoken expectation of silence. We can say we are having a problem, but beyond that, communication is seldom encouraged.


I once played golf with three other men. At the end of our golf game, which lasted almost five hours, we decided to get something to eat. One of the men declined, explaining that he had to go see his wife, who was in the hospital. None of us knew she was hospitalized. He never told us. We were walking, talking, and playing together for five hours and he remained totally silent about this serious situation.


Is there really a great motivation in us to keep things inside, or is it that by the time we are men we are so conditioned we aren’t even aware of what we are doing? We are aware, however, of our pain and problems; we simply do not consider letting them out.


I suppose keeping it inside would be all right if the solutions were also inside. But usually they are not. I do believe each of us possesses within us what we need to recover, what we need to change, and what we need to become healthier men. But more often than not, we need to go outside of ourselves to understand the inside. We need to let others in to help us get to the core of ourselves, that center which holds the answers.


When you keep your pain inside, you only have one opinion and, at best, one option. When you are in pain you need alternatives, not the same old answers. Sometimes you have to leave home to find them. The pain that is inside of you is never silent. It keeps rattling around trying to find a way out. By keeping it inside you think you are keeping it quiet, but you know you still hear a hell of a lot of noise.


SHORT FUSE


Are you often angry, but don’t know why? Do you get upset over “small things” very quickly? When it comes to your temper, do you have a short fuse? One of the most powerful emotions in men and silent sons is anger. But a short fuse indicates more than that. It tells you that you have unresolved anger inside of you. Additionally, it tells you that you possess few alternatives for dealing with stress.


Many silent sons have repressed memories of their childhoods, but the emotional impact has stayed with them and is expressed as anger.


I have often heard silent sons say, “I don’t know why I explode so quickly.” Maybe it’s because their unresolved anger is always very close to the surface, yet they don’t know it. Let’s say the average man has an “anger range” from 1 to 10, with 10 representing extreme anger. On a daily basis his average anger score is a 4. Therefore, it takes an increase of 6 points to get him up to a 10. A silent son who has unresolved anger is probably walking around with an average daily score of 7 or 8 and doesn’t know it, or does know it but can’t identify the source. Consequently, it only takes an increase of 2 or 3 points to get him to a 10. When he gets angry so easily, he thinks it is because he has a quick temper. It seldom occurs to him that he’s full of anger already.


Many men live a lifetime of silence. They don’t want to admit that they are silent sons. Others hear the voices within them but do not know how to respond. Still others give voice to the silence and find great meaning in their lives. They no longer look to others to define who they are, and they no longer look to their work to provide the only meaning in their lives. What about you? What do you hear? Are you a silent son? What will you do about it? Will you wait a lifetime to acknowledge your silence, or will you allow yourself to find more in your life? Will your silence bury you or will you bury it?


Some silent sons act as if life were a rehearsal. In a rehearsal you don’t give your all, because you are waiting for the real thing. Maybe this applies to your life. Do you think to yourself, In this life I’ll keep quiet; in the next one I’ll speak up? Are you going through the motions without emotions? What will you say when it is over? Will you say, “I did it all, I lived it all, and I said it all,” or will you say, “I held back, watched a lot, never said a word, and let my life pass me by’? Much of your silence has hurt other people as much as it has hurt you.


An old man lay dying in his hospital bed. At his side was his wife of many years and his grown daughter and son. In a fading voice the old man said, “I never did enough.”


His wife was the first to reply. “Don’t you ever say that. You are a good husband, a good father, and a good provider.”


“Yes, but I never did enough.”


“Papa, don’t say that—you are a wonderful man and a great father. You were always there for me. I love you Papa,” said his tearful daughter.


“Yes, but I never did enough.”


His son stepped forward and leaned over his father’s bed. Warmly he whispered to his father, “Dad you have always been a good father. I have always looked up to you. You taught me so much.”


“Yes, but I never did enough. I didn’t give enough. I didn’t love enough. I didn’t take enough time off.”


They insisted, “Papa, don’t say that. You were more than we could ever ask for, you were more than enough.”


“No,” he said one last time. “I meant I didn’t do enough for me.”


AFTERTHOUGHTS


In the middle of difficulty lies opportunity.


ALBERT EINSTEIN


I was angry with my friend; I told my wrath, my wrath did end. I was angry with my foe; I told it not, my wrath did grow.


WILLIAM BLAKE


It is better to wear out than to rust out.


GEORGE WHITEFIELD


This is the worst pain a man can suffer: To have insight into much and power over nothing.


HERODOTUS


I’m exhausted from not talking.


SAM GOLDWYN







CHAPTER TWO
What Kind of Men Are We?



When someone says, ‘Just be yourself,” what does that mean? Who am I?


JAKE


What kind of men are we? Are we really any different from other men? Were we scarred by our past, or did we just have a difficult childhood? After all, we’re doing fine now, aren’t we?


I believe that to a certain degree we are different from other men. Even if we appear to be fine, even if we achieve a better life than the average man, we are still men who are hiding our pain.


I do not see us as ordinary victims. Yes, we were victimized as boys; yes, we learned many negative behaviors in order to survive. But now that we are men, we unknowingly perpetuate the problem. We have become the perpetrators—we are victims of ourselves.


What kind of men are we? Many of us are men who are all grown up and have no place to grow. We have learned to limit our emotions to such an extent that we won’t let others in and we can’t get out. We invest an inordinate amount of time and energy maintaining a façade, an image to hide behind.


Are you an image man? The image man upholds traditional ideas and values about men. Even when he doubts they are true, he maintains them. He is not open to alternatives which threaten his conventional image of what it means to be a male. The following are some characteristics and beliefs of the image man. Do they fit you?

 	The more pain I can take, the more of a man I am.
 	Showing feelings is for women.
 	The more I can drink, the more manly I am.
 	Intimacy is sex; sex is intimacy.
 	Only women depend on others.
 	A man should take care of himself without help.
 	Winners never quit; quitters never win.
 	No one can hurt you if you are strong.
 	Men don’t need friends like women do.
 	I am what I do.
 	I am what I earn.
 	It is best to keep everything to myself.
 	Men are the breadwinners.
 


There is an alternative to the image man—I call him the balanced man. The balanced man can explore the various dimensions of his emotional self and still feel good about being a man. He is also not easily discouraged.


It is often said that the healthiest people are androgynous—that is, they possess the best aspects of being male and female. Each of us possesses the ability not only to identify with the other gender but also to share each other’s qualities. This does not mean that you have to slight your masculinity or femininity to “make room” for the androgynous side of yourself. In fact, you actually add to yourself. You can further develop and enhance all of your qualities and become more of a man. The balanced man wants to know more about himself, his world, and how to better himself. The image man is like the cartoon character Popeye, when he says, “I am who I am and that’s all I am.” The balanced man says, “I know who I am and what I could be.” Some characteristics of a balanced man are:

 	He’s not ashamed to ask for help.
 	He says “I’m sorry” when he’s wrong.

 	He feels good about himself.
 	He has a sense of worth separate from his job.
 	He knows how to appropriately handle anger.
 	He can correctly identify his feelings.
 	He is flexible in a crisis.
 	He has a healthy sense of humor.
 	He asks directions.
 	He is a good listener.
 	He does not feel threatened by his own feelings.
 


If you identify only with the characteristics of the image man, you aren’t open to any “healthy alternatives.” You need to wrestle with what you have been taught; you need to fight against your image of yourself. It’s not going to be easy, but it can be done.


The freedom I feel today may not be complete, but It is far better, far more serene than anything I have ever known before. Don’t be afraid of your feelings. Real men do feel. Real men do cry, are vulnerable, and trusting. Your real feelings w>on’t kill you. Stuffing them wiü.


JOHN


Robert Fisher in his book, The Knight in Rusty Armor, talks about a knight in shining armor who spends all of his time polishing that armor, along with his image.1 The knight spends so much time doing this that those around him, including his family, don’t know him anymore—he never spends any time with them, and eventually they want to leave. He then decides he is willing to change, to give up his armor. But he discovers that he has been in the armor for so long that the seams have rusted together—he can’t get out.


The knight thought the armor would protect him, but it only kept others out and him a prisoner. It may have made him look strong, but in fact it weakened him. He was betrayed by the very guise he worked so hard to uphold.


The image man spends a lot of time, money, and energy polishing his armor. The balanced man knows he is his armor.


Gregory, 42, was recently divorced. His father was a compulsive gambler and womanizer. As a boy Gregory thought his father was a “real man.” He tried to imitate his father and live up to his image of what a man was. Today Gregory feels betrayed by what he was taught. He has lost his wife and children. He doesn’t know if he can accept help, because it makes him uncomfortable, but he does want to change. He states, “I see so many mind games—you know, playing out scenarios in our minds. And in our minds we do what Charles Bronson or John Wayne would do.”


We are all products of our culture, but some of us are prisoners of it. It is not easy to shed an image when it is reinforced every day by other men and women.


Our culture is slowly accepting alternative male images, but the traditional stereotype still dominates. We are constantly bombarded by messages reinforcing the social expectations of what a man should be and think:

 	Be rational; be logical.
 	Business before pleasure.
 	There’s no such thing as too much money.
 	Winning isn’t everything—it’s the only thing.
 	A husband’s job is to be a good provider.
 	Never let them see you sweat.
 	Drink like a man.
 	Real men don’t __________.
 


Sometimes it is difficult for us to see the influence of social expectations on our daily behaviors. Ask yourself the following questions to see how you have been influenced by society and how much you influence others:2

 	Do your obligations to work usually take precedence over your family?
 	Does your wife/partner complain about your need for sex and how closed off you seem?
 	Do friends remark that they never can predict when you will open up with them about personal issues?
 	Are you so difficult to get along with that you don’t have any really close male Mends?
 	Are you getting tired of always being “on the go’?

 	Are you always clear about how you think and seldom aware of how you feel?
 	Can you stay in a disagreeable conversation with friends without getting mad, giving up, changing the subject, or finding an exit before there is some closure? 
 	Exactly how many minutes of relaxed, caring time did you spend with your children today, yesterday, last week, last year?
 


DIFFERENCES AMONG SILENT SONS


Despite similar cultural or social influences, not all silent sons are the same. One—size—fits—all doesn’t apply to those of us from troubled families. While it is true that we share some similarities, we are largely dissimilar. In fact, I have met many silent sons whose brothers were not silent sons. There are at least seven reasons why we are not all affected in the same ways: the degree of your parent’s (or parents’) dysfunction, the type and kind of parents you had, your stress level, your age, your perception of the situation, cultural influences, and offsetting factors.
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