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For those trying to leave the world a better place than they found it.






Introduction

Here are three self-evident truths: the Harvey Weinsteins of the world need to go, sexual assault is wrong, and women and men should be on equal footing. If you disagree with any of the aforementioned, then this book isn’t for you.

But if you’re still here, you’re probably one of the good guys—and you’re probably feeling frustrated and exasperated, or simply thinking WTF?, when it comes to the current national conversation surrounding #MeToo, masculinity, and the relationship between women and men. You might have even rolled your eyes at a group text with your friends or while you were scrolling through Facebook or Twitter and said, “This has all just gone a little too far.” (Not that you’d openly cop to that IRL, for fear of getting chewed out.)

If so, then this book is for you—because you get it, but you’ve also likely found yourself in countless experiences or conversations recently where the situation feels gray, at best. For example, who hasn’t had a date like Aziz Ansari? Or, as a manager, how are you supposed to mentor your female employees in this climate? Or, if this is a post–  #MeToo world, how come men are often still shamed for making less than their female partners? Can you still watch Louis C.K.?!

How come you’re always being made to feel like crap if you ask these questions out loud? And when do we start talking about solutions instead of just putting people down?

Welcome to Modern Manhood.

This book is a manual and a resource that I hope will shed some light on all the gray areas out there, focusing on conversations you are already having with your friends, your dates, your family, and yourself. Each chapter will cover a different area of your personal life, from money and sex to dating and work. I’ve talked to experts, celebrities and influencers, and folks just like yourself to see what other people are thinking and doing about these exact questions.

So, you can think of this book as a crowdsourced document of sorts. It’s not prescriptive and it has no rules. You can take what you like and leave what you don’t.



Oh, and then there’s me: Cleo Stiller, a journalist, television host, and regular shmegular human who is going to help synthesize all of this information. Also, I’m a lady. Hi.

I started writing this book because I was getting a lot of DMs from men in the aftermath of #MeToo. These were men, mostly straight, who wanted to be thought of as decent dudes, and they certainly thought of themselves that way, but it seemed to them like everything they were taught about how to be a “good guy” is now being called into question. And, to make matters worse, there are a lot of mixed messages out there. The seemingly harmless workplace banter at happy hour that’s no longer harmless, the conflicting messages you’re getting about consent during a hookup while still trying to be an assertive guy, and why, if we’re striving toward equality, are you still on the hook for paying for dates? Does this sound at all familiar?

This is the kind of stuff that you haven’t typically had to think much about—and maybe you still don’t—but times are changing. Some men are avoiding one-on-one meetings with women in the office entirely because #MeToo has them so spooked. Yes, things have gotten confusing!

And yet, if you ask many therapists, relationship coaches, and activists who work in this space, they actually see this time as a positive. This is an opportunity to be more thoughtful about things we’ve previously taken for granted and maybe could use an upgrade.

“What we’re talking about here is changing social norms about what is acceptable,” Jackson Katz said in a recent episode of National Public Radio’s TED Radio Hour1 Ted Talk about the impact of #MeToo. Katz is a world-renowned speaker on promoting gender equality and a cofounder of the Mentors in Violence Prevention program, one of the longest-running gender violence prevention programs in North America.

“I think that’s really the ultimate issue because so many of the problems that are surfacing are not just about individual perpetrators who are horrible men.… While I think it was important that as high-profile men, [Harvey Weinstein’s and Bill Cosby’s] cases became cultural touchstones, it also distorted the issue a little bit because their behavior is so awful.… A lot of men could distance themselves from them and say, ‘This guy is just sick. That’s not me,’ ” he says. “I think that real reckoning is not with the pathological individuals, but it’s with the norms that have guided so many of us for so long.”

But what do you think of #MeToo and its potential impact? The men I spoke to really ran the gamut—some staunchly in favor and others … well, they’re a little unclear about where it’s all going.

“I feel as though #MeToo created a more consensual culture. You can be super old school and bemoan it. But in this new world, people get to speak up and ask for what they really want.” —Colin Adamo, Hooking Up and Staying Hooked founder

“I guess my concern is: What is the goal? What is a reasonable and fair ask of us as men (humans), and at what point do we go beyond what is healing for society?” —Rich, 32

“I have mixed feelings about #MeToo in general. On one hand, I think it’s a great concept and that it’s well past time for us to call out the horrible behavior and abuses of power by people.… But I worry that as it grows it becomes a McCarthy-like situation where a mere allegation is enough to ruin someone, and evidence doesn’t matter.…” —Stephan Badyna, 34, A Pod Amongst Men host

This book is an attempt to bring many different, thoughtful, and proactive voices together in one spot—not to ask them about metaconcepts, but to get granular, practical advice about real and practical situations you’re finding yourself in.

For that reason, I structured this book exactly like your life goes down. From my vantage point, most of the questions I received can be grouped into these eight core areas: dating, sex, work, money, parenting, friends, self-care, and media. Within each area, I also wanted to drill down on a really specific question or situation that I’ve been asked about repeatedly. These scenarios may seem a little basic, but I specifically chose them for two reasons: 1) many people asked me about them, and 2) they’re questions that are particularly vexing given the current cultural climate right now.

In addition, there are several basic archetypes of a man that I’ll interrogate in the book: the pursuer, the aggressor, the leader, the provider, the protector, and the lone wolf. Some of these archetypes may seem outdated, others feel noble—but where do they fit into your life given everything happening right now?

This is not a heavily academic book. I know from my work that there are many very intelligent people thinking critically about what it means to be a “good guy” today. Often, their names don’t come with degrees after them. They’re not all academics or clinicians. These folks have been thinking about what modern masculinity looks like and you can find their wisdom in various places from YouTube videos to Twitter threads to blog posts, but this book seeks to give a sort of inside track, like if you could grab a beer with them here’s what they’d tell you. They certainly don’t represent one singular “male experience,” either, hailing from all parts of the country with different ethnic backgrounds, political affiliations, and income levels. Of the people who shared their stories and opinions with me, some were comfortable using their full names and others, understandably, preferred to have their identities obscured. In those cases, their names have been changed and I use only a first name. Those who spoke to me in a professional capacity used their proper names and titles, of course.



By now (or perhaps for the past few pages) you’ve probably been asking yourself: Wait, but why is a woman writing this?

That is a fair question! What are my qualifications for talking to men about being a man?

First of all, the majority of this book will be the offerings from men (with some female and nonbinary perspectives woven in). I’m just your guide. The way I see it, we live in a particularly fractured society, and it’s my goal as a reporter to tell stories that help us realize we’re all on the same team.

Take a look at the current landscape when it comes to #MeToo: there are a lot of articles and books and videos made about #MeToo by women for women. On the other side, there are also some being made by men for men.

However, I didn’t see a lot of content that was made for men by women.

I’ve sat in conversations with women and nonbinary folks and thought, “Everyone needs to hear this.” And I’ve sat in conversations with self-identified men, thinking, “Everyone needs to hear this.” I think it’s vital to have a spread of different perspectives at the table.

This is a reporting style that’s defined my entire career.

Prior to writing this book, I created and hosted a television show for the cable network Fusion called Sex.Right.Now. with Cleo Stiller, where I conducted hundreds of interviews across the country with people across the gender spectrum about the ways that technology, politics, and pop culture are impacting the most intimate aspects of our personal lives. Topics on my show included everything from how smartphones are impacting our romantic relationships, the future of male birth control, and the rise of nonmonogamy. You may have heard of the Peabody Awards. Yeah, we were nominated for one of those.

Before my show, I got my start in journalism as a producer covering financial and business stories for Bloomberg. So, I like to say that my expertise is in talking about subjects that make people generally very uncomfortable: money and sex—and everything in between.

Over the course of my career, I’ve won a Gracie Award, been nominated for an Emmy Award (among many others), and have presented at multiple conferences and industry events about health and gender representation in the media. However, my real passion is asking deeply, deeply personal questions of people I don’t know very well. I’ve gotten pretty good at getting personal without getting awkward, and I have a strict “no judgment” and “no stigma” approach.

That said, I want to be very clear about the fact that I’m not an expert. I don’t have an advanced degree in sociology and psychology. I’m not a relationship counselor. I’m just a reporter with an extensive network and understanding of how certain cultural, political, and technological shifts have gotten us to where we are now.

And as an empathetic human, I want to see us move forward the best way possible.

Currently, we are at a collective cultural tipping point. That’s not to say any of these issues are new—they are certainly not. But a hodgepodge of various factors (social, political, technological, generational) have gotten us to a place where it’s not just academics or career lawmakers or lifelong community activists who are thinking about the ways women and men interact. Nowadays, even Joe Schmoe is wondering whether or not it’s still cool to compliment a coworker on her outfit. Or whether his friend should be showing people that naked selfie from his hookup the other night.

I wrote this book because I don’t want us to miss this opportunity to make a better system for women, men, and everyone in between—to interrogate aspects of our behavior that we’ve always taken for granted.

So, here we go.






Chapter 1 DATING
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RAJIV, 32

They met at a United Nations climate change summit. Rajiv, freshly thirty, had been living like a vagabond, traveling domestically and internationally for work over the last couple of years. He was personally looking to settle down and start a solid relationship with someone. The woman, Sarah, was British but her mother happened to be from the same Indian village as Rajiv’s father. Sarah lived in London and was about to move to New Zealand—she also had a nomadic lifestyle. Rajiv took all of these similarities to heart and thought, “Wow, there is real potential here.”

But Sarah wasn’t so sure. She was sexually inexperienced and just looking for friendship. She said this to him multiple times over the course of the next several months. Rajiv tells me he wrote off her hesitation as inexperience. She asked for friendship; he kept making the moves. He made grand gestures, including a flight to New Zealand and, after enough persuading, moving her from New Zealand to the United States. Surprising no one except him—it didn’t last. Shortly after coming to the States, she left him to travel in Central America. He was heartbroken, wondering what he did wrong, when everyone else in his life was like, “Dude, read the signs.”

When he found out I was writing this book, and particularly a part on dating, men and women, and #MeToo, Rajiv immediately got in touch. He wanted to explain himself to me and to do so he used a scene from the Disney movie Cinderella.

Basically, it’s that scene at the end of the ball when the prince and Cinderella share a kiss. Then the clock strikes and she jumps up to leave. He tries to get her to stay, but she’s like, “NO! I really gotta go.”

We all in the audience know she’s about to turn into a hot mess, so she really, really needs to jet. But he grabs her wrist and tries to keep her there. Then she runs away and he sends henchmen chasing after her to get her back.

“I took away the belief that if I persisted enough, she would realize my love was real,” Rajiv says. “What does this teach boys about how far to push, reading nonverbal cues, or whether to accept ‘Good-bye!’ as enough to stop persisting?”

IS EVERYTHING YOU WERE TAUGHT TO DO NOW CONSIDERED CREEPY?

Dating is awkward. It always has been.

Now take the natural confusion and fear of rejection and toss in the worry that you’ll do something to upset someone and be the next #MeToo headline in your friend group. Woof. Intimidating.

Here’s a sample from men I talked to about what it’s like to date today:

“I think #MeToo has caused a tremendous amount of uncertainty within men, like what are the boundaries?” —Lucas Krump, 39, Evryman co-founder

“I think right now dating is really weird because guys like me… I feel like sometimes we don’t know what to do.… Is it okay to compliment somebody physically? Is it OK to compliment what they’re wearing? Am I going to get slack for that? So I think that’s been the biggest challenge, just knowing what to say. What is offensive now?” —Brad Pankey, 31, Modern Masculinity Project podcast host

“I think there was a certain terror at first, of just wondering if I’d done anything that somebody would think was inappropriate. Looking back, I thought I was fine—I didn’t think there was anything that I’d done that was terrible. But I also recognized that any time that I’d done something that I was questioning whether it was appropriate, was when it involved me drinking alcohol. So I haven’t drank alcohol since the #MeToo movement started.” —Adam, 33

“I haven’t been single during this entire movement. But it seems to me that I got out of the game just in time. I’d be terrified constantly.” —Austin, 36

Men are spooked! And listen, I hear you.

Here’s the thing, though. Precisely because dating is so fraught and personal, it makes for a great lens to look at some of the broader topics that will repeatedly come up in this book. Much of our society is built on old ideas and norms we haven’t really reconsidered—things like gender roles, masculinity and femininity, nature versus nurture, and cultural sensitivity. We should have already been doing this, but the intense cultural divide around #MeToo is a loud whistle blow.

Let’s start at the beginning. The issue underlying Rajiv’s story hits at a classic male archetype: men as the pursuer.

“Persistence pays off,” says Dominick Quartuccio. Quartuccio used to run a sales team with a $4 billion sales goal in midtown Manhattan, but left the corporate life to be an executive coach. He’s now an international speaker, author of the book Design Your Future, and cohost of the podcast Man Amongst Men. To give you an idea of the kind of circles he runs in, he recently presented a workshop about masculinity at the renowned financial firm Goldman Sachs in New York City. He’s learned a lot about men from his clients, who are, he tells me, “high-performing men who are publicly confident but privately confused.” The type who think, “ ‘Hey, I have everything that I ever worked for.… I have everything on paper. Everyone from the outside thinks my life is great, but on the inside I’m feeling restless and stressful.’ ”

Quartuccio is big into this notion of persistence sculpting how men think of themselves. It’s a concept known as “the hero’s journey.”

“As guys, we look at these heroes who against all odds prevail, right?” he says. “However, many times the hero has been told no. Not necessarily in a social or sexual context, but in life, in business, in war, on the sporting fields. If he falls down, he gets back up and keeps going until he gets the prize. He’s a relic.”

What’s one of the most iconic, deeply ingrained prizes at the end of the hero’s journey? Boy wins the prize and gets the girl.

But where did the idea for this archetype come from?

You have to remember that marrying for love is a relatively new concept. For most of human history, marriage has been seen as a strategic way to broker alliances. In that context, women are seen as the property of the men in their family, to be traded for wealth and power. Dating, in the sense we think of it, didn’t really start in the United States until around 1890. It was a result of the industrial revolution, when women and men left their villages to move to cities for work.

According to Moira Weigel, author of Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating,1 the phrase “date” first made its way into print in 1896 in a weekly column for a Chicago newspaper by a writer named George Ade. The column, called “Stories of the Streets and Town,” promised to give the paper’s middle-class readership a look into the life of the working class. In this particular column, a young clerk at the paper suspected his girlfriend was seeing other people and asked her, “I s’pose the other boy’s fillin’ all my dates?”

Dating was something reserved for the working class. The middle-class version was known as “calling.” Middle-class women didn’t need to work, so suitors would “call” on the women at their home. “The ritual,” says Weigel, “made men into agents in pursuit. It made women the objects of desire.”

This is something that has stuck with us ever since—the idea that men are the pursuers and women are to be pursued. It’s one of the classic archetypes of what makes “a man.” From the men I talked to, I can say that some of you think this is bullshit, but you still play into it. Some of you never related to this and still don’t. And some of you are straight old-school and definitely still subscribe to this idea.

“Pursuing, to me, is a hard job. You can be shot down very rapidly,” Helen Fisher, Ph.D., says. “All my studies clearly indicate that men would be very, very happy if women invited them for the first date, or initiated the first kiss, or if women were the ones to call the following morning, or the ones to initiate sex. But women don’t do it. I think that says a great deal about the fact that, in courtship, things don’t change.”

Dr. Fisher is a renowned biological anthropologist who specializes in the study of the evolution and future of human sex, love, marriage, gender differences in the brain, and, as she describes it, how your personality style shapes who you are and who you love. She’s the author of six books on the topic and the chief scientific advisor at Match.com. Basically, if you have a question about sex, gender, or brains and need a historical perspective, you call her up. I have several times over my career, actually.

“Men say that they would be happy if women initiated the first kiss, but women don’t do it,” Dr. Fisher says. “It’s very interesting: women still want to be pursued, and I think they’re going to continue to want to be pursued.”

In a post-#MeToo world that’s moving beyond the gender binary, I caution against making any blanket statements like Dr. Fisher tends to, but her point is well taken. The point here is there are a lot of mixed signals circulating in our culture right now. On the one hand, if you have a penis you’re supposed to pursue in every realm of your life, professionally and personally. That’s a lot of work! And, as I heard from a lot of guys, lately it’s become confusing—and even a little scary. Because on the other hand, if you pursue in the wrong way you might offend someone or get in trouble.

“I think that we’re moving into a very exciting time, where women are more and more allowed to take the initiative, and still a lot of them aren’t taking that initiative,” Dr. Fisher says. “But it’s only because we are in this time of tremendous transition. As time goes by, particularly with [millennials], they are leading the way toward women being more assertive in courtship—and when everybody realizes that men do want women to be assertive in courtship, that that’s appealing to them, more women will do it.”

No wonder men are confused. The traditional roles of courtship and pursuit are blurring, and all the rules you were taught for how to chase a woman have been repealed. Instead, those tactics could now be considered creepy.

“Imagine a guy who was deathly afraid of approaching women before,” Thomas Edwards, a dating coach based in California and founder of the company The Professional Wingman, says. “Oh my God, he might commit to celibacy now.”

Dang!

Persistence used to make you the hero. Not anymore. And the truth is, it’s been on the outs for a while—in fact, a lot of you might have thought we had already left it in the past.

Think back to Rajiv’s story. He was following the script he’d downloaded from one of our greatest romance stories: Cinderella. Much has been written about the bill of goods sold to women by Disney, but the truth is, we’ve taught men a fairy tale, too—the fairy tale of noble pursuit. Now I know a lot of you, including Dr. Fisher, are going to say, “Okay, but Rajiv aside, dogged pursuit mostly still works!” I hear you. I know countless couples who talk glowingly about how the man in the partnership “wore her down.” Then they giggle and nuzzle noses. This is real. Persistence often works. However, it’s also increasingly becoming viewed as creepy. What are we supposed to do with that?

Before we attempt to answer that question, I want to explore another question: Is the notion of male pursuit innate—is that behavior hardwired? Let’s dig into what drives human behavior when it comes to gender.

I brought this question to Lise Eliot, Ph.D., a neuroscientist and professor at the Chicago Medical School of Rosalind Franklin University of Medicine and Science and the author of Pink Brain, Blue Brain: How Small Differences Grow into Troublesome Gaps. Dr. Eliot’s research is centered on brain and gender development and she specializes in analyzing the interplay between innate biology, sociocultural factors, and individual experience in molding our brains and behavior.

In my first question to Dr. Eliot, I asked if this gendered behavior originates in the brain or from somewhere else. Dr. Eliot stopped me right there.

“Everything is in the brain,” she says. “All of our behavior is coming from the brain, but the question is, how does that behavior get there? Are you born with it, or is it learned?”

I want to make sure to pause long enough on this idea so that it seeps in. All of our actions and thoughts come from the brain. But the question is: How does that behavior get there? How much of that is inbuilt before you’re born? And how much did you learn along the way?

“We do think there’s something, probably prenatal testosterone, that what I call ‘biases’ brain development in one direction or another, just like a tiny little tilt,” she says. But Dr. Eliot says most researchers will tell you that the difference is negligible.

Look at something like risk-taking, Dr. Eliot says. Research shows that there’s no question males take greater physical, financial, and sexual risks. But, she underscores, there’s no gene for risk taking. While some will point to the role of hormones like testosterone, Dr. Eliot says that isn’t really it, either. Rather, she says, it’s cultural influence that encourages this behavior from an early age. For example, we encourage boys at an early age to be highly competitive with each other—but much less so for girls. When you win a competition, the brain releases testosterone, promoting a sense of status and decreasing your sense of doubt, says Dr. Eliot. In this way, from an early age we train young people with penises to be more comfortable with risk as a brain activity.

So, this notion of “hardwiring” that I heard referenced in a bunch of my interviews? “It’s just so counterintuitive to how our brains actually develop,” she says. “Anyone who has ever studied the brain knows that the brain is exquisitely plastic.” Moreover, we all come equipped with the same chemicals. Men and women are born with both testosterone and estrogen. It’s just a matter of proportions that differentiates them.



The idea of the “masculine” and “feminine” energies also came up in a lot of my interviews, so much so that I had to dig into it. Humans have a long, long history of ascribing “masculine” and “feminine” qualities to nongendered things (like chemicals). Take, for instance, the yin and yang of Taoism, or Shakti and Shiva in some Eastern religions. Shakti is known as the feminine energy. She represents the great mother who nourishes all life. Her counterpart, Shiva, is masculine energy. He represents consciousness. Shiva is the vessel that Shakti fills with water and life.

Historically, these notions didn’t describe people with penises versus people with vaginas. It was understood that each person was born with their own individual proportion of the two complementing energies. In other words, each human has masculine and feminine energy within them. I bring this up in the first chapter of the book because we’re going to talk a lot about “what men do,” and it’s important to put these gender scripts in historical and cultural context. In many cases, and for many centuries, not everyone reduced human behavior to the binaries we take for granted now. To examine our current view of them, let’s look at some macro trends of modern culture.

The first is that men are frequently put into a box. There’s a whole national conversation around this idea called “Man Box culture.” Basically, the idea is that we’re taught “that men are in charge, which means [that] women are not,” Tony Porter says in his Ted Talk.

Tony Porter is the CEO of the organization A Call to Men, which provides education all over the world for healthy, respectful manhood. Porter is legit. He’s an advisor to the National Football League, National Basketball Association, National Hockey League, Major League Soccer, and Major League Baseball. Basically, he is working with all of our country’s top athletes to reshape masculinity.

In his Ted Talk,2 he continues explaining what we teach men. “That men lead and [women] should just follow and do what we say. That men are superior [and] women are inferior. That men are strong and women are weak. That women are of less value and the property of men, and objects, particularly sexual objects,” he says.

Porter’s Ted Talk has racked up more than 3 million views. In it, Porter lays out what he calls the Man Box. (He got the term from Paul Kivel, who wrote the book Men’s Work: How to Stop the Violence That Tears Our Lives Apart.3 Kivel helped develop the term “Act Like a Man Box” with the Oakland Men’s Project in the early 1980s.)

Here’s a visualization. It’s a series of qualities men are instructed to embody:
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This idea of the Man Box has gotten so much play in men’s circles that, okay, well, you know Axe body spray? The parent company, Unilever, commissioned a study called “The Man Box: A Study on Being a Young Man in the U.S., UK, and Mexico.”

What did it find?

“Young men reap certain benefits from staying inside the Man Box: it provides them with a sense of belonging, of living up to what is expected of them,” it reads. “Friends and parents may praise them. However, when those same norms tell men to be aggressive all the time, to repress emotions, and to fight every time someone threatens them, the Man Box demands that they pretend to be someone they are not, and study results show how violent and lonely the resulting life can be.”4

Someone else who has an interesting perspective on masculinity is Alex Schmider. Alex is the associate director of trans representation at the LGBTQ advocacy group GLAAD. He’s made quite a name for himself within his industry, working behind the scenes with TV networks and film studios on their inclusive representation of transgender communities in the media. So much so that in 2017 he made Forbes’s enviable 30 Under 30 list in the media category.

As a trans man, Schmider has had the opportunity to think critically about what masculinity means to him and what aspects of it he will and won’t participate in, more so than say the average cis man. Here’s what he came up with: “This affects every member of society… cisgender boys and men are not given nearly enough space or encouragement to be vulnerable and open with themselves, to familiarize with their emotions, to communicate their boundaries and needs, to respond to the boundaries and needs of others, and to develop meaningful relationships using all of the above interpersonal skills. External messages of inadequacy based on unchallenged conventions of gender can internalize and become a perpetual cycle of self-criticism and ‘not enoughness’—punishing them and the people around them.”

How does this relate to dating? Basically, men are still trying to fit into a very specific definition of what it means to “be a man” even if it doesn’t feel completely authentic to them, and it reflects in how they date. I can give you an example. Meet Clint.

As #MeToo was unfolding, he sat down and reconsidered his “own thoughts, behavior, and conditioning,” he told me. He changed “pretty drastically,” he said, adding that it felt like being in a fun house of distorted mirrors, then walking outside and seeing things as they really are. One of his areas of change was how he approaches dating, specifically valuing emotional connection over physical attraction.

“I feel more whole, and thus more valuable to a potential partner, and less willing to indulge in the old, destructive paradigm play of ‘man chases woman, she lets herself be caught,’ et cetera,” he says. “I’m worth the chase, too, and really, it shouldn’t be a chase. Connection, if true, is easy, fun, honest, and fair.” You’re worth the chase, too. Like Clint, you may need to mature beyond a narrow view of masculinity to reexamine how you want to date.



Besides shifting cultural norms, the other component complicating dating that we can’t overlook is the changing way of how people meet people.

Hint: they’re doing it on the internet.

In many ways, the impact of technology is great and gives us tons of access to an unprecedented number of people. But it’s also impersonal and allows us to fail on a massive scale. There are a slew of factors specific to the way we’re dating that didn’t exist ten years ago, meaning it’s not only your parents who can’t relate, but even a guy who was off the market in 2000 can’t relate. (For reference, Match.com first launched in 1995, but if you were online dating back in 1995, let’s just say you were a real early adopter.)

One in five people met their current partner using a dating app. Forty percent of Americans online date, according to a recent eHarmony survey.5 Furthermore, a 2018 survey by the dating site Badoo6 revealed that adults are spending 10 hours a week on dating apps, breaking down to roughly 85 minutes a day for men and 79 minutes a day for women. We don’t need dating experts to tell us that online dating has irrevocably changed the game, but I found some anyway.

“The way we communicate through technology is very different from the way we communicate in person,” Laurie Davis, the founder of eFlirt, a service that helps people build online dating profiles, says. Davis also founded The Worthy One, which focuses on coaching professionally successful but romantically frustrated women—and she’s the author of Love at First Click: The Ultimate Guide to Online Dating.

Some people are more confident and clever online. Many are more forward—and not in a good way, says Davis. Fifty-three percent of women between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four have received a dick pic, according to a 2017 survey by YouGov.7 That’s a lot of dicks.

I’d go out on a limb and guess most of them were not asked for, either.

Given the differences of communicating in short text bursts and pixels, it’s even more beneficial to think through what you’re saying. Obviously, don’t send unsolicited dick pics. But also consider what you’re conveying, since it won’t have the context data of facial expressions and vocal intonations, says Davis. Another opportunity online dating gives us to think through is what we actually want in a partner. In your pocket, with a few taps on your phone, you have access to thousands of people. Who do you want to date? The spread of choices can be overwhelming.

Thomas Edwards, the Professional Wingman, told me a story of a female client he once had. They went to an event in Washington, D.C., and he pretended to go to the bathroom so he could watch her in action. She positioned herself near men, with her body open, and smiled. All of the men near her had their heads bowed. When Edwards walked by and checked, they were on their phones, swiping. With an attractive woman, looking to date, standing right in front of them!

“Social media has given us so much exposure to what the fantasy of what our lives could look like, and we cling so much to that fantasy that we don’t want to live in the reality,” Edwards says. “It’s a lot easier to live in what could be than what is.”

Oh, by the way, Davis and Edwards are married. How cute, right? They met online.

One thing I’ll point out is that online dating takes one question out of the mix. Everyone is there explicitly to meet other people. How many times have you heard someone say not to hit on women at the gym, since they’re not there to date? At least online, you know there’s some generalized interest.

#MeToo has made men more cautious and more aware of the ways that they interact, and it’s affecting how men approach (or rather, in some cases, don’t approach) potential dates.

“I hear them really questioning so much and being more hesitant to approach women,” Davis says. “There was always a bit of anxiety there, but now there’s even more of a hesitancy.”

What’s the solution?

“Men can’t walk through life being afraid of what’s going to happen, or are they going to do something inappropriate,” Laurie Davis says. “If they are clear on their values and they’re strong in that, they have to trust themselves. But I think a lot of this hesitation and anxiety comes across because they don’t trust themselves.”

When I pushed back on this idea, because it seems to me that a lot of men trust themselves perhaps a bit too much and it has only gotten them in deserved trouble, Davis brought up another component.

“I think listening is a big part of it,” she says. “Trusting that you’re not going to harm someone and you’re going to really be in support of building a relationship means listening to the other person. Maybe it’s both, maybe it’s trust and listening.”

Mmhmm. You can’t see me, but I’m nodding my head.

One last thought from Davis: “It’s also okay for men to ask for clarification on something, if they’re not clear on what’s being said.”

This one is major. We don’t encourage men or women to ask, check in, or verbalize when it comes to pretty much anything of an intimate nature, as you’ll see in the Sex chapter, the Money chapter, the Self, Health, and Porn chapter … yeah, all of it. But one major way you can avoid coming off as a creep when you don’t mean to? “Hey, I know it might be kinda awkward to ask you this, but with everything happening right now, I’d just like to make sure you’re comfortable with me doing XYZ.” See? It’s not so hard.



On a similar note, openly talking about casual hookups carries much less of a social stigma than it has before. One side effect is that you may think everyone is boning all the time. And if you’re not boning as much as you think you should be, you may be pursuing women very aggressively. Millennials have acquired a reputation for being the “Hookup Generation”—meaning that everyone thinks folks in their twenties and thirties are having more random, noncommitted sexual interactions than previous generations. There are two quick things to point out here, though. 1) With dating apps, and just the general ease of communication, we definitely have access to more people than ever before. But that doesn’t necessarily mean we’re having more sex. 2) Millennials are marrying later than ever. So, yes, there’s probably more nonmarital sex going on than before.

“I want to tell you a couple things,” Jaclyn Friedman, author of Unscrewed: Women, Sex, Power and How to Stop Letting the System Screw Us All, says. “First of all, the hookup culture is horseshit and doesn’t exist.”

Certain studies8 point to the fact that millennials are actually having less sex than prior generations. Of course, studies in this area are often unreliable. It’s extremely difficult to track how often people have sex, so we rely on self-reporting. This may come as a shock to you, but sometimes people lie about their sex lives. A real caution about the implications of the “hook up culture” reputation, according to Friedman, is that this reputation gives us the impression that everyone we know is having tons more sex than we are (they probably aren’t) and with zero emotional investment (harder to do than say, for most people).

“The hookup culture narrative has fed into this culture of trying to pretend we have no feelings about the people that we have sex with,” Friedman says.

In general, I recommend people think less about how much sex they’re having compared to everyone else and focus on whether they’re personally fulfilled with what they’re having. There’s a hefty amount of unstated pressure to go out and have more sex, so you can catch up with all the sex everyone else around you is definitely having. In turn, some men go out and aggressively pursue women in the ways they learn from fairy tales, and it’s not leading to fairy-tale endings. One response to this reality is to bemoan the state of things. Another is to use the conversations that have resulted from the #MeToo movement to figure out what you actually want—what kind of sex you’d like to be having, whom you’d like to have it with, how you’d like to build a relationship. You don’t need to have sex with everything that moves or meet any sex quotas.

“Generally, there is a gratitude in me for the awareness we, as men, have been afforded by this moment,” Clint says.

Through Schmider’s and Clint’s eyes, there’s a lot of freedom that can come with the opportunity to self-inquire right now.

So be gentle with yourself.


DO MEN STILL HAVE TO PAY FOR DATES NOW THAT WE’RE ALL EQUAL?

I get asked this question a lot. Like, a lot a lot. During interviews for this book, especially, the moment I mentioned the word “dating” the male interviewees would almost immediately ask, “DO I STILL HAVE TO PAY FOR DATES?”

I have some theories as to why they did. First of all, this is a perfect example of how traditional notions of male and female gender roles are being called into question. The way you think about who pays might have been something you were raised to do from childhood, so you never questioned it, right? Plenty of people who have otherwise really progressive ideas about gender expectations hold legacy opinions on men paying for dates that they couldn’t really explain to me. One of the men I spoke to, Murray, has really given this some thought.

[image: Image]

MURRAY, 32

I have been on dates with women who have told me during the date their progressive views and ideals, which revolve around feminism and equality. And at the end of the date they expect for me to pay for the date. I have discussed this with women I dated and female friends, and the notion that a guy is supposed to pay seems to be entrenched into our culture. Now, if we take a longer, systemic view on it, though, for me this is the patriarchal system men have built over centuries biting modern men in the ass; the notion that the man plans and pays for the date, and the woman goes where he has planned, has restricted female agency.

Modern women have been taught that relinquishing their agency and being taken care of is an indicator that the man is worth dating. So, I don’t like that women expect guys to pay. But before just blaming females as hypocrites, we need to look at why they feel this way.

Murray’s dates, who seem very feminist in most areas, for some reason want to hold up this traditional gender role. Is that wrong? Here’s a recurring theme in this book: there’s no right answer!

No expert can tell you, “Oh, men always have to pay,” or “Men and women should split it down the middle,” or “Couples should calculate their earnings and pay for the percentage each makes down to the cent.” The fact of the matter is that each person kind of needs to figure it out for themselves. What I’d like to do, instead of prescribing answers, is take a step back and figure out why we do the things we do. Then, armed with that knowledge, we can figure out how we want to approach things in the future.

For straight people who don’t generally question their gender, this is all confusing. But queer communities have been trying to figure this stuff out forever. Jeffrey Marsh, a nonbinary Vine star and author of How to Be You: Stop Trying to Be Someone Else and Start Living Your Life, laughs when I ask about this question. “Straight people are just coming to terms with what queer people have been trying to figure out for centuries,” they say. Get a grip!

Here’s how a few men I spoke with approach this scenario:

“I will always pay for the date, not because I don’t think of the woman I am with as equal, I was raised that way, to be a gentleman.…” —Juan La Riva, 31

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with a woman paying for a date, but there’s always that little twinge inside, or if I see my wife go to pay the check I feel almost like less of a man.” —Stephan Badyna, 34

“On the date I had recently I asked her, ‘Can I buy your coffee?’ instead of just insisting I buy it, you know?” —Clint, 32

“I expect equal contribution, according to means. Period.” —Rich, 32

A few years ago, dating guru Matthew Hussey posted a video9 of one of his live events. Hussey has 1.7 million followers on YouTube, wrote the book Get the Guy, played the matchmaker on NBC’s Ready for Love, and was the love expert on the Today show. Speaking to a group of women, the question of who should pay for dates came up. Hussey asked the group, “Who should pay?” and the group resoundingly answered “MAN!”

Hussey provocatively countered by suggesting that if the man has to pay for all the dates, shouldn’t the woman have to have sex whenever he wants?

“No!” one woman called back.

Hussey made a face between bemusement and a smirk, and lifted his shoulders in a shrug.

“Where does this double standard come from?” he said. “I’m sorry, it’s the reality. You can moan at it all you want, but the moment you say to a guy you have to fucking pay for my time, you’re saying this relationship isn’t equal. ‘This relationship isn’t equal. My time is worth more than yours, so you should pay for it.’ I wonder what paradigm that sets up.”

Hussey goes on to tell the mostly female audience that if they go on dates and don’t offer to pay their own share, then the women weren’t raised correctly. And then in the next sentence he says, “But if you go on a date and he doesn’t pay—he wasn’t taught right!”

He explains that women should offer to pay for what they can afford. It’s when women don’t offer to pay or there’s the expectation that men pay that men feel used, Hussey says. This video has been uploaded multiple times with a view count totaling nearly 50 million, by the way. And the comments span the cross section of opinions you’d expect.

“When everyone’s pushing for equality between genders then why would guys feel it’s fair for some women to pick and choose what should be equal and what shouldn’t be,” writes Thomas.

“I am a quality woman in my 30s and I WOULD NOT EXPECT a man to pay for dates! Why should he?? He isn’t my father/keeper,” writes Katie.

On the flip side, Larry wrote, “I am old school. When I have lunch or dinner with a woman, it is just instinct for me to pick up the tab because 1) to prevent any awkwardness 2) when she agreed to have a meal with me the pleasure of the company is all mine 3) I believe a gentleman would do no less.”



As Dr. Helen Fisher points out, we’re in a time of tremendous transition. The shift from an old-school mode of thought to the new one comes with honestly just a lot of confusion. Baked into these pimply growing pains is a very real conversation about wealth and financial independence. Think again of the history of dating. Historically, wealth was transferred through the male line. When lower-income and immigrant women first hit the workforce in the early 1900s, the belief was that they were there to supplement the income of the men in their lives: their fathers, husbands, and brothers. As such, managers used this as an excuse to pay their female workers much less than men. Women made less than 50 percent of what the men in their positions made, writes Moira Weigel. And, she says, this is how it developed that men became expected to pay for dates. From Labor of Love, Weigel quotes a young woman who was living in a boardinghouse in the New York City neighborhood of Hell’s Kitchen talking to a social worker in 1915. “If I had to buy all my meals I’d never get along,” the young woman says.

The idea of men paying for dates sprouted from the idea that women should be financially dependent on men. Things have improved considerably, but there’s still a 20-cent-per-dollar gender pay gap. (That’s for all races. Black women, however, earn 65 cents per dollar earned by white men. It’s 58 cents on the dollar for Latinx women.)10 So, on the one hand, if you pay for dates, you’re tacitly participating in a system that doesn’t value women as much as it does men. But on the other hand, if you split things down the middle, you’re asking someone who might make 20 percent less than you on average to meet you halfway. You’re damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

It’s a deeply complicated topic, admits Arielle Egozi, the founder of Other Agency, a creative agency bringing diversity and representation to media and advertising. She also writes Salon’s nongendered sex and love advice column and has a popular Instagram account, @ladysavaj, that talks about sex education and gender equality. Do you see paying for dates as a nice gesture? Or do you see it as transactional? That it implies forthcoming sexual favors? If you think that you paying gives you power and leverage in the relationship, “[t]hat’s bullshit,” Egozi says. “If someone is wanting to pay because they are trying to even the scales because they recognize that women get paid less, then that is one thing. But if you’re going into this like, ‘I’m the man and my ego is offended if a woman pays’ or, again, you think you’re owed something at the end,” then that’s a problem. In other words, check your motivations.

This may go without saying, but this scenario is complicated, so take some time to figure out what you think about it. Then be able to explain what you believe and why—and talk about it with your dates. For instance, maybe you want an extremely equitable relationship, but also want to acknowledge the gender pay gap. Maybe you say, “Hey, I’ll get the first two dates, but after that I’d like to split checks.” This is awkward. We don’t like to discuss this stuff with early dates. But maybe we should. It’s an opportunity to figure out quickly if you want the same things.

“If you don’t want to live in a world where you have to pay for someone’s meal because they have a different body part than you, then don’t create that world,” Colin Adamo, the creator of Hooking Up & Staying Hooked, says.

In other words, don’t date someone who doesn’t share your values.



Dating has always been weird and awkward and full of fumbling, and now that generational shifts are calling into question the ideas that underpin relationships between men and women, it feels even more treacherous. As I’ve said before, men are spooked! The very idea of the masculine roles of pursuing and persistence doesn’t hold up as well as it once did. But this is a chance to figure out what your relational needs are and find someone who can help meet them. It can be a relationship built on mutual pursuit.

One clear-cut example of all of this is in deciding who pays for dates. Traditionally this has been the man’s role, going all the way back to the invention of dating. How you decide to do it will be personal, but again, it’s a chance to communicate what you want from a partner and find someone who fits that.

Great. So by now you are an expert dater. Let’s talk about sex, shall we?
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