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To Miles, Chloe, and Dylan


Who bring me joy, who give me meaning, and who quietly remind me about what really matters.




Children make fictions of their fathers, reinventing them according to their childish needs. The reality of a father is a weight few sons can bear.


Salman Rushdie, The Moor’s Last Sigh




DISCLAIMER


This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, psychological, or any other kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.


The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of use and application of any of the contents of this book.


Names and other characteristics of the individuals described in this book have been changed.
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A Father’s Weight





JUST A MINUTE, DAD.”


Dylan, my eight-year-old son, kneels over a battlefield of knights, dragons, and fantastic beasts—each imbued with special powers that he has beneficently bestowed. I’ve asked that he leave behind the immense (though instantly reversible) carnage that surrounds him in order to do his homework. His answer tells me that the response I want won’t occur right away.


By now I’ve heard “Just a minute, Dad” thousands of times—from Dylan, from Chloe, his older sister, and from Miles, their older brother. I’ve heard these words often enough to have acquired an ear for their music, for the very different meaning conveyed by each subtly different tone.


Sometimes “just a minute” means that Dylan hears me and will do what I ask, but I’ll just have to wait a minute. This tone hints at a new order: By taking this minute’s space he makes clear that his mind is emerging from mine, that his being is no longer seamlessly folded into my vision of who he is.


This version of “just a minute,” with its embedded claim of selfhood, holds a hard and important truth: Time is passing. And lately Dylan’s distinctive little-boy gait, with its quick patter of small feet moving across the floor, has taken on a slower and heavier rhythm. The simplicity of his smile and the pureness of his voice are still there, but a slight edge in his voice, a new curl at the corners of his lips, hint at the more complex emotions that lie ahead. His skin is still smooth and unblemished, but the biology that will change his body and mind from boy to man lies coiled within him.


Yet “Just a minute, Dad” is not always about respectful proclamations of emerging selfhood. And indeed, that’s not its meaning this time.


This afternoon Dylan’s “just a minute, Dad” is spoken inwardly, more to himself than to me. His eyes move away from mine, looking not so much to his battlefield but to the middle distance, away from what is happening between us. And when I find those eyes, when I try to hold them with mine, he looks away again, smiling a smile that hides more than it reveals. This “just a minute” is not about a real minute, instead it proposes timelessness; it asks that the game never end, and that homework never begin.


These days Dylan’s messages are reassuringly familiar. Yet years ago, when Miles, my older son, would say “Just a minute, Dad” in this same reality-bending way, I often didn’t know what to do. I knew my son hadn’t really heard me, didn’t really want to hear me. His opposition made me angry, though it was not a useful kind of anger. I didn’t feel solid or rooted, like a man and a father who had been through this before; rather, I felt edgy, ungrounded, like a fatherless boy trying to be someone he had not yet become. I knew that I needed to do something in response to “just a minute” but I didn’t know what. So either I’d let things go, or I’d find a frictionless way to coax Miles into doing what I wanted. And with this lack of contact I lost touch with him, and our relationship vanished into a fuzzy world of pseudo-niceness.


But over time, I began to do things differently. I forced myself to confront as well as to coax, to seek out my son’s eyes rather than look away. At first my uneven efforts felt like paternal prosthetics; strategies and techniques aimed at working around those places where I felt no guidance from the memory of my own father. But, organizing myself within the exoskeletal belief that as a father it was my responsibility not only to love my children but also to use my power and position to help them grow, I began to find my footing.


These days the psychic landscape around “Just a minute, Dad” is less daunting. For one thing, I have learned that Dylan, like all children, needs his father’s help. The private battle that lies on the floor around him is a valuable one to him; it is a place where his mind can play with truly important things—death, violence, triumph, and defeat—without flesh-and-blood consequences. But eventually he will have to move outward from it, to real-world struggles that require the backbone that accrues from having done homework, to jobs and relationships that are lived in real time, and to a life from which he does not avert his eyes, his mind, or his body. So I know, now, that I have to find him with my eyes, my voice, my mind—with my self. I have to lead him, through the friction of our contact, away from the infinite minute he proposes, and introduce him, again and again, to the finite minutes within which we all must live.


He doesn’t need a heavy hand right now. But he does need a quiet and firm, “No, not just a minute, now. You’ve got homework to do.”


Fatherhood and Authority


What does it mean to be a father? A good father? These days the answer is not so clear. Indeed, every week all manner of fathers, from the newly minted to those near the end of active duty, from men who are successful in many areas of their lives, to those who are struggling, come to my office with painful worries and confusions about their fatherhood and, by extension, their very masculinity. Often their concerns and doubts flow from a common source.


Consider Jeffrey, a forty-five-year-old father of two. Jeffrey came to talk with me about trouble he was having with his teenage children, who were failing at school, getting into drugs and alcohol, hanging out with a bad crowd, and generally spinning out of control. Jeffrey was at loss. “I listen to them, I love them, I took them to their Little League games and all that, but it seems like I’ve lost them,” he said. “I don’t see what more I can do.” I could tell that Jeffrey cared about his kids, but I also noted that he seemed to be timid and helpless in the face of the chaos. Indeed, as he spoke he slumped his tall, thin frame ever deeper into his chair, averted his eyes, and spoke haltingly, a man tumbling into himself. I noted how defeated he seemed, and I wondered aloud, gently, had he ever considered tightening things up a bit? Perhaps some rules, a curfew, and a generally firmer attitude might help. Jeffrey became instantly more alert, but only because I seemed to have horrified him.


“I’m a father,” he answered testily. “Not some kind of ‘tough love’ tyrant.”


Jeffrey was struggling with what it means to be a father, and, what was more, with a dilemma that is familiar, indeed, I will argue, defining, to many men these days: What kind of man am I? And who could blame him for wondering? The world in which we live is replete with pill-form enhancements and strap-on accoutrements of male power—Viagra, bodybuilding magazines, advertisements for penis enlargement, hormone supplements, power tools, power suits, Hummers, and more. Yet all of these products are emblems of our confusion about masculine power, not viable paths toward it. There is tremendous pressure on men to be strong and powerful, but simultaneously there is overwhelming uncertainty as to how to do that, whether it is okay to do that, and, indeed, what exactly “strong and powerful” even means.


And nowhere is this uncertainty more evident than when it comes to the question of what role, if any, a father’s masculine, paternal power, his authority, should have in the raising of his children.


Fatherhood and authority: These subjects have long depended on each other for their meanings. If there is such a thing as a bedrock paternal function, it may well be authority. And if there is such a thing as an archetypal representation of authority, it is a father. From the strong and usually (but not always) fair hand of God the father, to Oedipus usurping his father’s position and thus breaking the rules that are the foundation of civilized life, to Lear’s failure in paternal authority, all the way to the mileage the late Ronald Reagan got from his seemingly benign paternalism, fatherhood and authority have been intimately linked.


But what do the words “fatherhood” and “authority” really mean?


Let’s start with “fatherhood,” a word essential to all of us, yet one that evokes remarkably different feelings. For some of us, fathers are kind and protective. For some, fathers are loved and loving. For some, fathers are agents of discipline. For some, sources of strength. For some of us, fathers have been harsh, critical, and even violent. And, of course, for all too many of us, fathers have been absent.


This latter phenomenon is central to our modern relationship with fatherhood. As we all know, many families are currently without fathers, because fathers are either emotionally unavailable or physically missing by virtue of long work hours, divorce, estrangement, outright abandonment of mothers and children, and even death.


This epidemic of fatherlessness and father hunger has generated revived awareness of the importance of fathers. Indeed, many fathers have made a conscious attempt to be more involved with their children. But these well-meant efforts have been accompanied by, if not stimulated by, a cultural prescription for fatherhood and masculinity that, while in some ways valuable, is also incomplete and flawed. These days many men and women believe that to be a “good father” means to act in a way that could best be described as a caricature of a “good mother.” Meanwhile, in a related development, many of the basic qualities we have long associated with masculinity are coming in for heavy criticism. Men’s strength and stoicism are now seen as the root of numerous ills, and so men are exhorted to renounce these “archaic” aspects of their masculinity for such “feminine” attributes as empathy, connection, and attunement.


It’s news to no one that this is a complicated and confusing time to be a man and a father.


And then, what about authority?


Webster’s defines “authority” as “the power to determine, adjudicate, or otherwise settle issues; the right to control, command or determine; an expert; persuasive force, conviction,” and, in earlier editions, “power [that is] derived from opinion, respect, or esteem,” and “power exercised by a person in virtue of his office or trust.” These definitions, with their emphasis on power and position, are consistent with Machiavelli’s assertion that it is better for a prince to be feared than loved, and Weber’s belief that the power of authority derives from its legitimacy. These familiar ways of thinking call to mind people and institutions invested with keeping the social order—judges, policemen, clergy, doctors, politicians, teachers, and others—and they certainly call to mind the traditional image of a father.


But beyond these definitions, the word “authority,” like “fatherhood,” evokes a wide range of individual responses. To some it speaks of structure and order; to others it brings to mind discipline; to others, it conjures images of oppression and tyranny; and to still others, it elicits the urge to rebel.


And, as with fatherhood, there is evidence of a dramatic shift in our relationship to authority. Whereas most people once located themselves clearly within accepted, if sometimes begrudged, hierarchies, these days we consider the lines of these power structures to be fluid and negotiable. Teachers’ knowledge, judges’ judgments, politicians’ motivations, the wisdom of the elderly, parents’ right to discipline, priests’ moral rectitude—all were once accorded institutional status, and we organized ourselves around and even underneath them. Now they, and many more, are subject to scrutiny and skepticism. Indeed, even authorities of a different order are being disenfranchised. I’m talking about the underlying realities that surround us—physical realities of time, space, our bodies, and so on, and more conceptual realities like science and God. In generations past we lived our lives within their immutable confines, and we understood ourselves to be subject to their relentless demands and expectations. But now we have developed schools of philosophy and cultural analysis that claim that moral truths are relative, that biological imperatives such as gender and life span are negotiable and contextual, and that scientific givens are really uncertain matters awaiting refutation by yet more perspicacious investigators. Now technology allows us to imagine that the inexorable march of time and the nonnegotiable reality of distance are not the obstacles that they once were.


Every day I see these disorienting shifts ripple through the men, women, and children who come to my office to talk. I see them in men like Jeffrey, who worry that they will become “tough love tyrants” if they discipline their children. I see them in men like Jake, a forty-two-year-old father of two, who said: “After being driven crazy for half an hour about whether my son was going to get dressed for school I’d had enough. I put my hands on his shoulders, I walked him to his room, and I told him not to say a word until he was dressed and ready. It felt great to me, and I could tell my wife was relieved too, because the kids’ routine drives her nuts every morning. But that night we wondered: ‘Was I too hard on him? If I make him do it, will he never learn to do it himself?’” And I see these questions arise not only in men, but in women and mothers. Consider Phyllis, a thirty-nine year-old mother of three, who told me: “I’m sick of the chaos. I know our children need rules and structure, and that happens when Hank [her husband] weighs in. I know I shouldn’t say this, but his voice is different from mine—stronger and heavier. They hear it differently. But I worry. He’s so big, sometimes I think he scares them.”


Fatherhood and authority: two ubiquitous and important phenomena, often linked, whose meanings are, perhaps as never before, fluid and uncertain. These days fathers, mothers, and families are struggling with basic uncertainties regarding whether to shape children or leave them alone, whether to speak softly or firmly, whether to discipline or support, and whether the words “Just a minute, Dad” signify an emerging selfhood that needs to be respected, even promoted, or whether they communicate a stance that begs to be opposed and redirected.


In the end, fatherhood and authority, alone and in their convergence in a father’s authority, are such deeply human and personal matters that they cannot adequately be understood by looking in Webster’s, or by turning to even the most well informed of the experts. So if we are going to understand this issue in a useful way we’ll have to go further. We’ll have to find the meanings that help us apprehend things not just cognitively and semantically, but genuinely and experientially. Which means that we’ll have to get personal.


Gary Palmer


When Gary Palmer first came to see me, neither he nor I could anticipate how much his story revolved around fathers, both his children’s and his own.


Gary was a brilliant mathematician with a good job, a wife, and two children. In his forties, he was a study in contrasts. Handsome and well built, he could be engaging, particularly when he brightened with interest. However, he often retreated, and became boyish and unassuming. At times he went even further away, and would hide behind an ironic, nihilistic detachment.


Gary and I had something in common. His father had been older when he was born (mine was sixty-three when I came along), and, when he was a little boy, his father, like mine, had vanished (mine died when I was five). In Gary’s case this absence involved nothing so straightforward as an outright death; rather, it was an emotional disappearance. What was more, the cause was a mystery. Maybe it was his father’s frustration with his career, or maybe his unhappiness in his marriage. Maybe it was due to something so bedrock as a chromosome loaded for alcohol or depression. I often wondered whether Gary’s father’s pain had grown out of his having been a bomber pilot in World War II. He had flown many missions over Germany, and had never talked about the war. In any case, Gary’s father had become depressed and discouraged. His once promising military career came to a dead end, and he gave himself over to drink and to unhappiness. As Gary told me, “My dad was like a ghost. I know he was important once, but by the time I came along, he was pretty much a shell of a man.”


Gary had been a good kid—he didn’t get into serious trouble and did well in school. Still, like most boys, he had his moments—of disobedience, of disrespect, of getting out of line. Occasionally his father would lose his temper with Gary, but he was never much of a dependable disciplinarian. Gary spoke of this shortcoming with regret. “I have a love-hate relationship with rules,” he told me. “Aren’t they amazing? Rules, I mean. I have a friend, another mathematician. He calls mathematical rules the Great Fascist.” Gary became somber. “A father has to embody the rules. But to do that he has to be steady and fair. My father was in and out. Drunk, angry, and remote. I have a lot of anger at him, and at rules. I didn’t take him seriously, and I don’t take rules seriously either.”


By the time Gary was a teenager he came and went pretty much as he pleased, having very little to do with his family. He remembered his father as a ghostlike presence during these years, floating around the edges of his life, physically there, but having no impact. And he also told me about a shift that took place, one that was to have great repercussions. Gary came to realize that he could think circles around his father. He later learned from his mother that his father had been painfully aware of this, feeling that he had very little to offer his gifted young son. But Gary, caught up in the heady intoxication of it all, wasn’t aware of how his father felt. It simply seemed that outsmarting his father was a “cool” thing to do.


Like so many men these days, Gary had suffered a kind of fatherlessness, the costs of which could be seen in the reasons he first came to talk with me. Sure, Gary had a good job. But as I learned about his education, and his singular academic accomplishments, it became clear that he was bored and underchallenged. He could get done what he needed to get done in a very brief time, using little or none of his creative mind. He spent most of his time daydreaming—playing privately with mathematical and technical problems that interested him but which had nothing to do with his job.


And sure, Gary loved his wife, Margaret, and their two children, Jason and Catherine. Margaret appreciated him as a decent husband and father, which he was, and he felt that she was a good wife and mother. But he didn’t feel passionate and alive with his family. “I’m there,” he told me, “but I’m not really there.”


Gary and I went to work—on his detachment, and on the lack of meaning and passion that characterized his out-in-the-real-world life. Along the way we learned a lot.


I say “we” quite deliberately.


I learned because our talks led me to think not only about Gary’s father but also about my own. I recalled how mine had been a withering and dying man who occasionally burst forth with fits of hepatic encephalopathy—transient out-of-control behavior brought on by the effects of his chronic alcoholism. I thought about how this man, who had seemed to me to be part ghost and part home care patient, had affected my life. I came, in particular, to know more about the ways in which my own pattern of withdrawal and self-deception grew from my fatherlessness.


And Gary, I believe, also learned, as we fought things out, usually playfully, but sometimes more seriously (particularly when I took him on about his ironic detachment). And while I don’t wish, here or elsewhere in this book, to imply that the only thing that matters in life is one’s relationship with one’s father, I think you will be able to hear how some of Gary’s vulnerabilities, in particular his pattern of withdrawal and self-deception, grew directly from his father’s absence.


I will fast-forward to a conversation that occurred some three years into our therapy, when things had begun to change, and when Gary, by dint of hard work and commitment, had become more effective in his career and more present as a husband and a father.


One day, when he’d been building a stone wall, the feeling of working with his blistered, dirty hands led Gary to a memory. “All of a sudden I can picture my dad’s hands,” he said, beginning to sob. “He was good with his hands. They were strong—kind of flat. It’s so weird. I thought he and I were so different. Me the long-haired freak that I was back then—him a military man. It turns out that a part of me is just like a part of him. Why couldn’t we find each other?”


Gary had begun to remember his father. He had begun to feel how much he missed him, and to recognize that he, like so many children, had been profoundly shaped by his father’s absence. The fleeting sugar high of “outsmarting” his father had only obscured the fact that he had needed his father desperately. As he grew more able to tolerate his pain, Gary could see that he had, as a boy, retreated into the privacy of his own mind so as to armor himself against loss and disappointment. And now, as an adult, his private “mind play,” his working problems and thinking creatively in a place no one else would ever know, merely continued what he had done years before. Like my son when he knelt among his knights and beasts, Gary played a game that existed outside of his job and family, outside “the rules” of consensual, daylight life. He continually fled to a place he could control, a place where he could not be hurt.


These realizations led to changes. Rules, Gary now could see, weren’t the “Great Fascist” after all. They were, as he came to call them, the “Great Father,” guiding embodiments of the daylight world of competitive and cooperative interchange in which we all must try to live. Gary now resolved to step back into this world. He got himself a job that demanded that he use more of his mind, and he worked on getting his innovative thinking a more public airing. At home, he pushed himself to talk more intimately with his wife, and to be more of a presence in his children’s lives. His efforts made him feel anxious, exposed, and vulnerable, but what he was doing mattered to him, and he stayed with it. His life began to feel more alive and grounded, as though he was, to use his own words, “really there.”


I found Gary’s self-confrontation both inspiring and fascinating. It challenged my assumptions about the goals, and limits, of therapeutic “cure.” His life-solution was essentially an existential one. He saw the problem, saw what it was costing him, and he took a risk. He didn’t think of himself as “cured”; rather, he simply committed himself to challenging what frightened him. You can hear how he felt about things when, toward the end of our time together, he told me, “I think that what has changed is that I would rather know what I can really do, even if it means feeling the pain of finding out that there are things I can’t do. I think that it’s better to stay in the real world than to go into my head, even though in my head I can pretend that anything is possible.”


A Father’s “Weight”


Salman Rushdie writes: “The reality of a father is a weight few sons can bear.” What does Rushdie mean by this “weight”?


One could certainly argue that a father’s “weight” is a burden of pain. This pain may flow from a father having been actively hurtful and injurious, or, as is the case for so many men and women, it may be the legacy of bitterness, hunger, disappointment, and anger that results from a father’s being absent. It may even be the weight of a father’s own pain, transmitted to the next generation. All of these weights are heavy indeed.


To my ear, however, Rushdie has more in mind. The word “weight”—so open-ended and evocative—comes as close to the essence of a father’s authority as any I have heard. I believe that Rushdie also alludes to a weight that is to be honored, a deeply human and necessary experience that flows from what goes right between a father and a child. I’d say that Gary’s father failed him because he, like me in my early years of fathering, and like so many other men struggling to find a place for their masculine, paternal authority, had no weight, at least not for his son. Gary couldn’t feel his father’s love, but that wasn’t the whole of it. He also couldn’t feel his father’s impatience, irritation, pride, ambition, and anger. He didn’t have his father’s rules to shape himself to, and to push off against. Without his father’s impact, his gravitational pull, Gary spun off in space, untouched and ungrounded. Not only did he not know his father, he also didn’t know himself very well. How could he? He had not been able to bump up against his dad, to use these collisions to test himself out against a man whom he valued and trusted.


So, working from the lesson that can be learned in Gary’s father’s failure, here is the first of many attempts to go beyond Webster’s, and to communicate both a deeper sense of what is meant by the words “a father’s authority” and also a preliminary understanding of why authority is such a core element of being a good father.


In a mode that can be quite different from that of a mother, a father conveys to his children, ideally in a way that can be emotionally metabolized, the often reasonable, sometimes harsh, always inescapable, rules, expectations, and inevitabilities of life. A father does this by teaching his children about the realities of time and limit. He does this by being a relatively nonnegotiable “other.” He does this by using the right amount of power at the right time to help his children understand that the world does not lie in their omnipotent control. In these ways, all of which involve bringing his very being, his weight, into contact with the mind of his child, a father inoculates that child against retreating into the muffled, daydream world of fantasy, pretend, and self-involvement. And so a father teaches enduring lessons about living and thriving in the real world.


Gary and His Son


The gods visit the sins of the fathers upon the children. And then, as we all know, the children visit the sins of their fathers upon their own children.


As with so many men, Gary’s sense of himself as a man was intimately and inextricably linked to his sense of himself as a father. As it turned out, much of our work became focused on his relationship with his son, Jason, who was eleven at the time we began.


Jason did reasonably well in school, and dabbled in sports and music but wasn’t fully committed to any endeavor. I sensed that Jason was drifting, yet for some time I could not put my finger on why.


Eventually I realized that my lack of clarity reflected something about the father-son relationship. Gary was a decent man, and he was certainly an adequate father. However, just as his own father had with him, Gary stayed on Jason’s periphery. Their relationship was without fight or struggle, in large part because Gary didn’t weigh in with demands and expectations. For example, though Gary was himself a brilliant man, he didn’t seem to be very interested in Jason’s mind. Now some might say that Gary gave his son space to grow, but this wasn’t the whole story. The fact was that Gary assumed that Jason’s mediocre performance in school was a product of his being reasonably, but not exceptionally, intelligent, and he made this assumption without ever really getting to know his son’s mind.


Over time I became troubled by the seemingly Teflon-smooth surface of Gary’s relationship with Jason, and I increasingly called Gary’s attention to the fact that father and son didn’t scrape against each other very much. “You’re being like your own father was with you,” I’d say. “You can see what it cost you, and I imagine you can appreciate what it costs Jason when you do the same. What’s going on that you keep your distance like this?”


Gary quickly acknowledged that something problematic was going on. He was not depressed, as his own father had been, and he had not retreated into alcohol. Nevertheless, he could tell that he was not all there. He seemed, at times, more like a pal or big brother than a parent. He didn’t seem to realize how much Jason admired him and looked up to him. He didn’t see himself through the eyes of his boy—as a big, strong, smart man, one who could use his fatherhood to shape his son’s character and behavior. In essence, he lacked a sense of his own power and weight: his authority.


Once Gary realized that he was repeating what his father had done, he did what he did best—he resolved to change. He took Jason to his gym, and working out together became a regular routine. He involved the boy in building the stone wall, the one that had blistered his own hands and conjured memories of his own father. And he also became more involved in Jason’s education. He challenged his son to get more from himself, sometimes by simply pointing out that Jason could do better. The two worked math and science problems together, and this gave Gary the occasion to show his son his own considerable talents (talents about which he had previously been overly modest). As things turned around (which they did quickly), Gary talked with his wife, and the family made a plan to send Jason to a more challenging school.


Two years after we began, Gary told me the following story about himself, and about a far more focused and content Jason: “I was working on the stone wall—you know, I never knew that I could be as happy as I am when I’m out there, in the crisp air, working with my hands, with the stone and the dirt. Anyway, Jason came out, and he worked with me for a while. He set several rocks. When he left, I went over to look at his work. It wasn’t bad, but his rocks were a little loose. I thought, should I go chew him out? But I decided no, I’ll wait till he comes out again, and I’ll just talk to him about it. So an hour later, he came out to do some more work with me. I took him over to the rocks he’d set before. I showed him how they were loose, and I showed him how he had to fill in with more gravel to make them solid. He just listened. And after he’d worked for a while, he came over, and asked me to take a look at what he’d done. His rocks were in there really solid. I said that it was good, that was all. Just good! Neither of us said anything more. We just kept working—together. What else is there to say?”


As you can hear, Jason didn’t need hard discipline, in the form of punishment and consequences. He wasn’t that kind of kid. But Jason did need his dad’s presence, his authoritative presence. Gary provided this in quietly forceful ways. He communicated to his boy not only his interest, persistence, and expectations, but also his own ambitions, struggles, and irritations. And in this way, he became the opposite of his own father’s ghost. He became a man whose weight could be felt. He became a better father, and, as is always the case, in so doing he became a better man.


A Few Words on Method


There are many experts out there who fancy themselves able to pull the sword from just about any stone imaginable. They write in the popular literature about how to parent, how to love, how to discipline—about virtually all aspects of how to “be.” Some of these experts are open-minded and thoughtful; quite a few are polemically driven. Some refer to research. Some of this research is reliable, some of it suffers from methodological flaws, and a surprisingly large percentage of it is influenced by ideological bias. Some of this popular work is worth knowing about, but the words “caveat emptor” apply even to the best of it. The expertise of others, no matter how smart, can never, by itself, lead us to better understand, and master, life’s most deeply meaningful and personal experiences.


Moreover, as Ann Hulbert notes in her book Raising America: Experts, Parents, and a Century of Advice About Children, literature on parenting has undergone an endless series of pendulum swings, from one single-minded perspective to another. This certainly holds true for the surprisingly small subset of the parenting literature that pertains to fathering. On one side there is a “hard” school in which the father is king, and the rule is that children should have a clear sense of who gives the orders. On the other side there is a “soft” school, the aforementioned “fathers-should-be-more-like-mothers” school, in which men are exhorted to eschew what is seen as their traditional masculine roles for more “civilized” and “loving” attitudes like attunement, negotiation, and, as Susan Faludi puts it in her popular book Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man, “husbanding.” Embedded in this division can be found a critical distinction. Is a father’s masculine presence shaping, generative, and organizing, or is it oppressive, domineering, and even abusive? In other words, to introduce another important concept, is it authoritative or is it authoritarian?


While polemics do, at times, contain truths, in the end they are of limited value. For one thing, polarized thinking does not help us to embrace, and then work effectively with, our human natures: rather it seeks to simplify and control by disavowing one aspect of our essential selves in favor of another that is more palatable in the context of the given cultural moment.


Meanwhile another, related reason that we would be wise to be judicious in our use of the experts has to do with the critical matter of “authenticity.”


The advice literature is based on the notion that what matters most is what you say and do; in other words, that to act a certain way is the same as to be a certain way. Well, it goes without saying that what you say and do matters a great deal. But it also needs to be said that saying and doing aren’t the whole story. Words and actions, those things that are manifest and on the surface, often diverge from what is true beneath the surface. And when it comes to all manner of relationships, this divergence matters. When what you do or say accurately expresses what you feel, what you think—in essence, who you are—you are being authentic. When the opposite is true, you’re being disingenuous. Authenticity is better. Wouldn’t you rather be with someone who loves you deeply, even if he or she rarely tells you, than with someone whose affection is fleeting and superficial, even though he or she showers you with gifts, and tells you often and profusely how wonderful you are? Can’t you usually feel which is more real? Our kids certainly can.


Gary read all kinds of self-help books. He and I went over ways that he could approach Jason. (I may be a psychoanalyst, but I’m not above offering advice and suggestion.) In the end, however, what mattered was that Gary was able to be himself in a way that both he and his son could feel, and use.


I raise the question of authenticity right at the start because it speaks to one of the central premises of this book: Fatherhood, like motherhood, indeed like most truly meaningful human endeavors, must be built from the inside out. If a man is to forge a solid relationship with his authority, indeed with any and all aspects of his fathering, he must learn to act from deep within his own self, that is, from all of the bedrock elements of his history, his psychology, and his constitution (including those parts of him that are relatively, and even distinctly, male). The advice literature can help with this in only a very limited way. “Answers,” whether they be to simple and mundane dilemmas like how to get a child to leave a game of knights for the task of homework, or to those urgent and complex life crises that inevitably occur in family life, must be deeply personal and hard-earned; one arrives at them only by making the quite often painful journey of getting to know oneself, warts and all.


This book, therefore, aims less to “advise” than to begin a conversation.


For my part, I’ll speak from a number of vantage points.


One is that of twenty years’ experience talking, as a psychologist and a psychoanalyst, with fathers and mothers, indeed with all manner of men, women, and children. Throughout the book I will relate the stories and the struggles of my patients. When possible I’ve shared what I’ve written with my patients, not only to get permission to use their stories, but also for the sake of accuracy. When such interchange was not possible, I did my best to capture the essence of the persons, the relationships, and the issues involved. In all cases, the people and situations portrayed in these stories are heavily disguised.


I will also draw on the popular and academic literature on fatherhood and the myriad topics that relate: motherhood, gender, biology and neurobiology, discipline, authority, violence, aggression, sexuality, and more. I’ll summarize the relevant debates. I have my own biases, and, to be sure, these biases will influence my distillations and interpretations of the literature. Nevertheless, I’ll do my best to acquaint you with the field such that you can decide for yourself what you wish to reject, examine further, or embrace. Please keep in mind that theories of human behavior, from the most simplistic self-help formulas to the most thoughtful academic treatises, are always limited and imperfect. Such theories, mine included, are inevitably sculpted from the psychology of their authors.


And still another vantage point is my own struggle with authority, in particular my efforts to be a better father, a better husband, a better teacher and therapist, and a better man. In telling you about myself I don’t mean to hold out my solutions as a beacon for you to follow. Rather I’ll tell you about myself so that you can evaluate what I offer critically and objectively. And I’ll tell you this right up front: Every thought that follows is shaped, in ways both obvious and not, by my own imperfect efforts to heal the fault lines and to fill the void created by my own father’s death when I was five.


  *  *  *  


I’ll end this opening chapter by recounting a conversation I had that involved a father and son who had come to see me after years of uneasy estrangement. The father, David, was a successful man, somewhat cautious and overly fastidious, but well meaning. His son, Zach, was seventeen, and he also did quite well—academically, athletically, and socially, but in other ways he was the opposite of his father: gregarious, charismatic, and a bit impulsive. He had gotten into some minor scrapes toward the end of his senior year in high school, and his parents were concerned that the prestigious college to which he had been admitted would rescind its acceptance.


At first Zach and I met individually. During these meetings his complaints centered on his father. “I’m about to move out for college,” he said, “and after seventeen years I feel like I hardly know the guy. We never horsed around when I was a kid, he never gets mad, everything is nice, neat, and in its place. You can’t accuse the guy of anything, he’s done his job. But who is he? Jesus, you’d think with me getting in trouble he could at least freak out a little. My mom is all worried, but my dad, it seems like just another opportunity to ‘do the right thing.’”


Zach and I decided to invite his father to our individual sessions, and in these Zach spoke, in a direct but kind way, about how distant he felt from his father. His father, in turn, tried dutifully to respond. He asked Zach what was missing, he wondered what he could do, he wasn’t angry, indeed he was hardly even defensive. It was clear that he cared, and that he wanted to do right by his son. But it seemed that the harder he tried to do the “right thing” the more frustrated Zach became, and the more frustrated Zach became the more guilty the boy felt about being upset at this man, his father, who was obviously trying so very hard.


Eventually, however, David spoke of having been aware of the distance for some time. He recalled that when Zach was fourteen he had talked with a local expert in the field of parenting, a man who had prescribed a series of exercises for him to do with his son. Father and son were supposed to share their feelings with each other, to write down what each thought of the other, to communicate what each liked about the other, what each disliked, and so on. “When that didn’t work,” David said, “I think I sort of gave up. I didn’t know how to reach you.”


Zach, finally exasperated, now shook free of his guilt and inhibition with full-throated anger: “Christ, Dad, I didn’t give a shit about that stuff. You just hid behind it. Don’t you know what I want?”


“What?” his father asked.


“You. I want a relationship with you. I want a father.”
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The Great Masculinity Debate





ON A BEAUTIFUL spring day a number of years ago, Miles, then three years old, wandered about the yard. I followed. In my hands, unused and encumbering, were the bat and ball with which I had intended us to play. That idea hadn’t flown. Maybe the bat and ball would have been useful had I been able to understand better the ideas he had for them: something about a rocket, a launching pad, and the need to transport grass to a faraway planet. But I hadn’t been able to move my own conception of bat and ball that far. So he wandered and I followed.


He stopped to examine a hose. He was distracted by a bee. He pointed. He moved in the direction he’d pointed, briefly, but a flower caught his eye, and he was quickly off to that. I followed. When he returned to the hose I thought, “Maybe I can show him the pleasure of aiming and squirting,” but he saw not a tool but a snake. Then he spied the bee again. “Maybe,” I thought, “the bee will be common ground. There’s lots for a father to say to his son about bees, about stings, about collaboration, about industry.” But before my thoughts could catch and hold even the tiniest thread of his thinking, he was off again. I followed.


Then my wife joined us, and she too began to follow our son around the yard. I was stunned by how different things were for her. She moved quickly but easily, attuned to our son’s rhythm. She folded herself seamlessly into his tempo. Where I had seen only random and ceaseless redirections of attention, she found never-ending stories that seemed to tell themselves. When she stopped with him at the same hose, a game broke out. There was a snake in the grass, it was chasing a mouse, it caught the mouse. Would that mean old snake let him go? Would he eat that little mouse, or would it get away?


Where was that game when my son and I had found the hose? My wife seemed to me a paragon of parenting, towering, in her natural ease, above my journeyman talents. I watched mystified, as her thoughts and movements all seemed to dance in timed response to our son’s shifting attention. And then my mind wandered. At first I daydreamed myself to another place. Then, brought back to the moment by the troubled awareness that I could not find my way into the intimate circle that my wife and child had made, I wondered what was wrong with me that I was bored, here with my first son, on this beautiful spring day.


“Why Can’t a Man Be More Like a Woman?”


So what was my problem? For one thing, I was, without knowing it at the time, trying to follow the prescriptions and proscriptions of a popular new movement.


Here’s what I mean.


As most people know, Freud established the very first psychoanalytic commandments, models of mental health for both men and women, largely based on what was known, or, to put it more accurately, hypothesized, about male development. The Oedipus complex, for example, initially described boys’ development, and it was subsequently retrofitted in a cumbersome attempt to explain the minds of girls and women. The results of this male-oriented model are now well recognized, and well criticized. Penis envy, misguided notions about women’s sexuality, inaccurate views on women’s aggression and competition—women were time and again found to be lacking because they were seen through the lens of the existing “phallocentric” theory. For a long time psychology’s view of women could be captured by Professor Higgins’s lament in My Fair Lady: “Why can’t a woman be more like a man?”


Then Carol Gilligan and a number of other influential women theorists—Nancy Chodorow, Judith Jordan, Irene Stiver, Janet Surrey, to name a few—corrected this problem by developing a psychology of women based on observations of how women actually are. Their contributions, which have been exceedingly valuable, clinically, theoretically, and politically, point out that such traits as connection, attunement, mutuality, empathy, and so on are normative for women. Stop judging women as deficient simply because they are not blessed with a surfeit of qualities like competitiveness, aggression, and separateness, they argue, for those are the ways of men. Women do it differently: by cooperating, by communicating, and by joining.


This correction was all good, a sorely needed reworking of a narrow-minded, phallocentric way of looking at women. But then a funny (though probably not surprising) thing happened on the way to the quorum. By the 1990s the tables had turned yet again. Gilligan and her followers applied their findings regarding women and girls to men and boys. A shiny new theory was formed, and now men had to negotiate views of “healthy” masculinity and fatherhood from within the confines of the new theory’s persuasive arguments.


This movement (the “sensitive man” movement, as I will call it from here on) is organized around the notion that men need to become more like women (or, one might argue, like a caricature of a woman): empathic, connected, caretaking, and understanding.


The aforementioned Carol Gilligan is probably the intellectual mainstay of the sensitive man movement. Gilligan tells us that boys suffer from a host of psychological liabilities, primary among them an intolerance of feelings and vulnerability, along with an incapacity to form meaningful relationships. She writes: “If boys in early childhood resist the break between the inner and outer worlds, they are resisting an initiation into masculinity or manhood as it is defined and established in cultures that value or valorize heroism, honor, war, competition—the culture of the warrior, the economy of capitalism. . . . To be a real man or boy in such a culture means to be able to hurt without feeling hurt, to separate without feeling sadness or loss, and then to inflict hurt or separation on others.” In essence, according to Gilligan, boys are traumatized by a culture that is intolerant of their inherent vulnerability. Then, like pledges in a fraternity, they go on to inflict the pain of their initiation on the next generation.


Others trumpet the same call.


The psychiatrist Eli Newberger, author of The Men They Will Become: The Nature and Nurture of Male Character, seconds Gilligan, positing that male aggression is but a thin facade, an armor against vulnerability. Newberger asks, “Could boys be raised to become more caring and connected men?” Not easily, he answers, at least not when they grow up in a culture that so values toughness, stoicism, and competition, and that discourages them from feeling, crying, and connecting.


Terrence Real, author of I Don’t Want to Talk About It: Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male Depression, joins the chorus, writing: “Boys don’t hunger for fathers who will model traditional mores of masculinity. They hunger for fathers who will rescue them from it.”


Olga Silverstein and Beth Rashbaum, in their book, The Courage to Raise Good Men: You Don’t Have to Sever the Bond with Your Son to Help Him Become a Man, speak out against the age-old search for male role models. Silverstein and Rashbaum posit that traditional fathers, in their wish to make their sons “strong and brave,” produce boys who are “emotionally cut off and remote.”


And William Pollack, one of Gilligan’s chief spokesmen in the sensitive man movement, expands on her theory of male pathogenesis in his best-selling book Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Myths of Boyhood. Pollack argues that culture, via its rigid and insensitive application of what he calls the “boy code,” shames boys into denying and suppressing their “authentic inner voices.” One of the most egregious examples of this, he believes, can be found in the way that boys are pressured into separating “prematurely” from their mothers. If only a boy were allowed to remain longer in the safety of his mother’s love and understanding, Pollack declaims, he would be more likely to share his feelings (good), he would be less likely to compete aggressively (bad), and he would be more likely to connect emotionally (good). And because such a boy would not be frustrated in his desire for openness, love, and connection, he would shed that nasty, anachronistic anger—apparently the one feeling that should not be shared with others.


These authors and many others, such as Ron Levant (Masculinity Reconstructed: Changing the Rules of Manhood) and Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson (Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys), tell us that the strong, stoic man is a thing of the past. Vulnerability, openness, and connection are the new path that men must travel. As Susan Faludi writes in Stiffed: “The male paradigm of confrontation has proved worthless to men.” Dedication, service, and caretaking, she continues, must be the wave of the future. The solution will lie in men’s capacity to “husband,” to make themselves useful to society.


It goes without saying that this movement has made a great contribution by focusing our attention on serious problems: the absence of emotionally involved fathers, and the painfully alienated experience of many young boys. It identifies a villain—the traditional male values of stoicism and disconnection. And it offers a prescription: We men need more exposure to the feminine, either through longer and more accepted relationships with our mothers, or through relationships with fathers whose outdated masculinity has been properly “retooled.” As Michael Kimmel, author of Manhood in America: A Cultural History, writes: “Frankly, I’d prefer more ironing Johns and fewer Iron Johns.”


Perhaps because there is seductive appeal in its warm and fuzzy vision of empathy and caring, perhaps because these ideas appeal to women (and far more women buy books on parenting and relationships than do men), or perhaps simply because of natural pendulum shifts and timing, the sensitive man theory has become enormously influential. From Cosmopolitan magazine advice columns to Harvard Medical School teaching conferences, the new psychology of women serves as a yardstick by which men’s psychological health is measured. In an ironic twist of probably well-deserved payback the lament has become: “Why can’t a man be more like a woman?”


In 1991 I knew the sensitive man mind-set well. This wasn’t because I had read the literature and was converted to its gospel—indeed much of it had yet to be published. I knew it because I, like most fathers of my generation, had grown up in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, immersed in the era’s burgeoning feminism, terror about the destructive power of male aggression, disillusionment with the masculine way of doing things, and mistrust of authority. These forces (which on a cultural level gave birth to the sensitive man movement) molded my and my fellow men’s beliefs regarding what it meant to be a good man, and a good father.


So without really knowing that I was doing it, I had set out to be a good sensitive man. I had unwittingly begun to file down the vestigial protuberances of my masculinity, to check my self-centered masculine agenda at the door in the hopes of becoming a more “nurturing” and “attuned” parent. There was just one catch. The harder I tried to be attuned and understanding, the more it seemed that I could not find my footing as a father. Skittering on thin ice, trying desperately not to break through to the place where memories of my own father, mostly absent, lay, I had begun to worry that I wouldn’t be able to do the very thing I wanted more than anything else in my life—to be a good father.


Bill and Mary Jenson


When you are stuck in something you need the help of other minds. I got such help. I learned from many places that I was hardly anomalous in my dissatisfaction with my mode of fathering. Some of the most effective help came from my patients.


Bill Jenson was about forty years old when I first met him. He was a tall, slightly graying man, attired preppy-hip in khakis and a denim shirt. A slight midriff bulge had not yet camouflaged his athletic build. His wife, Mary, also about forty, was blond, thin, and carefully dressed. Visually they seemed a good fit; indeed they appeared lucky to have found each other.


The Jensons first came to see me in 1994. The parents of two children, they considered their marriage of fourteen years to be a “good” one. Like so many couples, however, they had stayed away from a few painful places over the years, and as a result their relationship had become more distant. Things had evolved into a reasonably effective “partnership,” which is what they meant by a “good marriage,” but they both felt disappointed in the loss of intimacy, authenticity, sexuality, and tenderness that had resulted.


The couple got straight to the point. Bill’s anger, said Mary, was frightening to her. It seemed to come out of nowhere, and it felt “volcanic.”


Bill felt misunderstood and responded with clear annoyance: “I don’t have any more of a temper than most other guys I know. You exaggerate it—it’s not so bad.” Bill turned to me, his irritation now softening: “I think sometimes she can’t tell the difference between me and her father, who really was an abusive son of a bitch. She thinks whenever I get angry it’s traumatizing. I can’t even discipline the kids without her getting scared I’m scarring them for life.”


“The fact that my father was out of control,” Mary countered, still holding firm, “doesn’t take away my right to feel that you get too angry. I think sometimes you just act without thinking about how it affects the rest of us.”


She thought he was too angry; he felt she was too touchy. She felt scared of him; he felt that she put him in a straitjacket. She felt he was selfish; he felt that he was just being himself. It was a familiar disagreement, one utterly emblematic of how men and women struggle to find a mutually compatible vision of a man’s, and a father’s, anger, aggression, and, importantly, authority. And I, interestingly, found myself leaning toward familiar remedies. Let’s work on understanding the differences, let’s work on communicating better, men are from Mars . . .
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