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More Praise for Masterminds & Wingmen




“Rosalind Wiseman is perhaps America’s foremost guide through the complex social hierarchies and cruel logics that govern adolescents’ lives. And Masterminds and Wingmen maps the foreign territory of boys’ social and interior emotional lives as deftly and compassionately as Wiseman’s earlier book on girls. With clear analysis and down-to-earth practical advice, this book will guide many many conversations between parents and their sons.”

—MICHAEL KIMMEL, author of Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men

“In Masterminds and Wingmen, Rosalind Wiseman dared the impossible: she asked the most taciturn creatures on earth—teenage boys—to talk about their social lives. The result is a Rosetta Stone for the adolescent male, so even that boy-patented monosyllabic shrug now speaks volumes.”

—ASHLEY MERRYMAN, coauthor of NurtureShock: New Thinking About Children

“Rosalind Wiseman brings a distinctive perspective and voice to whatever issue she takes up. She did it in Queen Bees and Wannabes. Now she’s done it again, revealing the inner workings of Boy World. I found the book insightful and useful, as both a father to sons and as a professional working with violent youth who must deal with the most serious life issues facing other people’s sons.”

—JAMES GARBARINO, PHD, author of Lost Boys: Why Our Sons Turn Violent and How We Can Save Them

“The world bombards boys with confusing and destructive messages—the net result is the creation of characters instead of young men with character. Masterminds and Wingmen will help parents, teachers, and coaches understand young boys and make a difference in their lives. An intriguing read.”

—DR. KEVIN LEMAN, author of Have a New Kid by Friday
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It’s Time to Enter Boy World

Like many parents, I wake every morning with my mind filled with Post-It notes of all the things I’m behind on. On April 12, 2011, I opened my eyes with only one thought: it’s time to write a boys’ book. For years I’ve wanted to write a book for boys that would be a complement to one I’d written for girls, Queen Bees and Wannabes. When parents and teachers would ask me about the possibility, I’d thank them for their confidence and promise that I’d get around to it one day, not really sure that I would. Ironically, my two children are both boys, which always gets a laugh when I’m introduced as an expert on girls. How can that Queen Bees woman, that Mean Girls woman, be the mother of only boys?

The truth is, I’ve always taught boys, and they constantly write to me for advice. But up until now I’ve never publicly shared their struggles and what I’ve told them. Some of their problems are important but small, like “How can I tell a girl I like her?” or “How do I tell a girl I don’t like her?” or “How do I stop my friend from bugging me about how short I am?” Other questions are bigger, like, “I have a coach who screams ‘faggot’ at one of the kids. Some of the other guys are going after him too. I hate it, but what can I do?” “I want to quit the team but I can’t tell my parents.” Or, “My dad always, always thinks I’m guilty of something, or lying, or lazy. Every time he lectures me I just want to explode, but I smile and say nothing. My mom makes excuses for him. I can’t live like this but I don’t know what to do.”

I put off writing a book about boys because I wasn’t certain I could deliver the level of insight that I’d been praised for in Queen Bees. Did I know boys well enough? Could I get them to tell me what I needed to know? I knew that boys are much more complex than popular culture gives them credit for. I knew there was a lot going on beyond their clipped responses like, “I’m fine.” But I wasn’t sure that I could write something that was equal to what boys, parents, and adults who care about boys need and deserve.

I needed a sign.

I got it when I was least expecting it. In the spring of 2011, I met with Cartoon Network’s CEO, Stu Snyder, and Alice Cahn, the network’s vice president of social responsibility, to discuss the possibility of working together on their “Stop Bullying: Speak Up” campaign. I’d brought along Emily Gibson, who helps me strategize new partnerships. As usual, Emily got right to the point. “Stu, I’m really glad we’re meeting, but I’m not sure I understand why. Rosalind is more known for her work with girls, and we know most of Cartoon Network’s viewers are boys, so why her?”

Stu immediately answered. “You can see it in her eyes.”

What’s in my eyes? I wondered. Do I have something weird in my eyes?

“You can see she has boys in her eyes,” Stu said. What was he talking about? Then I realized exactly what he was referring to. I’d seen that look. I’d even written about it in another book, Queen Bee Moms and Kingpin Dads. I just hadn’t realized it was my facial expression too. That look says to others: “I’m regularly attacked with Nerf guns as a display of affection. I’m not surprised to receive an email or phone call from the principal. There may have been a time, just once, when I realized the boys’ principal was calling and I pressed Ignore because I just really didn’t want to hear what the boys had done. At any moment I must cope with the following challenges: my children destroying something of high value, hurting themselves doing something mind-blowingly stupid, or facing a hygiene problem so severe that lesser beings would flee or vomit. But because I’m these kids’ mother, I’ll hold them accountable, patch them back together or bring them to someone who can, while shaking my head at the ridiculous reason we’re at this place, seeking help. And yes, I’ll force these desecrators of bodily hygiene to clean up after themselves—even if they claim they can’t smell anything wrong.”

I returned from my meeting in Atlanta, and the next morning I woke up ready to write. I had just needed someone on the outside to let me know I was ready.

FOR BETTER AND WORSE: HOW I STARTED THE QUEEN BEE/MEAN GIRL CRAZE

There are a few more things to know about me beyond that I have a reputation for working with girls. I’ve taught in schools for almost twenty years. I started by founding a nonprofit organization that taught kids from fifth to twelfth grade a social justice and ethical leadership course I developed called “Owning Up™.” That early work is the basis for the training I still do with educators and administrators. About eight years into teaching, I wrote Queen Bees and Wannabes, a book for parents of girls about what the world looks like to a girl and how parents can best guide their daughters through it.

I wrote about girls because I felt that our understanding of girls and the connection between their friendships and their personal development wasn’t as good as it needed to be. By 2000, a lot had been written about girls, self-esteem, and body image, but I couldn’t find anything intended for a general audience that spoke to girls’ group dynamics. I believed that girls’ conflicts with others were unfairly dismissed as drama and cattiness. We weren’t giving girls real-life skills to handle conflict with their dignity intact. I saw that girls were valued based on their ability to conform to the unwritten rules of what I termed “Girl World,” and that these dynamics in turn impacted girls’ ability to be socially competent as girls and women.

I can’t quite remember the sequence of when and how all this happened, but right before Queen Bees was published, I was profiled in a New York Times Magazine article entitled “Mean Girls.” A few days later, my literary agent asked if I’d talk to a woman named Tina Fey, because she was interested in buying the rights to the book. I had no idea who she was. I’d just had a baby (my oldest son Elijah), so even if I was watching TV, I was so tired I couldn’t remember anything I was seeing anyway.

Before you think I was jumping for joy that someone had asked to buy film rights for Queen Bees, you should know that I was already jaded enough about media and entertainment that I needed to be convinced. I’d had a couple of strange calls from people asking to buy my life rights—which would have made for an extremely compelling story of a woman desperately trying to raise money for her little nonprofit from fancy foundations while wearing clothes decorated with baby vomit.

But I took the call. Twenty minutes later, I was convinced. If someone was going to do something as crazy as taking a nonfiction, how-to parenting book and turning it into a major motion picture, Tina was the person to do it. All I asked of her was that she not make it stupid. She promised, and I believed her. Not only because she was clearly intelligent, but also because she appeared to be motivated in the same way I was. If you’re going to put yourself out there, you can’t do it half-assed. (That said, with more than twelve years of parenting under my belt, I’m much more accepting of personal mediocrity.)

With the popularity of Queen Bees and Mean Girls, I was increasingly called upon to speak on girls’ issues, which was great but also made me uncomfortable. While the attention on girls was needed, the message was also sometimes watered down or used as a way to demonize girls.* In addition, with all the conversations about girls, boys, as a distinct group, disappeared. Recently, with the avalanche of attention on bullying and school shootings, the closest we’ve come to recognizing boys’ issues is in our discussions of teen suicides, which we generally attribute to homophobia and lack of gun control. Not that those issues aren’t worth discussing—but they’re far from the only boys’ issues that need to be addressed.

COULD I GET BOYS TO HELP ME?

With every book I write, I ask the people I’m writing about to help me. But when I decided to do a book for boys, I remember wondering if it would be possible to get boys to reveal their deepest feelings, thoughts, and most meaningful experiences. Could I get them to answer my questions day in and day out? Would they really read twenty-page drafts of chapters multiple times for no reason other than that they wanted to? (I did offer to write college recommendations if they worked hard.) Yes. They did, and it was far easier than I expected. First, I put out a few calls to schools—public, charter, private, parochial, international, all boys, big, small, urban, suburban, and rural—and held my breath. Almost immediately, schools of every type were on board. Then a few weeks later, as I was wrapping up a high school presentation, I mentioned to the students that I was working on a boys’ book and if anyone wanted to help me, they should please let me know. I couldn’t believe the response. Boys walked right up to me and volunteered. (So did girls, by the way.) After that, I made the request after every presentation. What surprised me the most was who came forward. Looking back now, it makes perfect sense that the “golden boys” with the highest social status, like the athletes, volunteered, but they weren’t the only ones; many different kids volunteered. By email and Twitter, boys found me and told me they were on board. Within a month, I had over 160 boys contributing to what you’re about to read. In their own words, here are a few of them telling you why they did it.




I feel that helping people who are in bad situations I have already been in is a duty. —Mathias, 16



I’m doing it because I want to be part of something bigger that will make a difference for our gender and my “peers,” but also because I feel like our “Boys World” is something that’s been kept in the dark for too long. —Victor, 17



Sometimes I think working on this book helps me more than the other boys. —Grant, 15



I want this book to inform, educate, and reform the social structure of boys in their natural environments. Things happen in the realm of boys’ worlds that are never mentioned in the public eye, or are brought to concern by adults. By contributing to this book, I hope to redefine the way of thinking when it comes to how boys interact. —Cody, 18



Once we began the project, it was nonstop arguing, debating, and laughing—and an occasional tear when boys shared something particularly painful. The boys made me realize that things I’d assumed about them for years were wrong. They told me stories that were so funny and stupid, I cried from laughing. I gave them problems other kids wrote to me about, and they had intense debates about how to help these kids they didn’t even know, then emailed me because they were worried about what had happened to the kid in trouble. They shared their most personal stories, feelings, and opinions—all to help you know how to reach out to the boy in your life in the best possible way.

I’ve also asked parents to share their experiences, concerns, and worries with you. They’re going to tell you some stories that I hope will make you laugh and make you remember that you’re not alone trying to raise these people who sometimes seem determined to make it as rough on you as possible.

We’re going to walk a difficult line in this book. You may read something that challenges you to the core. That’s never pleasant. In fact, it’s usually a highly anxious experience that leaves you wishing you’d left well enough alone. If this happens to you, I’m asking you to face that challenge without shutting down or beating yourself up for being a bad parent.

You also don’t have to like your son or any of the boys he hangs out with. You’re allowed to have moments of resentment when you’re busting your butt for him and he doesn’t seem to notice. You’re allowed to be angry that the child who used to give you hugs and kisses turns away from you. You’re allowed to fantasize about the fabulous carefree life you’d have if you weren’t driving him to games all weekend. You aren’t a bad parent if you go out with good friends and admit these feelings out loud. If you don’t acknowledge them, then you will become one of those parents who robotically smile as they tell you that their kids are perfect, but in reality can’t laugh at themselves or ask for help when they come up against the real-life, no-holds-barred, humbling work that it takes to raise a boy into an honorable man.

HOW ARE YOU REALLY COMING ACROSS TO YOUR SON?

I’ve sat with a lot of parents who insist that they’ve talked to their sons about how important honesty and integrity are to them and been completely confused when the boys haven’t acted in ways that reflect those values. In their confusion, they tend to blame others. While it certainly can be true that parents talk to their sons about values, I’ve realized that parents often speak to their sons about their family values without placing them in a context where these values will be called upon. It isn’t enough to say “Be honest” or “Do the right thing,” because in moments of conflict many of us lack the skills to move through the fear and put our values into action. The context of the situation really matters more than a catchphrase. What’s way more useful for boys is to talk to them about what integrity looks like to you under duress. This book will bring these moments of conflict front and center and then show you how to make your values meaningful within the problem your son is facing.

This gets us to role-modeling, one of the most-talked-about concepts in parenting and teaching, but also one that frequently isn’t supported with our actions. Our children aren’t stupid, and they’re not naive. They see when adults around them act hypocritically. They see what we value and believe by our actions, not our words. If we try to present a perfect image of ourselves, they will see through it. In order to earn our boys’ respect, we must examine our own behavior. It doesn’t matter if you’re a parent, a teacher, an uncle, an aunt, an administrator, or a coach. How do boys see you express anger? Sadness? Disappointment? How do you express affection? How do you acknowledge when you’ve made a mistake? Are there areas in your life where you say one thing and do another?

Our boys are watching. They may appear cynical and seem to brush off how much they care when they don’t respect how we conduct ourselves. Don’t let their appearance of complacency fool you. They care deeply. Boys profoundly want strong, comforting, honorable adults who admit how messy life is.

WELCOME TO BOY WORLD

In this book, I’m going to describe and give suggestions for the most common dynamics and challenges you’ll probably face with boys. How can you help your son when he’s struggling? How can you get a better understanding of how he sees the world and his place in it? How can you reach out to him without his shutting you out?

We’re going to start by understanding the unwritten rules of Boy World and how they define for a boy who has power, who intimidates him or vice versa, or where he can let down his guard and be himself. Understanding Boy World can help you assess him as well. What is he being teased about? Why would other kids turn on him? Or even harder to admit, why would he be cruel to others? What would make him lie or sneak around behind your back? Understand Boy World and you’ll understand where he’s coming from.

Boys don’t all respond the same way to Boy World. When I name behaviors by labeling them (like Queen Bee or, in this book, the Mastermind), I’m doing this to create a common language about behavior we often see but can’t easily put into words. I’m not doing this to stick boys with labels they can never peel off. For this book to be useful for you, you’ll have to balance what I write with the boy you know. I could be wrong. He could see things differently from what I’m writing here. But whether or not he perfectly fits the behaviors I’m describing, what’s far more important is that you have a conversation with him and he’s able to tell you what’s going on in his world. As far as I’m concerned, regardless of whether you end up accepting my terminology, if this book can help open up a line of honest communication with your son about what he thinks and cares about, then I’ve done my job.

THINGS TO REMEMBER AS YOU READ

I’m a “parenting” expert and a mother. What this means is that it’s much easier for me to think through a problem that’s not about my own children. When one of my boys is involved, my initial reaction is to get angry, disappointed, frustrated, or anxious and to think of the worst possible outcomes, like: My child will be scarred for life, he’ll never learn from the experience, he’ll end up with severe mental health issues, everyone will hate him … the list goes on and on. When other people’s children are having a problem, I can see the situation much more clearly and think through possible challenges and strategies.

This doesn’t mean I’m a useless mother. What it does mean is that I try to be mindful of how my initial reactions exacerbate the problem when my own children are struggling. I have learned to give myself a little time to process the anxiety, anger, and fear coursing through my veins until I can think again and consult with someone who likes and knows my kids. Throughout the course of this book, I’ll ask you to do the same thing. Sometimes our love and worry stops us from providing the help our boys need. As a mother, one of the most difficult lessons I’ve learned while writing this book is how much parental anxiety can repel boys and come between them and their parents. This book is about bringing you closer together and helping you create and maintain the support system you and your son need.

This Book Covers a Wide Range of Ages

You may be reading this after your ten-year-old son didn’t get invited to a friend’s birthday party and you have no idea why. Or you may be reading this because at 2:00 AM last night you got a nasty phone call from a father who found your teenage son sneaking into his daughter’s bedroom. If you’re on the younger side of things, skip over the parts for older parents if the issues covered there stress you out too much; those parts will still be there when you need them.

Read This Book When You Can

This book is organized to fit the pace of your life. While you’re more than welcome to sit down and read it all cover to cover, I doubt that’s going to work for everyone. I’ve organized this book so you can read what you need when you need it. It’s also designed to be read in small bites for those times when you’re waiting in a carpool line, sitting on those cold uncomfortable bleachers, or waiting outside the principal’s office. Your child has a friend you think is a terrible influence and you need to know what to say without it becoming a battle of wills? Go to this page. Your son has a girlfriend and she’s texting him five hundred times a day? Read this page.

Most chapters begin with a thorough analysis and description of a specific aspect of Boy World. You’ll also see sections called “Checking Your Baggage” and “Landmines.” “Checking Your Baggage” is where I challenge you to answer a few questions to help you understand your reactions. “Landmines” are things parents do and say, usually with the best of intentions, that make their son shut down. Like landmines in real life, they’re usually right in front of you, but you don’t realize they’re there until they’ve blown up in your face. As you read this you may be thinking that pointing out landmines is a lost cause, since anything you do—like looking in his direction or asking one innocent question—makes your son zone out, roll his eyes, look down at his phone, walk away, or put his headphones on, but I promise that you will learn ways here to improve communication with him. Then I’ll give you specific, step-by-step strategies to help him through the common situations that my boy editors have chosen.

If He Sees That You’re Reading This Book …

Especially if you’re one of those parents who read every parenting book they can get their hands on, here’s a suggestion. He’s probably going to take one look at the book and immediately roll his eyes and say something like, “Mom, I don’t want to talk about whatever is in there.” Even if this is the first book like this you’ve ever read, you’ll still get the eye-roll. Just tell him this: “It says in here that most parents ask way too many questions when their sons get into the car, like when I pick you up from school. It’s telling me how to know when you need more space.” If he laughs or says, “Really? Let me see that,” you have a couple of choices.

You can show him the book, but you can also tell him I wrote another book specifically for him, a “survival guide” pitched directly at boys. I wrote The Guide because I think boys need a book written just for them.

As for those of you who have sons who don’t make snarky comments and are actually willing to talk to you … have some sympathy for the rest of us.

If you’re a teacher, coach, or counselor who works with boys, someone who wants to work with boys, or an aunt, uncle, or grandparent who has taken a boy under your wing, I’m grateful that you’re taking the time to read this. My hope is that somewhere in these pages you’ll find ways to empower the boys you care about to become honorable, emotionally secure, strong men. Never forget how important you are to these boys. I’ve watched the power of another adult reaching out to a boy. It’s life-changing for both. So I’m putting some pressure on you, because the boys you’re helping need your guidance and support. And please don’t hesitate to answer the “Check Your Baggage” sections or to think about the impact of your experiences with the parenting styles in chapter 8 on how you relate to the boys in your life. Whoever you are, I hope this book is worth the read.

Before you turn to the next page, keep the following in mind:


      1. Boys are a lot smarter than most people realize.

      2. Boys can have really complicated problems with their friends and families.

      3. Boys usually say, “I’m fine, don’t worry about it,” when they’re really feeling the complete opposite.

      4. Some boys love death and destruction. This doesn’t mean they’re crazy or mean.

      5. Some boys don’t love death and destruction. This doesn’t mean they’re weak or weird.



There is one thing I won’t be able to do. I’ll never be able to tell you how to get boys to stop leaving their dirty socks around the house. If you know the answer to this problem, please let me know. In the meantime, we’re going to raise our exhausted heads, rise up, and be as strong, smart, open-hearted, and self-reflective as our boys need us to be.




* And, much to my annoyance, even though Mean Girls came out more than a decade ago, girls are still dressing up as the Plastics for Halloween.
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Why Doesn’t Batman Ever Smile?




Boys are just so different from girls. They just don’t fight the way girls do. When it’s done it’s done. It’s just so much simpler with boys.



You have boys??!! Isn’t that funny that you have boys when you do all this stuff with girls? Let me tell you, you are so lucky to have two boys! Boys are so much harder than girls when they’re little, but just you wait. When they get older, boys become so easy compared to girls!



I’ve lost track of how many times people have said the above to me. But over the years that I’ve worked with boys, I’m convinced that what looks like their “easiness” is actually our own ignorance. If you’ve ever picked up a boy from school and asked him how his day was, you may know what I’m talking about. If you don’t, let me explain it to you this way.

When a fourteen-year-old girl screams at you for not “getting” a problem she just described to you in detail for the last fifteen minutes, at least you heard a name and a few nouns and adjectives that gave you an inkling of what she was so upset about before she ran upstairs and threw herself on her bed. Boys’ problems can slip under the radar precisely because there’s usually no early warning system. What you thought was easiness turns out to be your own cluelessness, which you only figure out when someone drops a “bad news” bomb on you that makes you doubt someone’s sanity—yours, your son’s, or that of the person who’s telling you. What then ensues can be tremendously frustrating. You sit across the kitchen table from your boy (who’s slumped in his chair or precariously balanced on its back legs), and his only response to your worried questions is, “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” You finish the conversation exactly as you started, except now you’re even more frustrated.

After twenty years of teaching and working with teens, I realize that we often make the mistake of believing that if a boy doesn’t come to us with problems, then he doesn’t have them. We believe this for various reasons. Boys don’t demand our attention in the same ways that girls do. We don’t give them a language for talking about their worries and experiences like we do with girls. And we really don’t think enough about what our culture—and ourselves by extension—demands and expects of boys and how it frames their emotional lives, decision-making, self-esteem, and social competence. When we do notice boys, it’s usually because they’re somehow failing or they’re acting out in ways that appear thoughtless, reckless, disrespectful, threatening, or frightening.

As a result, by the time boys reach adolescence, most have adopted an appearance of calm detachment and seem to be disengaged from their most meaningful relationships, their future academic or professional success, and any desire to make the world a better place. This is the “slacker” attitude that people so often note in describing boys. Our reactions to this attitude are equally problematic because we usually dance between two extremes: getting angry with them because they’re unfocused and “lazy” or dismissing the problem as “typical boy behavior” (i.e., not anything that needs to be addressed).

The reality is that most boys’ days are filled with many of the same social challenges that girls face, and what they learn from those experiences matters now and for their futures, as it does for girls. We just aren’t trained to see it because boys’ problems can look deceptively simple and we can’t interpret the signs when they’re calling out to us for help. Frankly, we find it really challenging to admit how much we contribute to boys’ alienation. But make no mistake—under that detached facade, boys are desperate for meaning in their lives and for relationships they can count on for support and love.

Do you remember the moment when you realized you were going to have a son? Stop reading and really think about that moment. Remember your feelings and thoughts and what people said to you. I’ll tell you what mine were. I remember being five months pregnant and walking through a park watching a group of ten-year-old boys scream and throw themselves on each other. As I watched them I distinctly recall thinking, There’s not a lot going on in those brains. I remember my in-laws liking me a lot more because I was giving them a grandson. I remember people telling me how loud my house would be and how I’d better start saving money for all the things he’d break. (By the way, that money is called my sons’ savings accounts, and I do withdraw their money when they break things.) But that was it.

Compare this to someone who is having a daughter. From the moment they find out they’re having a girl, most parents know that the culture we live in will present specific challenges to their daughter’s self-esteem. As a girl matures it’s assumed that her parents need to worry about, prepare for, and then talk to her about body image, mean girls, bullying, eating disorders, physical safety, negative portrayals of girls in the media, and sexual vulnerability. Parents of girls also get a lot of support. If you want to find a conference, book, or seminar on any of these issues, it’s not hard to find, regardless of where you live and what your income is.

Equally important, because both educators and parents of girls are aware of these Girl World issues, we can protest the unhealthy messages. We don’t just accept them. Maybe you’ve seen what mommy bloggers do when a clothing company has the audacity to sell a T-shirt marketed to girls that says, I HATE ALGEBRA! Besides protest, we also include girls in our mission. We enlist them in the fight so that at very early ages many girls can cross their arms and lecture you about how even if they like purple, girls can like any other colors too. All of this is great for girls and a huge improvement from what girls experienced even a generation ago. While we still have a lot more to do (a whole lot more to do), girls have a general understanding that the complicated, mixed-message culture we live in not only gives them terrible messages about their sexuality and self-worth but also includes empowering messages that support them as they come into their full, authentic potential.

We don’t do any of this for boys. We don’t collectively challenge boy culture. We either buy into it ourselves or don’t notice it. We don’t see boys as complex, nuanced individuals. We don’t think a boy who loves shooting Nerf guns (at age seven), air-soft (at age eleven), or paint guns (at age thirteen and over) also wants to read romantic adventure stories. Instead, people often say, “Boys don’t read.” We are part of the problem when we say this. We are contributing to boys’ alienation.

Here’s a concrete example. If you have a seventh-grade daughter, you probably know that girls are often self-conscious about their bodies at this age, especially if they have larger breasts or weigh more than other girls they hang out with. When your daughter is invited to a swim party, you probably understand why she’s anxious about what she’s going to wear without her having to tell you, “Mom, girls can be very mean to girls who develop early. I’m feeling very self-conscious about my breasts, so I really need some help and support, and I’m not sure if I want to go to this party.” If you’re her dad and don’t get it right away, her mom can tell you in two seconds, and then you’ll get it.

Now imagine that your son is a seventh-grader who has “moobs” (man boobs) and that he’s invited to the same swim party. Two weeks before the party, he casually asks you to get him a swim shirt, but he doesn’t say anything about needing it in time for this party. Understandably, you file away Get him swim shirt in the back of your mind and don’t get the swim shirt. When it’s time to leave for the party, you have to yell at him four times because he won’t stop playing video games. When you finally get him into the car, you assume he’s sullen because he’s going through video-game withdrawal. You drive him to the party, lecturing him about screen time and getting even more annoyed because he’s not listening to you. Meanwhile, your son is fantasizing that the moob teaser broke his arm at practice today and is currently getting metal pins inserted in his bones without anesthesia so he’ll be missing the party.

Two hours later, you pick him up from the party determined to start fresh. You enthusiastically ask if he had a good time. He says, “It was fine.” You ignore his sullen attitude. You cheerily ask him who was there. He answers, “I don’t know. Some people from school.” In two minutes you’re back to feeling angry and rejected. But he’s not mad at you. Well, he is, because you didn’t get him the swim shirt. But he’s miserable because the moob teaser didn’t break his arm and miss the party. Instead, that kid took a picture of your son with his shirt off and showed it to all the other guys, who laughed and called him “Boob Boy.” But you won’t know any of this. Which means that when you get home and he goes right back to the TV and chooses the most violent game he has and starts destroying his enemies in the most gruesome way possible, you’ll go right back to yelling at him that he’s addicted to those horrible games and worry that the games are turning him into a violent freak.

He isn’t running to play that video game for no reason. He’s running to distract himself from the shame he feels that he was ridiculed for his body, from his deeply wired belief that he can’t tell you what happened, and it feels good to shoot something that he can pretend is his tormentor.

We assume boys are easy because they keep quiet, and in the process we sentence them to a lifetime of being misunderstood. If we don’t recognize and appreciate the challenges they’re facing, no matter how much we love them and want to help them, they won’t see us as a resource. Instead, they’ll see us as an essential part of the problem. You don’t need to take my word for it. Listen to them.




There is no way I’m telling my parents about my problems. There’s no point. My dad especially freaks out, starts yelling at me, and makes everything worse. —Ethan, 14



This girl in my class must be the most annoying girl on the planet. Last week she would not stop talking about who liked who in the class. After school, she wouldn’t stop teasing me. I finally snapped and poured water on her head. Of course I was the only one who got sent to the principal’s office. My parents want to kill me. This week this girl’s right back to doing the same thing because she knows she can get away with it. WHAT DO I DO???? —Evan, 13



When my mom gets mad at me, she tells me I’m being like my dad. She hates my dad. Can you imagine what that’s like? It’s like being cut with a knife. And this is the person who I’m supposed to tell my problems to. —Sean, 16



In addition to what the boys say, there’s significant research that clearly shows how boys are struggling:


    • For every 100 girls age 6 to 14 with a learning disability, 160 boys have a learning disability (US Census Bureau, “Americans with Disabilities: 2002,” May 2006).

    • For every 100 females age 15 to 19 who commit suicide, 549 males in the same age range kill themselves (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, http://​www.​cdc.​gov/​nchs/​data/​dvs/​LCWK1_​2002.​pdf).

    • For every 100 girls in correctional facilities, 879 boys are behind bars (http://​www.​census.​gov/​population/​www/​cen2000/​briefs/​phc-​t26/​index.​html).



Adding to these statistics, 70 percent of high school valedictorians are now female. My colleagues in college admissions tell me that the ratio of male applicants to female applicants has continued to weaken so much that now they believe that for every eight qualified female applicants there are only two male applicants. Eight to two. They won’t admit that publicly, but it’s something they discuss among themselves. The last time I spoke to a group of college admissions professionals (and there were representatives of Ivy League and other select colleges in the room), one of the attendees asked me, “Should we accept a male student who does well on his standardized tests but doesn’t get good grades and does the bare minimum with extracurricular activities? We can accept him because we need boys, but we have no indication that he’ll be a productive member of our community.” So while people are worried about racial affirmative action, the biggest affirmative action problem is right in front of us. If you’re still having a hard time believing me, check out this graph from Collegestats:

[image: ]

In that context, this comment from Will, a sophomore at Georgetown and one of my primary research and editorial assistants, makes perfect sense.


In my AP classes, I was always one of five guys. The same five guys in a classroom of girls. I had plenty of guy friends who could have taken those classes, but they didn’t want to do it. They’d rather be the best among the mediocre. Really, my friends would rather look stupid. They weren’t secure enough to compete with the girls.



We owe it to boys to do better. We owe it to the girls who are growing up with these boys to do better. Because even if you don’t have boys, you don’t want girls having to put up with insecure, intellectually stunted, emotionally disengaged, immature guys. Worse is when some boys’ insecurity combines with arrogance and privilege. Then we’re dealing with guys who believe that the right to amuse themselves by degrading girls is more important than behaving with common decency—or they don’t even realize how stupid they’ll look when they get caught. For example, when a fraternity at self-described “elite” Amherst College in Massachusetts (not a big university in the South where we stereotypically assume these things occur) designed a T-shirt for their pig roast party of a pig smoking a cigar and watching a naked woman roast on a spit with the words ROASTING FAT ONES SINCE 1847, the guys didn’t understand why that was such a problem. Here’s Dana Bloger, a female student at Amherst, explaining why the T-shirt is a problem:


The woman on the shirt is depicted as an animal—or rather, as inferior to an animal, since she has not only replaced the pig on the spit but is being roasted by it. She is objectified as a literal piece of meat, whose thoughts, feelings, and humanity are rendered nonexistent and her consent therefore irrelevant. The hypersexualization of her body links violence with sex, thus perpetuating the notion that violence is sexy and sexuality violent. While I am not suggesting that this image would ever directly cause the infliction of violence on any individual woman, dehumanization is always the first step toward justifying such violence.



The guys’ official response, after they tried to blow it off by saying they were drunk when they came up with the idea? “We didn’t mean to offend anyone.”*

All I have to say is: eight to two. It’s not good for anyone.

For all of us, including the guys who made that T-shirt, the stakes are high. So here’s what I’m asking. Just as I challenged people in Queen Bees to examine girls’ social lives more closely and be honest about how they contribute to the pressures on girls, I’m asking us to do the same for boys. Despite the fact that some extraordinary people like Bill Pollock, James Garbarino, Leonard Sax, Michael Gurian, Paul Kivel, Michael Thompson, Jackson Katz, Don McPherson, Michael Kimmel, and many others have been doing some extraordinary work on boys’ issues for a long time, the reality is that the impact of Boy World and boys’ social dynamics on their emotional well-being has been left out of the national conversation. We don’t acknowledge that boys wage sophisticated power plays and can be relentlessly targeted for humiliation, or that so many feel insecure about their bodies. We don’t notice when some boys abuse power and then get allies to back them up while other boys seethe in silence. And we really struggle to see how our own behavior with boys reinforces these dynamics.

The big question is this: how did those frat boys—who probably wrote “I love you!” Mother’s Day cards when they were eight—get to be such jerks? Did their parents know that their sons were capable of such callousness? On the other side, I believe there were guys in that Amherst fraternity who didn’t want to go along with the T-shirt but didn’t say anything. Why did they stay silent?

WHY BATMAN NEVER SMILES

I’d bet any amount of money that you’ve never said to a boy, “If you have a big problem and admit you’re really upset and worried, I’ll be ashamed of you and you’ll grow up to be a poor excuse for a man.” But somehow most boys have this message to some degree wired into their brains by the time they reach older childhood. Where does this message come from? It’s not like someone has been beaming things into their brains all day since they were little kids about when it’s okay for a guy to ask for help.

Except that’s exactly what’s going on. Think back to when your son was five or six and what toys he was given and what he liked to play with. I’m not about to launch into an argument about trying to get boys to play with dolls instead of trucks, and this isn’t about what color clothes you put him in as a toddler. Just go with me here. Did he get or play with toys that looked like this?

[image: ]

Do you remember the first time he got a superhero costume? Who got it for him? Did he jump off couches? When you walked through the door, did he attack you? Do you remember how exciting it was for him to be the all-powerful superhero? When you’re a young boy and you’re flying around the room with a Batman cape your grandma gave you, it’s intoxicating. You’re the hero. You don’t have to listen to anyone. You have unlimited power—which, when you’re five, is particularly cool because the reality is that you have very little control over your life.

Now I want you to imagine what this Batman looks like when he’s incredibly happy and excited. Imagine him in love. Does Batman ever look like anything other than what he looks like above? No. Batman’s emotional range is always somewhere between serious, detached, sullen, and angry. No matter how physically hurt he is, Batman shakes it off. If he’s angry, he either clenches his jaw or exacts revenge with utter physical domination. If he really needs advice or he’s being stubborn, Alfred seems to always know what to say to make Batman feel better or set his head straight. Alfred teaches boys that the people who are closest to them should innately know when they’re upset, why they’re upset, and what to do to make them feel better. But if people don’t get it, boys give up, because otherwise they would have to admit having messy feelings of “weakness” that Batman never shows. When you’re dealing with a boy, it’s like you have one silver bullet to kill the bad thing that’s upsetting him.

Now imagine you’re an eleven-year-old boy, and even though Batman is still cool, you and your friends start hanging out with this guy:

[image: ]

And now you’re thirteen and you like this guy:

[image: ]

The first picture is from Halo, one of the more popular video games for guys of all ages. The second picture is from Assassin’s Creed, one of the more popular, interesting games that middle school and high school guys play.

When I show these pictures to the boys at the beginning of my presentations, they respond by roaring. There’s no other way to describe it. They roar. It doesn’t matter if they’re in middle or high school. They jump up and down. They throw their arms in the air. When I ask them if they remember their superhero outfits, they grin and for a moment you can see the five-year-old boy each one of them used to be. Then I ask variations of the same questions I’ve asked you. What would the Halo guy act like if his parents were going through a bad divorce? How would the guy in Assassin’s Creed show he was sad because he just got dumped? What would he do if his friends were spreading horrible rumors about a girl and he knew they weren’t true?

Boys should want to act heroically at certain points in their lives. Being independent and self-reliant, getting up after having been knocked down—these are absolutely critical skills. But because these characters never show sadness, fear, anxiety, or obvious enthusiasm and love, they constantly teach and reinforce that boys should limit their emotions, and they even tell boys which ones they’re allowed to have. They don’t show how a man should speak out in a morally complex situation when his loyalties are torn between friends and ethics.

But as much as the boys love them, these characters (and by extension, the media at large) aren’t entirely responsible for defining and suppressing boys’ emotional range. The adults around them nurture and reinforce those limitations as well. It comes down to this. Many of us talk a really good game, but we aren’t being honest with ourselves. I have watched countless parents say they don’t want their son to bury his feelings, then tell him to “get yourself under control.” I’ve seen parents say nothing when their sons’ coaches call them “pussies,” “fags,” “little girls,” or “ladies,” or their sons report that they’re being accused of “running like they have sand in their vaginas.” I’ve seen teachers and school administrators interpret boys’ frustration as disrespect and punish them for it. Make no mistake: when our boys see that we aren’t saying anything in their defense, they believe that either we agree or we’re powerless to stand up to this kind of treatment. Either way, if a boy is growing up in this atmosphere, why would he ever ask us for help?

THE POWER OF THE GROUP

We all want to feel a sense of belonging. This isn’t a character flaw. It’s fundamental to the human experience. Our finest achievements are possible when people come together to work for a common cause. School spirit, the rightful pride we feel in our community, our heritage, our religion, and our families, all come from the value we place on belonging to a group. But it’s also true that our need to belong can be the cause of our greatest inhumanity. It can be our collective Achilles’ heel as it pushes us to say nothing when faced with injustice, or to join in the abuse of people the group has identified as different and therefore deserving of unequal treatment.

What I’m talking about is how we maintain our ethics and moral compass when we’re in a group. Why? Because conflict is inevitable, and at some point one person will abuse his or her power over another person. When conflicts and power plays arise, a cascade of decisions are made by every other individual in the group based on their own personal characteristics and history. It’s critical to realize that it’s these decisions that develop both our collective and individual ethical framework, moral courage, authentic voice, and social competence.

For most boys, the goals of being ethical and honorable, while valued, are vague. In the short term, it’s the experiences a boy has in a group that will teach him about friendship and what kind of boy is accepted or rejected by the group. His experiences in groups will influence how hard he tries in school, how he presents himself, his level of respect for women (including his mother) and girls, when and how he makes choices about sexual activity, and how he faces situations such as bullying, drinking, and drugs.


Each group has certain “morals,” and to be part of that group a guy has to follow the group code. If he doesn’t, he’s out. —Brian, 16



Within these moments are ethical choices and complex dynamics that frame the way a boy will act throughout his life. Should he say anything when someone is being excluded and treated cruelly? What’s the price of speaking out? What’s the price of silence? If a person speaks out, is he disloyal? Does he believe that seeking revenge or teaching someone “his place” justifies humiliating someone? What issues are more important than that?

THE ACT-LIKE-A-MAN BOX†

Group dynamics have distinct but unwritten rules. Understanding what those rules are and how they’re created is critical to understanding boys’ social dynamics. To do that, I’m going to begin with how we define culture. The dictionary defines “culture” as “the attitudes and behavior characteristics of a particular social group.” I define it as everything you intuitively know about how a person in your community should think and act to be accepted.

Of course, each of us lives in more than one community. The largest, loudest culture we all live in is our national culture, and we get constant messages from the media about what is valued (and not valued) within it. But we also live in smaller communities. Where we live, our ethnicity or religion, our economic class—all have their own cultural guidelines that react to or reinforce the value messages we get from the overall culture. But almost all cultures, no matter how big or small, base their greatest expectations for how a person is supposed to act on whether they’re male or female. If you’re born a boy, you have to act X way. If you’re born a girl, you must act Y way. These specific, detailed gender rules are often the invisible puppet strings controlling people’s social behavior.

Not every guy reacts to these rules in the same way. Some guys really drink the Kool-Aid. Others openly despise or rebel against the rules. Some guys are in the middle. But one thing is always true: in order for a boy to come into his own, he has to come to grips with how these messages exist inside his head and how they influence what he thinks, says, and does.

Let’s go back to my classroom and the boys high-fiving each other after they see the pictures of Batman, Halo, or whatever image I think is most credible to my students at the time. I ask guys if these images represent the way they think guys are supposed to act. Not surprisingly, they don’t think that’s what these images represent—or maybe they do, but only a little bit. Then I ask this question: “Describe a guy who can influence people or has high social status. This is a person everyone knows, and if he has an opinion, everyone listens and agrees. What does he look like, and how does he act?”

I write their responses on the board like this, inside the box:




	Funny
	
	Money



	Strong
	
	Tall



	Good with girls
	
	Cut



	Always relaxed
	
	Confident



	Independent
	
	Good at comebacks



	Good at “right” sports
	
	Detached



	Slacker attitude even if he does well at school
	
	Tough






Then I say, “Describe a guy who doesn’t have high social status. This is someone who is likely to be teased, ridiculed, or ignored. What does he look like? How does he act?”

I write their responses around the first set of answers like this, outside the box:
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In this exercise, called “The Act-Like-a-Man Box” (from now on I’ll abbreviate it to ALMB), I write down all the normally unwritten rules for boys. Even after I’ve written them down, boys can still have a hard time admitting how much control the ALMB has over their lives. Some get upset about the unfairness of it. For example, money can make them angry. Which is exactly the point. It’s not fair, but it’s still true that it’s easier to have more status if you have more money. Then I ask them what they would do in the following situations:


      1. Four guys are friends. One guy in the group gets teased a lot and hates it, but doesn’t say anything.

      2. A star athlete wants to quit the team, but feels he can’t.

      3. A guy won’t tell his friends that he got an A on his science test and that he studies really hard.

      4. A guy won’t tell his friends that his girlfriend puts him down all the time.

      5. A guy is really struggling in school, but doesn’t want to admit to anyone how much it bothers him.



Then everyone in the room gets serious, because they see how the box traps them. Doing the ALMB exercise isn’t about the boys figuring out how to increase their social status or where they fit in the Act-Like-a-Man Box. Instead, it’s about understanding how these invisible rules convince them what emotions they’re allowed to have and how to express them. It stops them from asking for help. But its impact is even bigger. It teaches boys to value a person who has more in-the-box characteristics and devalue a person who doesn’t. It’s about understanding that power and privilege are at work when one person believes he has the right to speak for everyone and no one contradicts him. It’s about how people with power abuse it and why they choose the specific weapons they do to humiliate or isolate others. Because, if everyone believes that people with a lot of the in-the-box qualities are better or have more power, then it follows that the people who don’t must have qualities that are inferior and must have less power. This is the foundation of how we all learn the different “isms” that separate us, like sexism, racism, classism, and other types of bigotry against people who are different (i.e., outside our particular cultural box).

Guys in the box (and often their parents as well), like any other group of privileged people, often don’t recognize their privilege. Privilege can make people blind. Many parents have been convinced that they’re raising their son to achieve future success, and are being good parents, if they steer him toward having as many ALMB characteristics as possible. It never occurs to them that putting their son in the ALMB has costs. Either he’ll feel immense pressure to conform to these expectations and believe that the only way his parents will truly approve of him is if he stays in the box, or he’ll believe his placement in the box makes him better than others (and no, he won’t say that, but his behavior will reveal this belief). As Brad and Jack describe it here, it doesn’t feel so great if you’re a boy who feels this internal conflict.




What’s weird is that in ninth grade I think we were all trying to be in the box. That’s all we wanted. But by senior year it feels like such a trap and all you want to do is get out. I look at me and my friends who are trying to always keep up with what people expect of us and it’s exhausting. —Brad, 18



In the eighth grade I went to a Catholic boys school where the real religion was homophobia. The toughest guy in school called me gay, and I lost a fight with him about it and was pretty much history for the rest of the year. So I changed schools and stopped doing anything remotely brainy or fruity like writing for the school paper or playing chess and now spend my time playing hockey and acting like Bluto from Animal House. I bet every second guy in every high school acts like me. Maybe it doesn’t excuse it, but I’ll bet nobody really changes either. Besides, college is two years away, I guess I will become that great guy then. In the meantime, my mom, my girlfriend, and my six-year-old sister (and now possibly you) are the only ones who can really know my dark secret. That I’m only a stupid jerk half of the time. —Jack, 16



Remember, every boy is an individual. The boy you know may not care about conforming to what’s inside the box. He may despise it, but he still interacts with people who judge both him and themselves according to its rules. He’s getting a constant stream of messages from the culture about what a real man is like.

One of the clearest lessons the ALMB teaches is that the easiest way to prove your “in-the-boxness” is to demean and dismiss girls and out-of-the-box boys. And we contribute to it. In boys’ daily lives, adults still often motivate them by equating bad performance or weakness with femininity. Without even realizing what we’re doing, we say to boys, “Don’t throw like a girl!” or “You’re screaming like a little girl!” or “Don’t cry! You’re a big boy!” (which implies that girls cry and crying is always bad and weak). Some people excuse these comments by saying, “But it’s true. Most boys throw better than most girls. Little girls scream at a higher pitch. Girls cry more easily than boys.” When people say those things to boys, though, they lead boys to draw a connection between acting incompetently or in a way that people can ridicule and being like a girl.

Obviously, going after boys who are outside the box is usually connected to being called gay. It’s the knee-jerk reaction to condemn and marginalize anyone who is acting outside the narrow range of the ALMB. Of course, rarely do any of these behaviors have anything to do with sexual orientation or sexuality. Specifically, the word “fag” is no longer exclusively used as a put-down against boys. I’m regularly accused of being a fag by some boys and young men when I speak out about racism or violence against women. Here are a few recent examples from my Twitter account:

@rosalindwiseman I beg she got raped by a whale cock and the jizz turned her into a fag. Everyone tweet @rosalind wiseman is a fag

@rosaline wiseman F****** fag

This is all happening at a time when official tolerance for homophobia is decreasing in the arenas that often mean the most to boys. In the past year the National Football League and the National Hockey League have both taken official action against homophobia. Pro basketball player Jason Collins has come out as the first active professional athlete from one of the top four team sports, and there’ll be more athletes who come out after him. But homophobia is still the dominant hand in Boy World that compels boys to be silent in the face of cruelty and teaches that they will be punished for speaking out. Just as important, boys feel that they can go after one another in this way either because they see adults use these terms in similar ways or because adults won’t say anything if they hear it (unlike racist put-downs, which boys know they should usually say only among their peers and which I’ll discuss later).

Boys start hearing the word “gay” or words like it on the playground by the time they’re in fourth grade, and they instantly know that the word is shorthand for a put-down. By middle school, most boys have a clearer understanding of what gay means in the context of Boy World. They know that whatever behavior triggers this accusation must be stopped immediately. Wearing fuzzy multicolored socks, liking the Disney Channel, getting upset when someone’s mean, or defending someone who wears fuzzy socks or likes the Disney Channel makes them a target. In high school, this dynamic is so powerful and pervasive that most boys don’t realize its viselike grip on their behavior. If they see a boy being teased for wearing something not included in the Boy World code of appearance or for complaining about people being mean to him, or if, in older adolescence, they watch a friend take advantage of a girl so he can sexually coerce her, they know they can’t say anything or they’ll be labeled as gay.‡


Last week ten close friends of mine were bullying this kid who is exactly like we’ve described him by not having high social status: fat, bad style, weak, etc. I told them to cut it out and that they should leave him alone, and while eight of them stopped, two told me to “stop being a fag.” —Carl, 16



To equate speaking out about abuse of power and social injustice with being sexually attracted to other men makes no sense. If it did, heterosexual men would be defined as those who do nothing or who join in when someone’s being abused. Then only gay men would have the courage to stand up. Not only is that inaccurate—gay men have challenges about speaking out similar to everyone else’s—but it’s insulting to straight men.

What’s so frustrating and ironic is that homophobia represses boys’ courage—not the courage to fight someone if challenged, but the moral courage to raise one’s voice when someone is being degraded. Will knows how frustrating this can be.


I know many gay people and have many family friends who are gay, and I have to say, one of the most frustrating things about going to my school is how they use terms like “fag” and “gay.” The even more aggravating part is how, if I imply that we shouldn’t be derogatory to gay people, I’m somehow “gay.” —Will, 15



Thank you, Will. The same way someone who advocates animal rights isn’t an animal, a person who advocates gay rights isn’t necessarily gay. —Matt, 16



We really could stop this. By “we” I mean parents, teachers, administrators, and any adult who works with kids. How we do this is by being honest about our own behavior. Certainly there are some adults who are actively part of the problem. But many more of us are bystanders.

The simple definition of a bystander is a person who’s present at an event but doesn’t take part. In reality, it’s a lot more complicated. Bystanders are convinced to join the person abusing power because they believe they’ll sacrifice their position in the group if they speak out. If bystanders are silent (which some define as being neutral), their “non-action” either looks like support for what the bully is doing or sends the message that they’re powerless to stop him. This isn’t to say that being a bystander who speaks out is easy. Far from it. Speaking out against the ALMB power dynamics is terrifying, and boys know this like they know how to breathe. And so do you.

Let me give you an example. Imagine you’re driving a group of boys back from practice. Your child is sitting shotgun, constantly scanning the radio or his phone for everyone’s perfect song. The other three boys are rehashing their day. Everything is good until you hear one of the boys, Josh, say to another, “Mike, you’re so retarded in basketball! Do you have any idea how gay you looked shooting in PE class today! The girls were kicking your butt!” You immediately tense, look in the rearview mirror to gauge the kids’ reactions, and wonder if you should say something. In that instant, several thoughts go through your head. You know it was bad but kids say words like that all the time. All the other kids are laughing. If you say something, you’re going to embarrass your child and you’re going to be known as the uptight parent. It’s inappropriate to set rules for other people’s kids. Or worse, what if the other kids get mad at your son because of what you say? And then the moment passes.

The hard truth is that this is the adult behavior that makes children believe adults support bullies or are powerless to stop them. These are










WHAT IF OTHER PEOPLE ARE DRAGGING YOU AND YOUR SON INTO THE ALMB?
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