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Praise for the New York Times bestseller Raising Cain


“Brilliant … Required reading for anyone raising—or educating—a boy.”

—The Washington Post




“Raising Cain gives a long-needed insight into that mysterious, magical land, the psyches of boys. Every parent, teacher—or anyone who wants boys to flourish—should read this book.”

—Daniel Goleman Author of Emotional Intelligence




“Raising Cain helps us understand the inner lives of boys much as Mary Pipher’s Reviving Ophelia shed light on the struggle of the adolescent girl.”

—The Tampa Tribune-Times




“If you love a boy, were a boy, or care about boys and the men they become, read this book. Perfectly balancing cutting-edge science with engaging anecdotes and arrestingly useful insights, Kindlon and Thompson have written the book on boys. It is superb.”

—Edward M. Hallowell Author of Driven to Distraction and Worry




“Enormously compelling … This thoughtful book is recommended for parents, teachers, or anyone with a vested interest in raising happy, healthy, emotionally whole young men.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)





[image: ]




A Ballantine Book
Published by The Random House Publishing Group

Copyright © 2000 by Michael Thompson and Teresa Barker

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Ballantine Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Ballantine and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

www.ballantinebooks.com

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: 00-105366

eISBN: 978-0-307-49120-6

v3.1





Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Introduction




Speaking of
the Nature of Boys

New Mother of Baby Boy Looks to the Future • Bombs Away! Blocks and Barbies • Dad’s Retreat from Obstinate Four-Year-Old • Preening at Thirteen • Chin Hairs and a Boy’s Pride • “In Your Face” Boy Arrogance • Is Annoying Nine-Year-Old Asking to Be Hit? • Body Piercing: What’s the Message?

Speaking of
Mothers and Sons

Can Moms Stay Cool? • Help! Micromanaging Mom Struggling to Let Go • Loving Well vs. Loving Equally • Mother Love Goes the Distance

Speaking of
Fathers and Sons

Father Misses Special Tuck-in Time with Nine-Year-Old Son • Why Can’t Dads Be More Like Grandfathers? • Wishful Dad Wants to Be in on the Conversation • Father Withdrawing as Son Grows Older • Father’s Depression: How Does It Affect a Son?

Speaking of
Siblings

Cain and Abel: Will They Ever Be Friends? • Teasing with Intent: Brother’s Barbs Hurt Sister • Competitive Brothers: Will They Ever “Get a Life”? • Kid Brother as Mascot to Older Sisters • Adding to the Family: Best Timing for New Sibling

Speaking of
Divorce

Divided Loyalties: A Boy’s Reaction to Divorce and Father’s Affairs • Divorce No Excuse for Sloppy Son • Breaking Up Is Hard to Do—For Son of Divorced, Dating Mom • Young Boy Nervous around Hostile Divorced Dad • Son Behaves Like Verbally Abusive Ex-Husband

Speaking of
Friendship

Is Fourteen-Year-Old Boy Okay without a Group of Friends? • Circle of Friends: Affirmative Action for Gender Balance? • Stories, Boasts, and Lies: How to Help a Cheating Boy • Exploiting “Friends” Are No Friends • Hanging at the Mall

Speaking of
Girls, Love, and Sexuality

How Can I Talk with My Son about Dating? • Should My Son Be a More Responsive Friend to the Girls He Knows? • Young Romeo: Heading for Heartache? • Teen Son Smitten by Gorgeous Girlfriend: Mom Not So Keen • Why Does My Twelve-Year-Old Son Talk Like a Sexist? • Three-Year-Old Cross-Dresser at Preschool • Eighth-Grade Boy’s Behavior Makes Parents Wonder: Is He Gay? • Attractive College Athlete: Lonely or Gay? • Early, Casual Sex: Is It Really “No Big Thing”? • Masturbation: A Little Light on the Subject

Speaking of
Feelings and Communication

Is Our Sensitive Boy a Sitting Duck for Bullies? • Little Fish, Big Pond: Will He Sink or Swim? • Little Boy Angry about Time-Outs • No More Strong, Silent Types?

Speaking of
School

Pushing for Pride, Mother Laments Eighth Grader’s Careless Bs • Little Lies Something to Worry About? • Fourth-Grade ADHD • Teen Son and School Don’t Mix: What Can Desperate Parents Do? • How Long Can Our Son Wait for School to Offer a Challenge? • Trombone Boy Ready to March to a Different Drummer? • Avid Reader Is Underachiever

Speaking of
Teachers

Kindergartner Is Exhausting Teachers and Classmates • Charming Boy’s Dark Side Expressed in Art • Math Whiz Struggles with Fear of Failure • Concerned about Boys Unfocused in School • Boy “Cutters” Need Attention • Boys Who Need Therapy: Is Anybody Listening? • Bold-faced Lying to Teacher: What’s He Thinking? • Proud Boys Struggle to Deny Learning Disabilities

Speaking of
Social Anger and Aggression

Lunchroom Banter Serves Up Social Cruelty • Managing Anger: Everyday Strategies and More Spackle • Bully or Bullied: Finding the Roots of Aggression • Are Schools Overreacting to “Idle Threats”? • Aggression: Can We Look on the Bright Side? • Boy Violence: When Connections Count

Speaking of
Boys in Trouble

Golf-Cart Boy a Local Hero • Home Alone: Too Much Freedom at Thirteen? • Mailbox Vandalism and Lessons in Justice • Underachieving High Schooler, Parents Projecting • Not So Sweet: Smoking at Sixteen • Drinking: How, When, and Where for a Sixteen-Year-Old Boy?

Speaking of
Sports

Baseball Player Plays Safe • Afraid Son Will Get Hurt in Football • Hockey: How Much Is Enough? • Basketball Coach a Stand-in Dad

Speaking of
Boy Fun, Games, and Laughs

What’s So Funny about Body Parts, Etc.? • Game Boy Dilemma • Paintball Gun for Thirteen-Year-Old Son? • Virtual Lives: How Much Is Too Much Time on Computer? • To Scout or Not to Scout • Girls, Boys, and Bedding: Coed Sleepovers • Using Stereotypes to Get Laughs

Speaking of
the Big Questions

Rich Hero Worship vs. Family Values • Son on a Mission: Will He Come Home? • Hate Prank No Joke • Vegetarian Moralist: Dinner Talk Hard to Stomach • Cancer Survivor Adopts Kosher Preference • Fifteen-Year-Old Doesn’t Talk




Dedication

Acknowledgments

About the Authors






Introduction

In Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys, my coauthor, Dan Kindlon, and I set out to break the traditional silence about boys’ emotional lives and advance a more enlightened approach for raising boys to be emotionally whole, moral, and resilient young men. The tragic shootings at Columbine High School focused public attention squarely on these issues, and for more than a year since the publication of Raising Cain, we have been on the road continuously, speaking to parent and teacher groups, education leaders, public policy makers, and the media across the nation about the nature and potential of boys.

The silence has certainly been broken. The level and fervor of public dialogue has been gratifying. What has impressed us the most, however, has been the freeing effect this public conversation has had on parents’ willingness to seek advice about issues they face with their sons at home. Wherever we go now, and in letters from readers of Raising Cain, parents are more eager than ever to share their “boy stories,” open up their lives, and air their concerns and questions. The hesitation that used to couch so many questions about boys is gone. What we hear now are more candid questions that reflect the great diversity of boys and boy experience—all kinds of questions about all kinds of boys. This is good.

The value in asking questions out loud is that more people can learn from them. Sometimes the answers offer new ideas or insights. Sometimes they confirm that which a parent already believed, but may have wondered about. And sometimes just hearing that other parents have the same questions can give a feeling of connection to the greater community of caring adults. As child psychologists, we, too, have learned from the questions. The more I hear, the more clearly I can see what perplexes parents and educators about boys and what we can do to help them.

I was asked to write Speaking of Boys, not as a textbook on boy psychology, but as an extension of the kind of relaxed discussion of boy life that typically unfolds at my public speaking engagements and in private therapy with boys and their families. While I’ve answered thousands of questions in these settings, it never occurred to me to write them all down and save them, first because I was too busy listening and talking to do any writing, but also because I have the organizational skills of an average eighth-grade boy. As it turned out, there was no need for old notes.

I invited Teresa Barker, a veteran journalist who collaborated as our writing partner for Raising Cain, to join me on this new adventure, collecting fresh stories and questions from parents, teachers, mental health professionals, and other caring adults across the country and from all walks of life. Teresa is the mother of a son, age fourteen, and two daughters. Though not a psychologist, she has a natural gift for putting parents at ease. Many parents who have never attended a parenting talk shared their concerns and questions in personal interviews with her. Many parents who don’t have access to private therapy were pleased to bring their concerns to me this way. And many people who would never ask their questions in public found a comfort level in tossing their questions into the pot anonymously and for the common good.

To keep the book a manageable length, we selected questions that best represented the concerns I hear again and again from parents and others engaged in working with boys. To share the rich diversity of life with boys, while protecting everyone’s privacy, we changed names and some details in the stories. Every one of these questions reflects a true-life minidrama or sometimes the comic relief also a trademark in the life of boys. We chose not to “clean up” the scenarios to simplify the lives and the issues they raised. In everyday life, parents and teachers—and therapists—are asked to problem-solve with insufficient information. The process of discovery includes looking for more than one explanation and remaining open to more than one kind of response. This is the way we need to talk and think to get closer to the truth.

There was no way to rank the questions. Who’s to say that a question about what makes one happy boy tick is any more important than a question about what makes another boy a walking time bomb? When questions come from a caring place, they are all equal. So we grouped the questions in categories by topic. They cover the full range of boy life, from the most serious concerns to the most humorous, and they cover all ages of boys. Speaking of Boys addresses physical and emotional development, friendship, sports, money, grades, peer pressure, electronics and video games, cruelty, anger and aggression, body image, family relationships, death and illness, divorce, depression, attention disorders, dating, drugs, and college/career/talent development.

As it happens, the single most-asked question about boys comes last in the book.

When I think of all the comments and questions I’ve heard, one of the most memorable is a comment—a complaint, actually—from a listener when I was a guest on the Talk of the Nation program on National Public Radio. Raising Cain had just been published, and the public discussion of the emotional life of boys was just beginning to heat up in the media. During the listener call-in portion of the show, a man called to say how disappointed he was in my remarks about the complexities of boy life. “Boy psychology is so simple,” he said, and went on to describe his own life: He’d come back from duty in the Vietnam War and it took him four or five years to get over that. He’d had a number of relationships with women that hadn’t worked out, but there were no big mysteries at work there. With every example of the “simplicity” of male life, he was describing a life that clearly had been shaped by emotional pain and troubled relationships. And yet his response was to deny that anything was complex about the emotional lives of boys and men.

Boys are not simple. We must not take them at face value. If you are reading this book, you know that already and you are looking for some help in understanding the riddles of boys’ lives. My hope is that Speaking of Boys will give you the experience of exploring boys’ difficulties in the company of a child psychologist (and former boy) who is now the parent of a nine-year-old boy and a fifteen-year-old girl. My wish is that you find it an easy and enjoyable way to understand the baffling, painful, inspiring, and often funny lives of boys.


Speaking of

the Nature of Boys

New Mother of Baby Boy Looks to the Future

Q: This may sound like a stupid question, but I am an expectant mother, and we know it will be a boy. I’ve never had any experience around little boys. I never had any brothers and my sisters never had boys. My only experience is in seeing other people’s little boys, and to be honest, they look like a handful. I’m just wondering if you have some simple (so I can keep it in mind over the years!) advice for raising a son to stay out of trouble and be a good man?

MGT: First of all, congratulations! You are in for an adventure, a learning experience, and a lot of fun. All you need is a loving heart and an open mind. As for boys being a handful, all children are a handful! I have a friend who says, “All human beings are more or less impossible.” I think that is true (it certainly describes me). That’s why we all need families who love us. As I have traveled around the country talking to parents about boys, I have had many mothers come up to me to say, “Take it from me, boys are easy. It is girls who are tough!” I have had just as many mothers testify that boys are so hard to read, so competitive, so mysterious, and so cruel.

Why do some mothers find boys difficult and others find them to be a delight? Certainly, being raised with brothers or having nephews is a helpful experience, but I don’t think that is the crucial element. I have known some wonderful mothers of boys who were not raised in families with brothers. To me the two things that I would wonder about in the mother of a boy are: (1) whether she likes men, and (2) whether she will be able to adapt to her baby’s rhythms and temperament.

In some ways, you have to want the end product of boyhood in order to raise a son with a sense of full acceptance. He is going to turn into a man. As our son, Will, has grown up, from time to time my wife has said, “It doesn’t seem possible that he is going to grow up to be large and hairy.” But he is, and I can see she is practicing in her mind, transforming this sweet, beautiful child into a large, bearded man and still recognizing him. Practice thinking about the man your son will become. Who have been the admirable men in your life? Did you love your father? Did your grandfather dote on you? Do you have a good relationship with your husband? Think about what you have liked in men and how you would like to see your son grow up to be like that. If you have a picture in your mind of the way you’d like him to be, it will help you to guide him.

Please don’t think about boys as a problem; don’t brace yourself for their energy or their competitiveness. Think about what your loving grandfather must have been like as a boy. Does your grandmother or mother have any stories about him? Ask your husband about his boyhood. What was he like? What did he do? Ask your husband enough questions so you get beyond the polished family stories about his bringing the frog to the table or throwing a football through the window. Families tend to hold on to gender-stereotyped stories that do not really illuminate the nature of the child. Ask your husband how it really was for him when he was a boy. What scared him, what was he passionate about?

May I suggest that you read books about boyhood? How about Angela’s Ashes? You’ll read it with new eyes, now that you have a son. It will teach you something about boy grief, boy endurance, and boy humor. Reread Tom Sawyer. Read some autobiographies of admirable men. It will be helpful to discover that Mahatma Gandhi got into fights at school or the Dalai Lama and his brother were so boisterous and competitive that his brother was sent away from the monastery.

Of course, you are going to be reading books to your son at night. The books that he loves will be an education for you. He will identify with the angry Max in Where the Wild Things Are, and he will admire the elephant, Horton, who steadfastly hatches the egg while balanced on that little tree, and you will both marvel at the imagination of that boy fishing in McElligot’s pool. You will see your son in all of these characters, and you will be introduced to things you had never spent much time thinking about, such as what occupies a boy’s mind when he is fishing. Reading to children is as much an education for parents as it is for children.

As for my second point, adapting to a child’s temperament, that is the crucial thing for parenting any child, boy or girl. You are going to have to get on your son’s wavelength without his being able to tell you what channel he is broadcasting from. You will get that from the experience of knowing him as a baby, holding him, responding to his cries, calming him during a plane ride, and holding him back as he is about to run into the street. He will make you stretch your personality and your limits, and you will become more adaptable than you ever thought possible. That’s parenting.

For a mother to raise a boy means she gets as close as one can get to crossing the lines of gender. She will see the world through her son’s eyes, and the world won’t look the same. Mothers get to be adored by their sons, and that is really fun. She’ll get to celebrate everything she has loved in men and help her son to become a good man. She will struggle with everything she has found regrettable in men, and at moments she will despair and say, “They’re hopeless.” It will be an amazing trip, just as it is for fathers who have daughters. Your son will open your eyes, broaden your knowledge, and help your sense of humor. I guarantee it.

For a father to raise a boy means he gets to replay the best of his own father’s fathering of him. To teach your son how to fish, if that’s what your father did with you, will be intensely gratifying. Fathering children, especially boys, means that we get to take care of ourselves as well as them. It will also give a father a chance to improve on his own father’s harsh or punitive fathering of him. The experience will be good for his son and healing for him. Finally, if a man has struggled inarticulately in the past to explain himself and his life in boy terms to his puzzled wife, his son will provide a walking, talking illustration. Their son will do something very “boy” and the dad can say, “See! That’s what I meant!”

Bombs Away! Blocks and Barbies

Q: We have a daughter in first grade and twin three-year-old boys. We have all kinds of toys in the playroom and we encourage everyone to play with everything—trucks, dolls, and building blocks. We’ve noticed that when our daughter plays with the Barbie dolls she gives them little places to live and has them cook and do things like real people might do. When the boys play with Barbie, they use her as a torpedo down the slide into the sandbox. We see the same kind of behavior in other boys—they turn everything into an action figure or a weapon. Why do boys do that?

MGT: You have asked the central unanswerable question of psychology, what is called the “Nature or Nurture” question. It is also a question I am asked by parents all the time. They are so surprised by how “boy” their boy is and how “girl” their girl is. They want to know where the child’s gender choices came from.

In 1952 Erik Erikson started his landmark study of child psychology, Childhood and Society, with exactly the observations of children’s play that you describe, namely, the different ways in which boys and girls use blocks. The girls built circular, contained cities, and the boys built towers and rockets. Many scientists have studied the nature of children’s play since then. Is what we see in boys and girls the result of biology or training? Is what we see in children the result of their biological wiring, their hormones, some inborn plan, or is it the result of the expectations of their parents and the thousands of messages they get from the culture about what it means to be a boy or a girl?

We know that children show signs of gender identity very early, though not quite as early as the old Mel Brooks skit about the two-hour-old baby suggested. In the skit, a miracle baby with the ability to speak (Mel Brooks) is born at the UCLA Medical Center and is hurriedly interviewed by a reporter (Carl Reiner). The baby believes he is a girl until he looks down and sees that he is swaddled in a blue blanket. “Oh, I’m a boy,” he shouts. “I’m going to go to baseball games, get drunk, and throw up!”

The humor here is just a slight exaggeration of the truth: our culture creates gender scripts for both boys and girls, and just as soon as a boy realizes what gender he is, he is inevitably going to feel inclined to play out some version of the script. Many parents play an eager supporting role by buying into the traditional “boy theme” colors and designs in clothes, cribs, clocks, wallpaper, blankets, and such. Others want to resist this kind of overt directing, yet will pick up their newborn son and describe him as “strong” and “rugged,” while parents of newborn girls hold them and describe them as “beautiful” and “sweet.” Even before babies are born, they are stereotyped. Mothers who know they are carrying a boy often describe the baby’s kicks in the uterus as “very strong.” Mothers of girls don’t tend to describe their girl’s kicks in terms of strength. In truth, the kicks of boys in utero are no stronger than the kicks of girls. So the messages that boys receive about what they should be—very strong, for instance—begin before they are even born. Boys see thousands of messages that tell them that boys like guns, torpedoes, and action. Girls get thousands of messages that tell them that girls grow up to be women who manage homes, offices, families, and relationships. Think of how many visual reinforcing messages boys receive from their parents. If he picks up a truck, everyone smiles: he’s a boy! If he were to pick up a doll, it might make everyone nervous. When you think about how much reinforcement a boy receives for acting “like a boy” and how much discouragement he encounters when he acts “like a girl,” it is not surprising that boys come to like “boy” things.

Most parents don’t experience themselves as influencing their boys to be boys or their girls to be girls. Their child’s boyness or girlness seems so strong, so inevitable, that most parents experience their gender behavior as a biological imperative. I cannot tell you how many times mothers have said to me, “I never understood about boys until I had one. They really are boys!” By that they mean that biology—nature—must have something to do with these early, distinctive differences in behavior. We do know that young boys typically exhibit a higher activity level, physicality, and impulsivity than do girls. We know that boys engage in more play fighting than girls. However, it is clear that testosterone alone is not responsible for boy aggression, nor are boys condemned by their biology to be violent. There are many cultural factors that influence boy behavior along with their biology.

We do not yet have the answers about gender behavior. Unfortunately, the complexity of human beings and the limits of psychology do not allow scientists to say definitively what makes a boy want to play with boy toys. Most psychologists believe that children’s choices reflect some combination of nature—genes, hormones, body, brain chemistry—and experience, including seeing what men do, seeing what their older brothers play with, and especially receiving the toys their parents give them.

One professor of psychology wrote an essay in his retirement claiming that he had decided the question of genetics vs. environment. Genetics wins, he said, at 52 percent! Life experience is responsible for 48 percent. Of course, that is a joke. No one knows exactly what percentage of boy behavior is nature and what is nurture. The safest bet is that it is a complex interaction between the two that will provide doctoral dissertation material for neurologists, psychologists, and geneticists for years to come. For parents, it means continued years of amusement as we watch our children play, and an occasional rescue mission when Barbie the bomb is needed back at the dollhouse.

Dad’s Retreat from Obstinate Four-Year-Old

Q: Sean is four years old and very, very active and sometimes also is very obstinate when it comes to cooperating about getting dressed to go places or getting into the car. The need to be constantly “on duty” is wearing out my husband and me, and then when Sean is difficult to deal with, my husband has no patience left. Recently he smacked Sean on the bottom—some people would call it a spank—which upset me. My husband’s father was very harsh this way when my husband was a boy, and we had agreed that we wouldn’t use this kind of physical discipline with Sean. Since that incident, when it’s my husband’s turn to get Sean dressed to go out, at the first sign of trouble he throws his hands up, leaves the room, and says he can’t deal with it. That leaves me to do more and more, and I am exhausted by Sean and resentful of my husband’s attitude. I’ve suggested we go to a parenting seminar, but my husband won’t go. How can I get my husband to stop walking away at the first sign of trouble but control his temper so he doesn’t hit Sean?

MGT: One of the difficulties men face when they become fathers—no matter what kind of discipline they experienced in their families—is that they have not had enough practice dealing with the activity level and willfulness of small children. Most women have had some experience as baby-sitters; most women took a more active role in raising their younger brothers and sisters when they were young. Women tend to have a larger repertoire of strategies for dealing with the stubborn defiance of small children. Men are often surprised by how helpless they can be made to feel, and they are humiliated by how angry they become at a four-year-old.

People often believe that men are without compassion or do not want to deal with problems, when, in fact, a man is struggling to manage his own internal level of distress. Research has shown that boys respond just as strongly as girls to a crying baby—their heart rate and skin response are often more aroused than that of girls—but they do not have the experience in calming babies and so they remain in a more overwhelmed state longer than girls do. They don’t have self-confidence that they can handle the situation.

The best part of what your husband is doing (and I hear that you do appreciate this) is that he is separating himself from your son so that he doesn’t spank him. If he spanks, he is going to feel ashamed of himself and a failure in front of you. You should let him know that you respect and appreciate that he is trying not to hurt his son. You should let him know that you, too, feel like hitting your son sometimes. You should let him know that you feel stressed out by your son. It will help him to know that even though you do a more effective job with your son, you struggle, too. Your husband may have turned you into a bit of a saint in his mind and that’s a problem. (Despite our respect for saints, no one wants to be married to one because the unsaintly one constantly feels inadequate by comparison.) You are resenting his abandonment of you; he may be resenting your competence in comparison to him. This is how children can stress their parents’ marriage. It would help the two of you if you could both acknowledge how lonely, how scary, and how difficult parenting can be and let one another know that you both need help. You need relief; he needs strategies.

How do you help him develop the skills he needs to help you? He has rejected the idea of a parenting class. That’s understandable. He does not want to be humiliated in front of strangers either, and he cannot imagine that a class could make him feel better. Why don’t you take the class alone and leave your husband home to put your son to bed? I’m only half joking. If your husband handles bedtime all right with your son, this might give them some needed time to enjoy each other without the stress of deadline departures. Do you have friends with a seven-year-old version of your son? Why don’t you get together for dinner and ask them how they managed? It will be a great relief to your husband to hear that someone else’s marriage was put under stress by a small child. They may also have some practical suggestions for you. Even if they don’t, it will make you and your husband feel closer to see that others survived.

It sounds to me as if you have some good strategies already in place when you work with your son, but that your feeling of not being supported is contributing to your sense of exhaustion. Enlist your husband as a partner and help educate him by reviewing with him how you handled issues with your son during the day. This not only welcomes him as a consultant but also helps him understand all the steps in responding responsibly to your son. If you find you need specific suggestions, begin by briefing him about what went wrong with your son in the morning. Very often, going back over the events together can illuminate where the glitches were and what might be done about them. If you cannot come up with some creative solutions together, reading some practical books that deal specifically with how to avoid power struggles with stubborn children or children with high activity levels might help. Ask other parents for tips on dealing with obstinate behavior and getting a child dressed in the morning. Take some notes and share them with your husband. Ask him which ones he thinks would be effective. Then split the work of getting your son dressed, and each take the parts that you think you can do most effectively. Develop a tag-team or hand-off system, so that you can give your son to your husband when you feel resentful and he can give his son back to you when he feels overwhelmed. I would bet that when your son experiences the two of you as working together, he will much more easily give up his oppositional behavior.

In the early evening, when you both still have some energy, debrief each other about the morning battle. Share your impressions. Try to laugh about it when you can. Isn’t it amazing and ridiculous that children can make us feel so powerless?

Preening at Thirteen

Q: Our son is thirteen and has always been an attractive enough boy but never did seem to care a lot about his appearance. Suddenly, he is living in the shower and has become very meticulous about his hair before he goes out to school or even to the grocery store. What is the thing with all the showers and why this sudden urge to preen?

MGT: A boy’s wish to shower, put on deodorant, stare in the mirror, and run a comb through his hair is an unmistakable sign that he has discovered a new sense of pleasure and pride in his body. For most boys, it suggests that they’ve come to realize that girls care about the way boys look, and it is ironclad evidence that a boy is interested in girls and their looks, their hair, and the way they smell.

A frequent complaint of mothers of boys under the age of eleven is that they are messy, don’t like to take baths, wear torn clothes, put on clothes that don’t match, and are willing to wear the same pair of underpants for days on end. (This is not true of all boys, of course; nothing is true of all boys, but it may be true of a majority.) You’d think, given these complaints, that mothers would rejoice when their sons begin showering two and three times a day, wearing deodorant, and combing their hair. More often, mothers and fathers get a bit annoyed about it.

First of all, parents get upset because the behavior is so obviously self-absorbed. Indeed, the act of running a comb repeatedly through your hair in front of other people is almost the definition of self-centeredness. (Remember Kookie on 77 Sunset Strip?) For those of us adults who have gradually given up thinking we are the center of the universe, it is disconcerting to see our children suddenly think that they are the center of the universe. Can’t we pass down our hard-won discovery of humility to them? We try. As one exasperated mother said to her thirteen-year-old son, “One billion Chinese people do not go to bed at night with your name on their lips!”—an example of adult sarcasm that was undoubtedly lost on her son. We can try, but we can’t crack our children’s egocentrism in the years from thirteen to fifteen. Their self-absorption and egocentrism are impregnable. What does break it down? Life does it. The teasing of other kids does it. A girl may do that by dismissing your son, by telling him he isn’t as handsome or as cool as he thinks. And then you’ll want to scream at her, “Don’t you hurt my son. He’s a wonderful boy.”

The second thing that bothers parents about a son’s sudden self-absorption is that it slows things down. He stays in the shower too long, he’d rather comb his hair than pull his schoolbooks together in the morning, etc. That’s annoying to an adult who is trying to get everyone in the family moving toward the car and school and tasks and lessons. And it makes you want to shout, “All the combing isn’t making very much difference. You’re still a kid, you’re still a wonderfully handsome and funny-looking thirteen-year-old. Nothing but time—a couple of years of growth—is going to change that, so let’s get in the car and go to school!”

Third and most profoundly, our children’s interest in their appearance tells us that they are becoming sexual beings, and that involves a sense of loss for parents. His combing his hair means he is thinking of himself as someone who might be attractive to a girl. And a boy’s sexual interest in girls means that his loving bond with his mother, though it may be strong throughout his life, is not going to be as exciting as what he is going to feel about another girl in the next few years. That can hurt a mother’s feelings. She may feel she has become the old love, now discarded. It can hurt a father’s feelings, too, when his son would rather talk with a girl on the phone than go to a boat show with his father, the way they did when he was ten. When he was ten, being with his dad was real exciting, and his love for his mom was huge. It is hard for parents to give up the feeling of being the central love in their child’s life. That’s the parental side of the old Oedipus complex. You see, it is not just boys who love their moms; moms love their boys, too. They love them a lot, but they know that all that hair combing isn’t for them; it is for someone else.

Just thinking of a son as having a sexual life, which includes masturbation, fantasy, and eventually sexual intercourse, is more than most of us want to think about when we’re waiting impatiently for our turn in the family bathroom. But that’s what’s behind this preening, and that’s why it drives parents nuts.

Chin Hairs and a Boy’s Pride

Q: BJ is sixteen, and in the past few months several hairs have begun to grow from his chin—like a beard, only just about five hairs. I’ve encouraged him to shave them off because they look odd, but he just leaves them there. His dad just shrugs and laughs at it. BJ’s so sensitive about how he looks in other ways, I’d think he’d want to shave this little spot. But he doesn’t. Am I missing something? Is there something “sacred” about these few hairs?

MGT: Of course there is something sacred about his five hairs. That’s 500 percent more hair on his face than he had two years ago. He’s a man now, with a man’s body. And the hair on his chin is evidence of it. He’s also advertising, symbolically; he’s letting people know that he has hair on other places on his body as well. His father understands that and that’s why he just shrugs and laughs. He doesn’t want to have to explain to you how important pubic hair can be to a boy. Boys on athletic teams shower with other boys. It matters to them to look masculine because they are going to be naked in “public.” I know a twelve-year-old boy who was just starting puberty and came out of the bathroom at home and announced to his mother that he had “eleven pubic hairs.” He’d counted them. He was very proud. She hardly knew what to say. What’s the right response in that situation? How about “That’s wonderful, son! Keep it up!” or “I’m so proud of you!” Probably a wise smile and accepting nod is the best way to go.

Fascination with these physical changes is not just a boy thing. Don’t girls between the ages of eleven and fifteen pay attention to their breast size? Don’t they study their changing figure in the mirror? Don’t they think a lot about bras and buying them? I know they do. I’m the parent of a teenage daughter. Girl friends that age spend an enormous amount of time discussing clothes, changing clothes, trading clothes, and then coming downstairs to say, “How does this look?” They rotate on their feet like professional models, showing you the front and the back and the front again, just in case you missed seeing how different their bodies are than they were three or four years ago. And it is not just the clothes. Sometimes the clothes are odd or ugly to a father’s eyes, just like the five hairs on a son’s chin, but the girls need the acknowledgment that they have changed, that they are growing.

Relax and enjoy your son. Don’t worry about the hairs looking odd. They’re less odd than a nose ring or an eyebrow ring. (With sixteen-year-old children it is always important to be grateful for what they are not doing.) The moment a girl at school in whom he is interested says, “Why do you have those? I think you’d look better without them,” they will disappear in the flash of a razor.

“In Your Face” Boy Arrogance

Q: What makes boys so arrogant? I am the mother of four children—boys and girls all in their teens now—and although I know these children and their friends are “good kids,” I also have noticed that boys, no matter what age they are, have an arrogance about them that I just don’t see in most girls. The young ones say and do immature things they know offend other people, and the older ones do things that can actually be dangerous or intimidating to other people. They stroll across the street in front of traffic, shout at each other using R-rated language or worse—even when they’re friends—or refuse to do things when they’re asked, in much more defiant ways than girls. Why do they impose on other people this way?

MGT: Some people play piano. Some people sing. Some people act. In the boy realm, arrogance is a performance art. It communicates a feeling, and part of its allure is the reaction it receives from the audience—it makes people stop and take notice.

There are five explanations for boy “arrogance.” I will list the reasons and then I will explain each one. First, some of these displays of arrogance may have biological roots in primate dominance displays. Second, it is part of their adolescent separation from adults. Third, it is immaturity dressed up to look intimidating. Fourth, it is the end result of powerful social modeling which boys receive. Fifth, in some sense arrogance works. It succeeds in confusing and sometimes frightening adult women and girls, especially because it breaks so many of their social rules.

When you see little boys or teenage boys strut their stuff, it is almost impossible not to think that there are biological roots to such behavior. It may be that such boy behavior is linked to primate sexual displays or intimidation behaviors. It is not unusual to see a football player make a tackle and then get up and beat his own chest like a gorilla. When I drive past Cambridge Rindge and Latin School on my way to my office, boys often cross the street in front of my car and slow it down in a deliberate, challenging way. Their body posture has aspects of biological display to it. I am crossing their “territory” and they let me know it.

That said, it is always hard to know what is biological in humans because boys see so many models of arrogant behavior that they learn to imitate. Have you ever watched the World Wrestling Federation, which so many boys watch? All the wrestlers come into the ring swaggering and acting arrogant. What about Muhammad Ali’s prefight performances, sticking his face in the camera and shouting, “I am the greatest!” Just look at the sports and media models that are offered to boys. How could boys not learn to act in the same arrogant fashion? We imitate what we see famous people do.

Adolescent boys not only need to show off their new, muscular bodies, but they also want to flaunt their autonomy and their expanded sense of self. “Watch out, world, here we come!” is often the teenage message, from both boys and girls. Girls are generally more keenly aware of their relational bond to others and are more likely to act in a nonthreatening way. Boys are much less inhibited about their competitiveness, and so they thrust themselves forward in loud and obnoxious ways.

Though boys are competitive and full of bravado, they are also likely to be developmentally immature, especially in comparison to girls of the same age. In my experience, boys often cover up social anxiety and ignorance with arrogant displays. If a boy is afraid of the unit that they are beginning in third grade, he is likely to say, “I hate this class!” Or, “I hate Ms. Jones, she’s a terrible teacher.” If a tenth-grade class is about to have a serious discussion with the psychologist, some boy will make an offensive comment about what a pointless waste of time it is going to be. If you work with adolescent boys, it is important to understand that they appear arrogant when they are afraid.

Finally, boys find that acting arrogant is a source of power. Adults on a subway move away from a bunch of macho boys. Teachers become rigid and punitive when challenged by an arrogant boy; too many back down subtly when challenged in front of the class. Mothers can become frightened and overwhelmed; fathers sometimes feel challenged and retaliate physically. In whatever way, adults change their behavior when a boy acts in an arrogant way, and that tells the boy he is powerful.

A star athlete was once sent to me for therapy by his coach, after an angry outburst at a referee. He started out the session with me by literally shouting in my face, “This is the wrong way to go about helping me!” “Oh,” I said, as calmly as I could, “why do you say that?” He continued to lead with his anger until I had involved his frightened parents and some crucial members of the faculty in seeing behind his anger at the loneliness that afflicted him. Many high-achieving boys, particularly athletes, are so respected by the adult community that everyone assumes that everything is all right inside them. Sometimes it’s not, but they don’t know how to say so except by being angry. At some point in the next few months he accepted that the adults in his life were worried about him and were not going to go away, and he began to soften and ultimately to open up.

A wise psychoanalyst once explained a patient’s behavior to me by saying, “Anger is a young man’s game.” I try to remember that it is a game. I believe that the only way to deal with boy arrogance is to disarm it. Don’t rise to the bait, don’t lecture and moralize, don’t become frightened, and don’t patronize. These are boys, here: young, dependent, and sometimes immature boys. Don’t be too impressed or upset.

Is Annoying Nine-Year-Old Asking to Be Hit?

Q: The other day I was in the den watching TV and my nine-year-old son was running around and yelling and jumping on the furniture. I asked him several times to stop and he didn’t stop, so I shouted at him, but he kept it up. Finally I hit him and he stopped. It seems to be the only thing that works. Sometimes a boy is just plain asking to be hit, isn’t he?

MGT: No boy that age ever asks to be hit. I don’t believe that a boy of any age wants to be struck by a parent, unless it is a teenager who wants to discover whether he is actually as strong as his father (I will discuss that at the end of my answer). A boy might, through his actions, ask to be contained, restrained, held, or settled down. His running into the street can demonstrate that he is reckless and needs to be closely monitored. A boy might show you, by throwing snowballs wildly or losing control with his brother, that he cannot manage his own excitement at that moment. But the instant you hit a boy, you will see immediately that that was not what he was looking for. He will be frightened, hurt, and confused, and he will look at you with hatred. Your hitting him might make him stop jumping on the couch, but if you hit your son, the two of you are headed down a sad road.

If you hit your son, especially if you have hit him regularly, you have put yourself in a position where you are likely going to hit him again, because he won’t really believe that your words mean anything until you back them up with something physical. By hitting, you create a physical standard for “I really mean what I’m saying.” Once you have established the precedent of hitting, then your words don’t really mean what you say. You only really mean it if you are willing to hit. All children, and boys in particular, push the envelope with their parents to discover the true limits of parental authority. Once you start to hit children, your words are devalued, and you will have created a “communication style” based on hitting.

Furthermore, hitting boys undermines the development of conscience and moral maturity. Consider this paradox: we punish boys much more harshly than we do girls, and yet they grow up to commit far more crimes than girls. By any measure, boys are our moral failures. Why? You can either blame their biology, which takes adults off the hook, or you can look more closely at what adults are doing wrong.

Research shows us that when children are physically punished, or harshly criticized, they only have a memory of how angry the adult was or how hard they were struck. They don’t remember the content of the lesson. They learn to fear and to become resentful, rather than learning morals. I cannot tell you how many boys I have seen in therapy who say about their fathers, “He’s always yelling at me.” They never say—and no longer care—what the lesson is supposed to be about. All they retain is the image of a red-faced, angry father. And they mentally write him off.

In therapy, boys can always recall incidents of being hit. I wish you could be there with me in my office, because you can see in their faces that they experience their fathers as losing their moral authority when they resort to physical punishment. They often say, “He’s an asshole … he’s a jerk … he doesn’t know anything, he just hits me.” If a boy has been struck often, he often looks defeated and angry himself; at the same time, he has a tough choice to make about whether or not to discuss the punishment with me. If he has been bruised, or struck regularly, or really beaten—if I have any reason to believe that a child has suffered psychological or physical harm—I must report the parent to the state’s child protective services. In all fifty states, teachers and mental health professionals are mandated reporters of child abuse. Why? Because the overwhelming conclusion of research on hitting children is that it is harmful to them. The state has stepped in to protect children from their own families because the long-term effects are so injurious.

You need to know that one of the long-term effects of being hit is that it lays the foundation for a boy to become a domestic batterer. A colleague of mine who runs groups for men who abuse their wives says that you never get an adult batterer who was not himself hit as a child. Boys learn to do what their fathers show them to do. If you model physical punishment as a way to solve problems, he will think that it is masculine and will take that identification into adulthood with him. The research tells us that the most aggressive boys in kindergarten are boys who are hit or yelled at at home.

What if your boisterous boy turns into a teenager who threatens you, hits you, or challenges you to fight? This happens extremely rarely. Because children love and forgive their parents, they will often not fight back when they are being physically punished, even when they are of an age where they could inflict some damage. However, when a son gets to be a certain size, he may strike back. I have had sons at age fourteen or fifteen describe punching their fathers. They always say, “That’s the last time he’ll hit me. That put a stop to it.”

And it does. Sons who have been hit may take revenge.

Sometimes sons will want to wrestle their dads in a peaceful moment, just to test their strength against their fathers. Perhaps this is biological behavior, like a young buck challenging an older one. The young like to put us on notice that they are strong now and a force to be reckoned with.

But we have come a long way from the nine-year-old boy running around your den. Let me offer some suggestions: When your son starts leaping around the room, speak to him quickly in a firm voice. Try not to let him get up a head of steam. If speaking firmly doesn’t work, stand up in an authoritative—not a threatening—way. Your movement will convey that you are serious. Do something to get his attention. Turn off the TV, or turn the light switch off and on, or count down from ten. Say in a firm but quiet voice, “If this continues, you are going to lose TV privileges for the rest of the weekend.” If he is already in such an excited state that he cannot stop, go and stand in a spot that is in the way of his jumping. Don’t grab him, or turn it into a “hunt and chase” game. That may increase his excitement and fear. If you feel yourself starting to lose your temper and wanting to hit him, you should leave the room until you have calmed down again. There is nothing he can hurt in the den that is so valuable that you cannot take the time to regain your cool. If you cannot get control of yourself, just don’t go back into the room. Simply depriving him of an audience for his antics will slow him down. Your relationship with your son is more important than the couch, the TV, or Aunt Sarah’s vase on the table. Material things can be replaced. It is much harder to heal your relationship with your son after you have hit him.

You didn’t mention whether this is an ongoing problem or whether it happens only at certain times—for instance, before meals when your son might be hungry and running on empty. If you identify a pattern to his activity in relation to hunger, or to stimulation by TV, or to a certain time of day, then you will be able to anticipate those frantic times and intervene with a snack or some parental attention. If there is no pattern, and such activity is chronic, you have to consider that your child may have a form of what used to be called “hyperactivity” and is now known as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).

One final thing I’d like you to think about. Is it possible that your son is trying to get your attention? Is it possible that he
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