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Introduction

The Crisis of Meaning

W hat is the purpose of your life here on earth? Is it simply to grab as much as you can before you die, or do you yearn for something more? Man’s greatest challenge is to find meaning in a seemingly random universe, to get beyond the sort of rampant materialism and greedy self-interest that has singularly failed to quell our deeper yearnings. All over the world men are waking up to the fact that for life to have meaning they must accept certain fundamental truths: that actions have consequences, rights come with responsibilities and fulfilment lies in the service of others.

Over the past fifty or so years, the West has been busily dismantling many of the institutions and moral frameworks designed to foster these deeply humanising ideals. In our frenzied pursuit of self-actualisation, we have managed to replace humility and civic duty with ego-driven autonomy and narcissistic desire. ‘I’ rather than ‘we’ took hold of our better natures, leaving us bereft of purpose and isolated from each other.

Most of us have an instinct for what matters in life, but without a clear roadmap, it is all too easy to drown in life’s shallow end. But we mustn’t give up on our quest. Those who pursue meaning are generally more content, have fewer negative emotions and a lower risk of mental illness. Our higher purpose therefore must be to dive deeper, to reconnect with our better natures and embrace a modest life defined by clear moral boundaries, committed relationships and putting other people’s needs before our own.

We need each other in profound and moving ways, ways that appear to be at odds with the twenty-first-century ideal of radical autonomy. Paradoxically a new form of tribalism based on group identity, immutable characteristics and competing power structures has taken hold, removing us even further from the idea of a civil society based on trust, forgiveness and mutual respect. A parallel, equally febrile gender war has been fracturing the delicate relationship between men and women built up over millennia.

From the trauma of two world wars and the erosion of unifying institutions such as marriage and organised religion to profound cultural changes and the undermining of traditional masculinity, the last century and a half has been a particularly turbulent time to be a man. But turbulent times demand honest reflection, clear thinking and sound advice free from the bitterness and recrimination that has tainted so much recent discourse.

As men, we need to renew our commitment to fundamental freedoms of speech, thought and conscience, along with a rediscovery of forgotten values such as decency, courage, self-sacrifice, honour and grace. And while it is important to embrace change where change is due, we mustn’t lose sight of our collective past and the lessons and insights handed down to us from previous generations.

Because every stage of life presents its own unique set of challenges, I have taken William Shakespeare’s ‘Seven Ages of Man’ speech from As You Like It as a guide. Making the long and perilous journey from ‘mewling and puking’ infant to ‘lean and slipper’d’ decrepitude takes courage, determination and a clear head. I hope this book will help you navigate your way through the strange complexities, moral dichotomies and maddening contradictions of modern-day life.


A Brief History of Modern Man

T hroughout the Victorian period, men tended to adhere to a strict set of masculine ideals; these included pride in work, religious devotion, good manners and chivalrousness within marriage. For all their fey sentimentality, the Victorians were actually great admirers of traditional ‘manliness’, which they saw as the glue holding society together.

As head of the household, a man’s primary duty lay in protecting his family. Gender roles remained clearly defined, with women expected to stay home and care for the children while men went out to work. But by the second half of the nineteenth century, the focus had begun to shift away from the Protestant work ethic and strict religious adherence towards what became known as ‘muscular Christianity’, characterised by a belief in patriotic duty, discipline, self-sacrifice, and the moral and physical benefits of athleticism. In order to educate the mind, one also had to focus on the body. The prioritising of competitive games, as played out on the sports fields of major public schools, was seen by those in authority as the ultimate arena in which male competency could thrive – if you were good at games, it naturally followed you would be good at life. Sporty boys were treated as potential leaders of men and defenders of empire, while those lacking the requisite prowess often found themselves ridiculed, bullied and marginalised. When it came to robust masculinity, Victorians recognised in Charles Darwin’s evolutionary thinking a vision of the world that seemed to fit their own social ideals. Victorian England’s belief in survival of the fittest meant that by the turn of the twentieth century there existed an entire generation of men described by E. M. Forster as having ‘well-developed bodies, fairly developed minds, and undeveloped hearts’, qualities that would prove useful in the traumatic years that followed.1

The mass slaughter of young men over the course of two world wars had such a profound effect on the male psyche that the trauma still resonates across men’s collective consciousness even now. Practically every British man alive today will have lost someone: a grandfather, great-grandfather, cousin or great-uncle in one or other of the two world wars. As with all bereavements, society is still trying to come to terms with the loss, unable to comprehend the full magnitude of what happened. More than 100 years have passed since the outbreak of the Great War, and yet the idea of self-sacrifice remains deeply ingrained within men’s subconscious, as evidenced by the dangerous, backbreaking work still predominantly carried out by males.

The relatives of those men who did make it back from the front line faced a whole new set of challenges. Post-industrialism had largely decimated the manual labour derived from heavy-manufacturing industries, reducing the status of low-income males and weakening the ‘national social contract’ that had bound communities together since the Industrial Revolution. Mass-employment industries such as coal mining and ship-building, for so long the bedrock of working-class life, either went into severe decline or moved elsewhere.

Outside the world of work, men were struggling to adapt to sweeping cultural changes too. The 1960s were not only about challenging social norms and traditional hierarchies, they also marked the dismantling of long-held, clearly defined gender roles and a loosening of morals which many men found uncomfortable and disorientating. A profound shift brought about by women’s liberation, the contraceptive pill and changing attitudes to marriage and employment meant men could no longer rely on the sort of historic precedence that had kept them grounded for so long.

With the disappearance of well-paid manual labour, unqualified men found themselves at a loss economically. The service industries that took the place of heavy manufacturing in the 1980s and ’90s appeared to favour female talents, revealing a remarkable turnaround in women’s fortunes and a distinct downturn in men’s, although an ongoing debate about the gender pay gap suggests there are still anomalies within the system. The global economy had evolved in such a way as to erode the historical preference for male children worldwide. In 2010, females had become the majority of the workforce for the first time in US history.2 For every two men receiving a college degree that year, three women would do the same. Even strictly patriarchal countries such as South Korea were seeing a dramatic transfer of power as industrialisation took hold. The same gender shift was occurring in other rapidly industrialising countries, including India and China, as well as in advanced economies such as the UK and USA.

Statistics showed that women earned more doctoral degrees and were now a majority of those entering medical and law schools. Young men were dropping out of university and falling behind in the workplace. Single women were two and a half times more likely to buy their own homes, while single men more often lived with their parents. The Western post-industrial economy appeared to be far more conducive to female talents. Masculinity had reached a moment of existential crisis. The beginning of the twenty-first century saw a spike in mental-health issues, with suicide becoming the biggest killer of men under forty-five, far higher than that of women. While the media tended to focus on mental-health issues in young men, older, middle-aged males were also suffering. Labelled the ‘buffer generation’ in a 2012 Samaritans report, midlife males often found themselves sandwiched between two sets of competing ideals.3 On one side were the older baby-boomer men, now in their sixties and seventies, inheritors of stoic, stiff-upper-lipped masculinity handed down from post-Victorian fathers and grandfathers. As a demographic these men tended to struggle with emotional articulacy, while at the same time feeling the need to conform to strict masculine templates.

However, despite some obvious limitations, baby boomers benefitted from a clear set of inherited principles. They knew who they were and what was expected of them. With the help of male-centric spaces such as gentlemen’s clubs, working men’s clubs and provincial Rotarian and sports associations, older men had the advantage of being able to let off steam and validate their sense of masculinity within an historic and established framework. By contrast, generation X (born between the early 1960s and late ’70s) and millennials (born between the early 1980s and late ’90s) seemed disaffected and directionless. Millennials in particular were being encouraged to see themselves not as biologically defined, ‘heteronormative’ males but as part of an ever-expanding range of ‘masculinities’ notably free from established virtues once seen as an essential part of every functioning male.

Increasing numbers of young men found themselves anchorless, uprooted from the conventions and certainties of their forefathers. A lack of moral clarity along with a blurring of boundaries had left their mark on what looked increasingly like an abandoned generation of youths.

Over the past decade or so, masculinity itself has come under attack, adding further to the confusion. Men were said to be the progeny of unenlightened empire-building bigots and the inheritors of undeserved ‘male privilege’. They belonged to an ‘oppressive patriarchy’ that lorded it over women and minorities through a socially constructed, tyrannical hierarchy. Those seeking an end to male dominance cited the likes of Harvey Weinstein and Donald Trump as examples of a virulent form of ‘toxic masculinity’ sweeping the world. Campaigning organisations such as Me Too and Time’s Up4 sought to expose an ongoing culture of assault and sexual harassment within certain industries and across society more broadly.5 As well as bringing the guilty to justice, campaigners sought to change men’s behaviour by challenging society’s understanding of maleness. Men needed to atone for historical injustices, reject ‘traditional’ and ‘toxic’ forms of masculinity, and accept that gender was little more than a socially constructed lifestyle choice. We had arrived at a crucial turning point in our history, with men being asked to reflect on their past and prepare for a radical new intersectional dawn where the old rules no longer applied. Society’s tectonic plates were shifting once again.


Act One

Childhood

Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms

F or centuries, the nuclear family has been the bedrock of civil society. It has defined our values and shaped who we are as a nation. But rising divorce rates and a breakdown of the traditional family unit is fundamentally changing the way we raise our children. This in turn has had a profound effect on broader society and the way men and women interact with each other.

The question of whether boys need their biological fathers has become a particularly divisive issue. Those from less conventional households, such as single parents and same-sex couples, argue that as long as boys are loved and feel secure then it shouldn’t matter whether there is a father present, biological or otherwise. While it is undoubtedly true that love is the most important ingredient for any relationship and that unloving or violent fathers are bad for children, the evidence from leading authorities such as Dr Warren Farrell, author of The Boy Crisis, suggests that boys are more emotionally balanced and have better life chances when there is a biological father at home.1 Notwithstanding the evidence, same-sex couples and single mothers are understandably concerned that they might suffer discrimination if such lifestyles become stigmatised. While no one should deny there are viable alternatives to the nuclear template, there needs to be a proper discussion about what is best for children free from ideological or cultural concerns. We live in morally ambivalent times, so people in power are reluctant to promote one set of values over another, even if the evidence appears to favour a particular position. It’s a tricky dilemma but one that needs to be addressed. If we value the stability and well-being of children, then perhaps it is our duty to follow the evidence regardless of any moral ramifications or possible hurt feelings. A healthy, functioning nuclear family offers balance, firm foundations and a particular set of principles designed to foster long-term stability. Without these strong familial ties, children can sometimes lack the security and consistency they need for a contented upbringing. As we have witnessed over recent decades, society pays a heavy price when these established bonds start to crumble.

In purely monetary terms, the 2016 update of the Relationships Foundation’s ‘Cost of Family Failure Index’2 showed that the price of family breakdown to the taxpayer stood at £48 billion, costing each citizen around £1,820 a year. That’s a total of forty new schools per annum. But family breakdown is far more than just a heavy financial burden.

In The Boy Crisis, Dr Farrell sees a rise in fatherlessness as a major contributing factor to the health and well-being of young men. Farrell blames the downgrading of marriage, easy divorce and feckless fathers for the growth in male delinquency, violence, depression, underachievement and even terrorism, with vulnerable, fatherless boys often deliberately targeted by terrorist organisations such as ISIS.

On average, single parenthood exposes children to much higher economic instability. The number of single-parent households in poverty, for instance, is much higher than for parents who stay together. Farrell’s findings also show that ‘dad-deprived’ boys tend to suffer emotionally more than those brought up within traditional nuclear families. For example, for unmarried couples who break up, 40 per cent of the fathers fail to have contact with their children after two years, leading to trauma for those left behind. And fatherless boys are less likely to display empathy and assertiveness and are more likely to be disruptive and even homicidal. According to a UNICEF report on the well-being of children in economically advantaged countries, including the UK, 85 per cent of youths in prison have an absent father.3 The shortage of male teachers across the entire education system means fatherless boys lack any kind of intimate male role model. The Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) statistics show that 1.1 million young people have little or no contact with their fathers.4 Children in some of our poorest communities are growing up without any male role models. The CSJ describe this lack of male influence as ‘an ignored form of deprivation’, which can have ‘profoundly damaging consequences on social and mental development’. The report goes on to reveal that there are now ‘men deserts’ in many parts of our towns and cities. Across England one in four state-primary schools have no full-time qualified male teacher and 80 per cent of state-educated boys are in primary schools with three or fewer full-time qualified male teachers. An area in the Manor Castle ward of Sheffield, which tops the lone-parent league table, showed that among households with dependent children,75 per cent are headed by a lone parent (most commonly a woman). According to the CSJ, father absence is linked to higher rates of teenage crime, pregnancy and disadvantage. Director Christian Guy has warned of the ‘tsunami’ of family breakdown battering the UK: ‘The tragedy of family break-up is devastating children, parents and communities.’ Yet faced with what he describes as a national emergency, the response from politicians from both the left and right has been ‘feeble’.

Another study by the clinical psychologist Jenny Taylor looked at why a proportion of boys with all the risk factors associated with criminal behaviour resisted a life of crime.5 Drawing on data from socially deprived areas of south London, she compared a group of well-behaved ‘good boys’ without any criminal convictions, with a group of ‘bad boys’ at a secure unit for unmanageable adolescents, many of them persistent offenders. The most striking difference between the two groups showed that 55 per cent of the ‘good boys’ lived with their biological fathers, compared with only 4 per cent of the ‘bad boys’. Almost 80 per cent of the ‘good boys’ spoke of being close to their biological fathers. Among these were 24 per cent of the group who said they had a biological father living away from home but who remained a strong influence in their lives. The study showed that a father who makes it clear that he disapproves of crime and bad behaviour while demonstrating an active interest in his son’s well-being acted as a vital social control, countering negative influences. The fear of losing their father’s love and approval was enough to deter boys from crime. As such, Taylor suggests we should move away from pathologising single mothers and instead concentrate on the damage caused by absent fathers.

Academics aren’t the only ones who recognise the harm being inflicted on dad-deprived boys. A growing number of concerned women have started campaigning on behalf of boys caught in the trauma of family breakdown. Belinda Brown from the organisation Men for Tomorrow works with men and boys caught in what she sees as an unfair justice system.6 Like many working in the field, she questions why authorities are failing to make a connection between gang-related knife crime and fatherlessness, despite the fact that most of the offenders come from broken homes.

After regularly visiting Feltham Young Offenders Institute in London, Labour MP for Tottenham David Lammy, whose own father walked out on him, said he found that most, if not all, offenders did not have access to their fathers. Former gang member Sheldon Thomas, the founder and chief executive of Gangsline Foundation Trust, a non-profit organisation established in 2007 to provide assistance to young people involved in gang culture, said he agreed with Mr Lammy 100 per cent, citing ‘bad parenting, absent fathers and bad male role models’ as the biggest problems when tackling knife crime. ‘Successive governments refused to look at the important role that fathers play in any community,’ Thomas said, adding that ‘the moral factors and the values of this country have completely changed’.7 In 2011, Addaction, a charity specialising in drug and alcohol problems among young people, warned of an epidemic of ‘father-hunger’. The report revealed that we were witnessing a social time bomb of subconscious anger that needed to be treated as a public-health issue.8 Back in 1965, the American politician Daniel Patrick Moynihan warned that ‘a community that allows a large number of men to grow up in broken families, dominated by women, never acquiring any stable relationship to male authority, never acquiring any set of rational expectations about the future – that community asks for and gets chaos’.9

Sonia Shaljean, meanwhile, saw the link between fatherlessness and offending during her career in the Metropolitan Police, where she managed a Community Safety Unit and helped refer victims and perpetrators to the right services. As founder of the award-winning community-interest company Lads Need Dads, she worries about the number of vulnerable men growing up without a responsible, stable father figure. The organisation’s team of male mentors encourage emotional intelligence in vulnerable fatherless boys aged eleven to fifteen, while providing opportunities for youngsters to take part in outdoor activities, learn practical skills and volunteer in the community. The aim of Lads Need Dads is to provide support, guidance, encouragement and a much-needed male voice to enable boys to open up emotionally during traumatic break-ups. Through careful mentoring, boys’ self-esteem begins to grow, they become more emotionally stable and motivated, and they will often perform better at school. Relationships at home improve too.10

So, what sort of influence should you as a biological father bring to bear on your son, and how do you make sure your little boy has the best chance in life?

Birth and early childhood

There’s no reason why a father’s input shouldn’t begin on day one. Being at the birth of your child can be a momentous occasion, although some men may feel out of their depth. Witnessing those first few seconds of birth can be wonderfully bonding for both parents, but if you are squeamish in any way, you may want to wait outside with a stiff drink. Giving birth can be a traumatic and undignified affair, so your wife should have the final say on whether you get to stick around.

During those first couple of years, toddlers are like little sponges – they pick up on everything, so be mindful of how you behave around them. Watch your language and try not to row with your spouse when the little one is within earshot. Bad language has become so normalised in our society that most of us don’t even realise we are doing it. In certain contexts, such as poetry and literature, expletives are a necessary form of creative expression. During everyday speech, however, obscenity coarsens interactions and can be especially demoralising for children to hear. The ‘f’ bomb and ‘c’ word have both lost their power to shock and are now little more than a dispiriting, lazy form of speech.

Intimacy is vitally important from day one, so don’t forget to look your little boy in the eye and tell him how much you love him. There’s no need to feel soppy or embarrassed; toddlers crave affection from both parents, so give your child plenty of hugs, tickles and kisses, even if you were starved of emotional warmth yourself. When denied outward expressions of love, children may struggle to form intimate relationships in later life, but you should also avoid showering them with gifts. Kids need consistency. It’s tempting to express affection through the giving of toys but resist the urge no matter how much he pesters. Presents are a poor substitute for genuine expressions of love. Remember, children spoil easily, so try to turn every gift into a rare treat and don’t be over-generous or he’ll lose perspective and become over-entitled. Instead of buying him garish, mass-produced tat, try to feed his creativity by challenging him to make something of his own. Provide him with materials and tools and see what he comes up with. Don’t forget to praise his efforts, however mad or surreal. Eccentricity shows he has flair and imagination.

On the question of whether ‘gendered’ toys perpetuate stereotypes, try not to force your son to wear pink and play with dolls if he prefers to wear blue and play with trolls. Likewise, if he shows a propensity for sparkly outfits and fluffy unicorns, try not to be judgemental. All children go through phases.

Building resilience

Soon your child will be walking and talking and looking to you for inspiration, so be patient and feed his enquiring mind with positive nuggets of wisdom and watch in wonder as his unique personality starts to take shape.

The importance of play should never be underestimated. Nor should play-fighting, which starts during the toddler years and continues through to late primary school. Also known as rough-and-tumble play, horseplay and roughhousing, this form of pretend scrapping is a great way for children to learn about empathy and boundaries. Some parents discourage play-fighting because they worry about cuts and bruises, but getting knocked about is all part of the learning process. It’s how children become socialised.

During rough-and-tumble sessions, boys will often test each other’s strength by taking it in turns to play victim and perpetrator. This helps them establish where the boundaries of acceptable behaviour lie. By their early teens, play-fighting will have dropped away, but for those first few years, don’t be afraid to bond with your boy over a good-natured scrap, but remember to reprimand him if he crosses a line.

The issue of whether or not we should allow our children to play outside unattended has divided opinion in recent years. A heightened, often exaggerated fear of ‘stranger danger’ means increasing numbers of kids never get the opportunity to enjoy the freedom of the great outdoors, even though
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