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Foreword

What do our husbands talk about with their friends? What do they do when they’re home alone? Do they really not know how to do laundry? Do they hate our mothers?

I’m longing to find out. With masculinity in crisis (again), it’s more important than ever to understand the secret lives of husbands. If the gender power-imbalance is to be better understood and readjusted, we’re going to have to look, as impartially as possible and with as much good humour as we can muster, at how the world looks from inside a man’s head. Is his life’s journey from son to husband traumatic? Is he just a walking Venn diagram of sport and self-abuse? I don’t believe that. I don’t think …

But their mysterious ways perplex me. Those guys on Grand Designs who make their wives and babies huddle in damp caravans for two years while they doggedly perfect some huge, bankrupting edifice to masculine folly; the husband of a friend who, discovering the rental car’s speakers were broken on their honeymoon, proceeded to pop on his headphones and listen to their chosen driving music on his own; all those famous men who have sex in cupboards and text pictures of their willies. What are they thinking?

I’ve been hunting husbands since I was a child. Growing up without a dad, I was intrigued by families with a man about the house, and watched like a miniature anthropologist for what these big, hairy creatures got up to. Some watched telly and smoked. Others worked upstairs in their studies on mysterious projects. Some shouted, cried or even danced around the kitchen table in tiny denim shorts.

Hanging out at the Greenham Common peace camp with my mother in the 1980s made husbands seem even more exotic, since even the softest of spouses could only be there with express permission from a female gatekeeper.

When I became a teenager, my doomed search for the perfect boyfriend was supplemented by feverish background reading on what made men tick, and why relationships succeed or fail. The letters and diaries of heroes and reprobates from Byron to Dickens and Sackville-West left me none the wiser about marriage but gave me a hunger to understand the aliens in our midst. By then, I had access to warts ’n’ all relationship chat from the woman’s side (my mother’s friends, magazines and of course novels) but I wanted more.

Finally, as an adult, and a happily married one (maybe all that juvenile research did help me close in on a prime specimen), a couple of eye-opening events made me think more seriously about the nature of the modern husband.

One was reading Karl Ove Knausgård’s My Struggle, the longest insider account of husband-ing ever written; and the other was a chance conversation with my own husband. He had overheard me chatting to a girlfriend. Just the usual banter: faux-desperate accounts of our sex lives post-kids; the sad, empty crisp packets where our gorgeous boobs used to be; how no one will ever again be rendered helpless – unless with laughter – by the sight of our naked bodies.

My husband was shocked. How could I share such personal information?

‘Come on,’ I said, ‘don’t you talk like that with your mates?’

‘Absolutely not!’

‘What do you talk about then?’

‘You know – politics, schools …’

Oh.

Now, some men surely do dish the dirt on their intimate relationships, and with a bit of prodding my husband agreed that, occasionally, sordid tales of stag-night shenanigans are cheerfully shared. But never anything to do with their spouses. That would be disrespectful. A marriage is private and sacred and I, with my low talk, had clearly not recognised that.

I felt genuinely sorry and a bit ashamed but mostly wildly intrigued. What was going on here?

Why do husbands and wives have such different standards? Why do husbands hate to risk oversharing, whereas women’s friendships are forged and strengthened precisely by making themselves vulnerable through personal disclosure?

With some men I talked to for this project, there was a simple caveman vibe to their closed-offness: if they went around crying and navel-gazing, they couldn’t get on with the important job of being a tough provider who never takes a day off work and is always a ‘rock’ to his family, could they? Others, like a man in his fifties who had enjoyed the classic English treat of being sent away to boarding school at a young enough age, thus completely stuffing up any emotional responses for decades afterwards, happily said that his spouse has allowed him to become a more open person. ‘She has taught me to be the person I always wanted to be, but couldn’t,’ he said, hinting that he no longer feels it’s shameful to show and share his feelings.

So much of what we do each day is motivated by shame, and the role that heterosexual marriage has in how shameful it feels to open yourself up to the world is fascinating to me, and should be for anyone interested in chipping away at the patriarchy. On the face of it, shame is about how others judge you. When you get married (a public vow made in front of your community), you hold yourself up to the judgement of those ‘gathered here today’ to witness your promise. That’s the meaning of a wedding. But after the privileged glimpses into various marriages I’ve had while researching this book, I think it’s our spouses who are the real gatekeepers of our shame. The person you live with every day and who knows you better than anyone and who has the power to make you feel like a mouse or a mensch? That’s your partner. Only they know that weird thing you do in the bath, the things that keep you awake at night and the real reason you never see your cousin any more. They are a bit like an arbitrator in a legal dispute: someone you have willingly invited in to judge you. They are also your confidant – the one in front of whom you can cry and who will look after you and hear your whispered fears. So for a husband, a wife becomes not only the manager of his emotional vulnerability but his confessor and comforter too. She offers him a safe place to be himself without being judged, but signals to him when it’s time to toughen up as well. Just as his mother once did. She is all he needs, or so he hopes: cue drink, divorce, disgruntlement and general dog-like behaviour when he realises she can’t actually fulfil this impossible, mystical role.

Whereas most men are hard to draw out of their shells (especially when you ask questions like ‘what do you like to do when your wife goes out?’), some come out all guns blazing with their apparently most shameful secrets: like an ex-boyfriend of mine who I didn’t need to interview because he writes publicly with no filter. And I knew about his habits anyway. They haven’t changed much since he married his wife (also a good pal of mine): interfering with himself and fretting about fatness are what goes on when he’s alone.

It took a psychoanalyst to point out that those who give you their deepest, darkest secrets may be saying, ‘Look! Here it all is! There’s nothing more for you to see!’, using their sordid confessions as a smokescreen for the shameful 1 per cent that they don’t want you to find. I know about this because I do it too.

Then there are the really inscrutable fellows, so far along the shame spectrum that they’re just one big walking wince. Some, like Karl Ove Knausgård, can only get their dark secrets out by writing them down for millions of strangers to read. I’ll never forget the day I got to meet him. We spent an afternoon together on the rain-lashed South Bank of the Thames, chain-smoking (him) and feeling a confusing mixture of adolescent and big-girl emotions (me). This handsome, dark-souled, desperately insecure man spoke, tangentially and in distant whispers, of the impact of being married to a woman with severe mental illness and the joy of raising their beloved children. Love and shame shone with equal intensity from his ice-blue eyes, while he skirted around the fact that he had just left her for a younger model, a fact that I was also too shy to mention. He really hates talking about himself, he admitted. Yet he has achieved global literary stardom by writing it all up in forensic detail, in huge streams of prose that he can’t bear to go back and read once it has done its purgative work on him.

My mission in this book is not to find the perfect husband, or the worst. I want to talk to married men and understand their world. How do they feel when their wives scoff at their housekeeping skills, or tell them what to eat? Is the transition from bachelor to husband to father a bit overwhelming? Why do so many widowers swiftly remarry?

There is so much statistical research out there about gender and domestic politics, but it doesn’t tell me what I need to know, which is how things really feel to real men. So I’m going to ask them.

And by the way, I’m going to tell you some depressing and dreadful stuff about the good old patriarchy before we get on to laughing at blokes making a mess in the kitchen. Because it’s all part of the same complex, beguiling, tragic human soup. So bear with me. Or just skip to the chapter about cooking.


Introduction

Historically, husbands have lived in the shadows. If that sounds a bit sad, think of it as the cool, dappled shade of privilege, which gives you lots of privacy and stops your ice cream from melting. Wives, on the other hand, have always been highly visible objects to be rated, discussed, decorated, denigrated and bargained for. Husbands were the subject of their sentence: their ‘husbanding’ wasn’t really judged because it wasn’t even a thing. How to be a certain kind of husband probably didn’t occur to a man in England in the sixteenth century when he lay in bed at night thinking over his insecurities, failings and achievements, because his role had the privilege of anonymity. Nothingness, almost. Of course, he wanted power (sexual and commercial) and marriage was the main social structure that let him go after those things. But despite all the fine writing that previous centuries have left us about love, there is little evidence to suggest that ‘how to be a husband’ was a concept that existed for our funny-hatted forebears. How to be a man, of course, has been discussed ever since cavemen first drew cows on rock. But thinking about the specific role and emotional life of a married man – beyond keeping his wife and feeding his children – is new.

It’s happening now because increasingly, all over the world, women have emerged from the objective soup to stand level with men, and this undermines those old, easy identities. In the twenty-first century, many women – but by no means all – have the power to choose or refuse a mate (or choose to have no mate), so their potential life partners have naturally fallen to scrutinising their performance of maleness more closely than ever. What kind of husbanding can they offer?

The women’s lib generation thought marriage would be redundant by the twenty-first century, yet wedlock is still a desirable state for most people, such that marriage equality laws have been in the headlines almost constantly for the past ten years. Even those who shrugged off their princess bride fantasies before leaving primary school still want the security and, yes, romance of getting married. Because, after all, love feels good and youthful hope is worth celebrating and no one wants to raise children, die and do all the supermarket shopping alone. Plus weddings seem so important when you’ve never had one.

There’s a problem, though: marriage as a desirable state is the last reliquary of some very old-fashioned ideas about property and power, yet we in the West accept that women are allowed to want traditionally male treats like sexual pleasure, money and interesting jobs. And men are allowed to want a partner who pays half the bills and stands up for herself.

The feminist movements of the past hundred years, while feeling faltering and chaotic to many women, have inflicted a lightning-fast revolution on men, who were resting quite happily on the millennia-old laurels of their good fortune, pipe between teeth and supper regularly on the table, when their womenfolk suddenly seemed to rise up against them.

In the UK, if we take women’s suffrage as the beginning of real female emancipation (although the seeds were sown long before, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s era), that’s a hundred years of revolutionary social upheaval that was twice interrupted by war, which quite naturally drove everyone mad and intensified what could have been a gentler, more considered pace of change. Sending several generations of twentieth-century men off to get slaughtered on the battlefield – and the positive spin everyone had to put on it to get through those devastating days – did deep, dark damage to the reconstructing of male–female relations.

And how much worse for those in mainland Europe, whose lives were deformed by fascism? We often read obituaries, these days, of holocaust survivors. A theme emerges, reading their life stories: many got married very quickly after 1945, often while still in displacement camps. Ad hoc weddings between homeless, traumatised souls showed the power of marriage as symbolic of security and a new start (for the individual and their community, as it would hopefully pave the way for many free and happy babies). It meant normality.*

So: millions of men lost or traumatised; women doing traditionally male work; the mad dreamscape of the upwardly mobile yet repressive 1950s in England and America; the aftershocks of the Industrial Revolution; an increasingly secular society; birth control. All these elements have fed into the unstable ground on which we build our marriages today.

And then there was MeToo. Nowadays, when a man gets into an argument with his wife, he must show his openness to a balanced, respectful exchange of feelings. He must be ready to apologise, acknowledge the crimes of the patriarchy and calmly discuss the disconnect between his and his partner’s world-view. He is definitely not supposed to ram his flat cap on his head and storm off to the pub. Because these are good new days. Only, for many men, they don’t feel so good. They feel like a time of confusion and upheaval, with no clear instructions on how to ‘man’ properly. Up? Down? So many options.

Some men regret that they can no longer compliment a lady on looking nice or hold a door open for her without insulting her, yet advertising and social media show women as hypersexualised like never before. They know that wolf-whistling is probably wrong, and calling out crude suggestions definitely is, but miss the old-fashioned dance of gent-and-lady that oiled social interaction in the twentieth century and, through the golden age of Hollywood, formed their idea of romance.

Older women, too, have spoken out to say that, in their day, girls had to develop a thick skin and learn to parry the bum-pinchers and patronisers like pre-feminist warriors, and those were actually pretty useful skills to have. When Anne Robinson called the MeToo generation ‘wusses’ and said that the deplorable behaviour of her male contemporaries only spurred her on to work harder, many ladies of a certain age raised a silent fist-bump to her picture byline.

‘Masculinity is in crisis’ is a centuries-old concept. Last time it blew up big was at the end of the nineteenth century, when a generation of boys dressed in frilly nighties and raised by females was deemed too girly. So the Boy Scouts movement and laddish adventure stories were invented to get them back out where they belong: in dirty places that spoil your shoes and make you a bit scared. Clearly, Victorian man’s concern about his son’s gender performance was a reflection of his own anxiety about adult male culture getting a bit out of hand too, with all that flowing hair, flowery fabric and sappy poetry about daffodils and angels. So, fear over the feminisation of men is nothing new, but the buzzwords ‘toxic masculinity’ and ‘MeToo’ in our time reflect a new storm in the calm waters of male privilege.

How does this trickle down into the daily life of the modern, married man? I asked some privileged white dudes of my acquaintance and, guess what – they couldn’t be more supportive of everything women say about this! We’re all totally right (all of us, whatever we think) and yes, it’s high time guys did what they were told by us. Can I go now … ?

Thanks to my innate female intuition, I think I was able to detect some anxiety here.

So I started out with the basics, asking whether the married guys I know even think of themselves in terms of gender. ‘Not at all!’ said pretty much the most masculine man I’ve ever met: a brawny, hairy burgher with a high-status job who prowls around his office all day barking down the phone, then comes home, necks a few beers, strips off his sharp Italian suit and sits in his pants watching sport in between mouthfuls of spicy chicken wings, pausing only to teach his son how to be a kind and honest person, and showing his daughter how to box and shoot hoops. Then he’ll fall into a brief, noisy slumber, and wake up with an inspired yet intellectually aggressive new idea about post-Soviet central Asian corporate governance and get straight on Twitter, before diving into a cold lake for a bracing swim before work. And he’ll do all this every day, even when he’s put his back out, has food poisoning and is caring for two small children all alone. He is literally the manliest man I know. And don’t ask me how I know all this about him because my husband does not want to appear in this book. But the point is, he says he never feels aware of being a man, and has no interest in seeking other men to do specifically manly things in a male space. He has even said, in an unguarded moment, that there’s no such thing as gender, ‘just cool people and dicks’. He has as many female friends as male ones, lesbian and gay mates coming out of his ears, and lifting heavy stuff and drinking six whisky sours without being sick makes him feel no more dudely than wrapping a present really well or sniffing a pretty rose. When I ask him why, he posits that it’s all about class and education. He generally doesn’t feel threatened by stuff because he was born handsome and healthy to well-off, enlightened parents who sent him to a good school and didn’t beat him; so he doesn’t have to go out into the world on the defensive. His masculinity doesn’t have to be in crisis. Which makes his wife a lucky lady because he probably won’t go out and kill himself on a motorbike on his fiftieth birthday.

All this ties in with what the academic Tristan Bridges, a professor of sociology at UCSB, says about the modern gender crisis,* namely that for something to be in crisis it has to have been in a period of stasis before, and then one group has to feel things are changing: that their privilege is being undermined.

Thomas Page McBee, an American writer on gender (and first man of his particular minority to box at Madison Square Gardens), says, ‘This crisis, though painful, is also an opportunity to rethink the way gender works  … it’s hard work to talk about masculinity because you’re not supposed to. It’s the first rule – like Fight Club.’* (And he’s not the first or last man to invoke the Fight Club analogy when telling me about the golden rule men have of not addressing gender issues.)

Thomas talks about how after transitioning and suddenly looking exactly like a man (he’s one of those trans men who pass with ease), he was shocked to find out what male privilege really means in everyday life. In the newsroom where he worked as a journalist, the room now fell silent when he loudly weighed into a spirited group discussion. That had never happened to him before; people had always talked over him. Men on the street kept starting fights with him. Women would be afraid when he walked behind them at night. After his mother died, nobody touched him or comforted him. It’s something he believes men should talk about: ‘Saying these sorts of things puts you at risk in some ways, professionally and personally … If men don’t say “yes, it’s absolutely true”, it’s gaslighting.’†

There’s no doubt that the gender debate is reaching into every corner of our lives, both public and private. So where does this leave the covenant of marriage, an idea rooted in the inequality between men and women? Gay couples have the opportunity to create a new version of it, but a young man and woman wanting to plight their troth
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