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Introduction

The Age of Reckoning

The hallways hadn’t changed at the Sheridan School. There hadn’t been any construction or new additions in this K–8 private school in Northwest Washington, DC. And Harrison’s head and vision were fine. Yet the then–seventh grader told me, “Sometimes, when I come out of classes, I feel like I don’t know where I am. It doesn’t last long or anything. But for a few seconds I’m a little, I don’t know . . .”

He squinted his eyes and tilted his head, as he often did when he concentrated.

“Disoriented,” interjected Nico, his friend and fellow seventh grader.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said Harrison. “Disoriented.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Most of the time it feels like this is the school I’ve always known,” Harrison told me. “But sometimes it feels like someplace I’ve never been before.”

Nico nodded.

When you interview people about themselves, often you get a self-conscious, airbrushed version of the truth. Not with these two. They’re part of an affinity group—called Boys’ Group—that meets once a week to unpack the challenges, complexities, and limitations of traditional forms of masculine identity. (Sheridan offers many affinity groups, including a feminist-focused group called Fem.)

Over the course of a school year, I observed the group three times and regularly interviewed Harrison and Nico.

“Why do you guys feel like you don’t recognize this school?” I asked.

Harrison’s face flushed, just as it always did when he grew frustrated or upset. “We’re constantly being told that we have to watch everything we say and do,” he said. “We get it from Fem and from teachers.”

“That’s true, sometimes,” said Nico, who always led with a critical objectivity well beyond his years. “We’ve had teachers question our understanding of things we discuss in class because we’re white males.”

Harrison could barely contain himself at this point. “And the girls from Fem make fun of us for being ‘girly’!”

On the surface, this middle school baiting may sound harmless (silly, even) enough, but for most males, regardless of age or race, socioeconomic class or classroom, it isn’t. I’ve come to learn it’s particularly devastating for early adolescent males. They have to deal with the double burden of establishing a masculine identity, while simultaneously enduring the sting of their peers and often teachers challenging or questioning that burgeoning masculine identity.

Nico shook his head, then looked at Harrison. “That’s kinda ironic coming from people who expect sensitivity for everyone else, huh?”

I had never seen Nico as down as I did during this conversation. After a few quiet moments, he continued, his gaze turned downward. “I’ve been taught to support women’s equality and equality for people of color since I was in kindergarten. I totally get the need to ‘share the stage,’” he said. “And I agree with all of it. I really do.”

“Me, too, mostly,” Harrison said, nodding.

“But sometimes it makes me feel like I’m kind of a stranger here,” Nico said.

“See! It’s not just me!” Harrison bellowed, smiling.

From previous conversations with Harrison, I knew that this was far more than joy at being vindicated. It was relief at—as he often told me when he examined the benefits of this group—“not feeling so alone with my own feelings.”

Nico continued. “And I’ve been in school here since I was really little. I mean, I see girls walking through school wearing T-shirts that say, ‘The Future Is Female,’ and I’m like, ‘Okay, I completely support feminism.’ But where does that leave me? Where does that leave guys? Where are we in that future?”

* * *

This isn’t merely the anxious hand-wringing of an exceptionally aware and thoughtful middle-school-aged boy. These are the same existential questions plaguing boys and men of all ages everywhere today, including those of us who have been struggling for decades to create healthier expressions of masculinity.

I speak from experience.

I grew up the youngest of four—an older sister, two older brothers, then me. Because my father traveled across the state of Maryland shilling aluminum siding door to door, he was absent from the dinner table most weeknights. This wasn’t always a bad thing, since our father was a man whose inner demons defined him and were given full run at the dinner table, where we ate in fear that an incorrectly held fork or a slurp or plates filled with too much food or too little would be met with a full-throttled fury that drove us from the table. My oldest brother tried to fill our father’s absence, inciting a reign of terror in his own adolescent male image. He criticized everything we said and everything we did. He sneered at our sister’s kind hippie boyfriends. He made fun of our middle brother, who was overweight. I was very young, a highly sensitive and anxious child, and was cowed by anything that suggested failure. If my brother was a wolf, I was his endless supply of limping deer. Nothing goaded him more about me (and informs the way he sees me to this day) as much as a fistfight I got into with a neighborhood boy my age when I was seven or eight. Given how very young we were, it was a brutal, humiliating brawl. Three times this boy commanded me to beg for mercy on my knees and promised to end the fight if I relented; three times I did this, and he responded with yet more blows to my face and head—all in front of the entire neighborhood of kids. When my oldest brother learned about this, he grew apoplectic, deemed me a “disgrace to the family,” and never let me live it down. My shame was sealed.

Throughout most of my childhood and even high school, everyone—my friends, my girlfriends, my teachers—considered me easygoing, carefree, and content. But anytime my oldest brother faced off against me on the basketball court or the football field, I summoned an uncommon rage. And on the days I played on his team, I beat myself up afterward for turning the rage I usually reserved for him on the opponents he and I shared. Every time my brother and I teamed up, I secretly embraced, even reveled in, the “Gladiator” team name he openly bestowed upon us. I played with a blinding-red fury and tried to prove that I, too, could dominate my opponent. After those games, I felt queasy and as miserable as the evenings at the dinner table when my oldest brother spat his venom. Why the hell was I trying to impress him of all people? What was I trying to prove?

Though I was loath to admit it as I grew older, deep down I knew why. I wanted to show my brother that I was as tough as he was. That I was just as ready to fight or cut someone down as he was. To my consternation and shame, I recognized that I was trying to show my older brother that I was just as much of a “man” as he was. I wanted him to recognize that I could stand with him shoulder to shoulder—or, if it ever came to it, toe to toe.

The rage my brother inspired in me stayed with me for a long time. Consciously and unconsciously I carried it for years. While I kept my head down throughout high school, during my twenties and thirties I tapped into this rage every time some guy, friend or stranger, tried to impose his hypermasculine agenda on me (sometimes others within earshot). I couldn’t let bullying or taunting go unchecked. When I taught middle school, I swooped down with relish on the bigger, stronger, and “cooler” boys anytime they tormented the less athletic, shy, and bookish kids. When I played in thirty-and-over baseball and basketball leagues, my blinding-red fury overwhelmed me when an opponent, or teammate, tried to shame other guys who didn’t play at the same caliber as their bellicose teammates. If I was a Gladiator, at least now I was on the “right” team. Right?

It took the birth of my son, Macallah, for me to realize that, regardless of what I told myself, I, too, was guilty of practicing a form of unhealthy, unproductive masculinity that rivaled that of my oldest brother.

I was in the car. I had just finished screaming at—and flipping off—another motorist, when I spotted in the rearview mirror my sweet little boy, tucked away safely in his car seat. A rush of hot shame snaked up my spine, heavy and coiled with regret. Immediately, I knew something had to change—that I had to change. I didn’t condone this kind of behavior. I didn’t like myself when I acted this way, and I hated, absolutely hated, when other men acted this way. So, why was I continuing to act this way?

By the time I pulled the car into our driveway, I had vowed that I would try to tamp down my anger and aggression and, one way or another, start to act as a better model for Macallah. My hope was that if I could learn to be a better man, I could raise a better boy, a sweet and patient and resilient boy, unburdened by the same kind of hang-ups about masculinity I had been lugging around my neck for years.

The problem was, like Nico and Harrison, I didn’t know where this left me, or how to move forward. Like them, I also felt disoriented and out of place, unfamiliar with this new territory. Again and again I found that I had a far easier time pushing back against problematic models of masculinity with the same dominate-or-be-dominated mindset than realizing a healthier, more authentic expression of masculinity more in line with the kind of man I wanted to be. But was I really up to the task? For the life of me, I couldn’t draw on healthier and more resilient models of masculinity for my own guidance. I couldn’t do this because such models were few and far between, too ad hoc or singular for me to hold on to for long.

What started as a personal journey evolved into a deeper exploration of masculinity today—a snapshot of boys and men mucking through new models of masculinity that allow them to thrive. Privately and publicly, in classrooms and in living rooms, on college campuses and behind prison bars, their efforts are starting to reshape and recalibrate masculinity. These boys and men in the vanguard are replacing all-too-familiar masculine expressions with ways of being once considered taboo—such as sensitivity, empathy, and vulnerability—that are, in turn, reaping the very qualities they desperately seek: courage, strength, and emotional resiliency.

What I found was unnerving. Whether or not the Future Is Female, the sad reality is that the Now of Males is decidedly bleak. This is why it’s time we start leaning into and learning from these emerging models of masculinity. If we don’t, boys and men will continue to stagnate and fall behind.

Or worse.

* * *

When I began researching this book, I knew that many boys and men were struggling in some parts of their lives. But I was hesitant to call this a crisis or an epidemic. Two years later, I know different.

I witnessed and heard firsthand about this crisis from elementary school teachers, here and in Australia, who told me that they’re seeing greater numbers of boys—often as young as six and seven—who are shutting down at their desks when faced with assignments that seem either too difficult or impossible to complete perfectly.

I heard from high school teachers about teenage boys who hand in assignments late or not at all because they’d rather spend their time watching online videos or playing video games or doing something that isn’t so “boring,” that seems so “pointless” and has little, if any, “relevance” in their lives. I witness this same resistance firsthand at the college level, where my male students are far more likely to fail courses or to drop out of school entirely. Psychologists have a label for this growing number of twenty-something males who either drop out of college or don’t attend at all, stay in their parents’ homes rent-free, and have little interest in working jobs that “don’t pay enough” or that are, they believe, “beneath them”: Failure to Launch.

Yes, the untenable rates of anxiety and depression are partly behind boys’ stagnation and their inability to stay afloat. But we aren’t seeing girls react this way, though they are experiencing the same tsunamis of mental illness, higher rates of anxiety, and comparable rates of depression. At every level of education, they continue to thrive in the classroom, and women are outpacing men when it comes to earning PhDs, medical school degrees, and positions in workplace management.

As if that weren’t enough, the pall of suicide looms over men of all ages. Research from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found that suicidal thoughts and attempts among all children ages five to eighteen have doubled to 1.1 million since 2007. Because this report includes only children who were treated in hospital emergency rooms, this number is far higher, and boys are equal victims in this unnerving public health crisis. At the same time, adult men in their thirties to fifties kill themselves three and a half times more often than do women in the same age range. Most of the conversation about this sobering trend centers around working-class men whose middle-class salaries from careers working with their hands have all but disappeared. But the 2008 recession devastated white-collar professionals, too, especially those in their fifties and sixties, management and finance types in Rust Belt towns, as well as journalists. Earlier this year, my old friend Scott—a highly respected ex–arts journalist for the Los Angeles Times and a critically acclaimed book author—committed suicide. Apart from a brief stint with Salon, he spent more than a decade actively looking for full-time work. He was fifty and left behind a wife and thirteen-year-old son.

One of the critical factors underpinning the suicide epidemic in men traces back to another epidemic: one-third of American males between the ages of fifteen and sixty-four suffer in physical and emotional isolation. This is leading to one of the biggest public health hazards in Western countries: loneliness. When left untreated for years, loneliness triggers depression, which, increasingly, triggers (loaded verb intended) suicide. In Japan, an entire generation of young men—the hikikomori—simply refuse to come out of their rooms.

It’s hardly a coincidence that recent spikes in alcohol-related death and disease and opiate and heroin overdose epidemics—public health officials have labeled these “despair deaths”—are affecting men most. And it’s not a coincidence that the epidemics of domestic violence and mass shootings are overwhelmingly committed by men.

These statistics are as staggering as they are illuminating.

While boys and men are more than data sets, these statistics speak to the lived experiences of males today. Simply put, there’s an ongoing crisis of masculinity, one that extends far beyond the standard Men Are from Mars/Iron John framing of years past. A generation-plus of men, I have come to understand, are no longer equipped to thrive in a world that is vastly different from the one our fathers and grandfathers grew up in. We aren’t equipped because, consciously or not, we’ve been practicing and passing along to future generations an outdated model of masculinity that prevents us from realizing our full potential—as fathers and brothers, as husbands and lovers, as coaches and teachers, as classmates and co-workers, and, yes, as the present and future generation of leaders.

The problem is that the old model of masculinity, which champions a do-it-yourself, grin-and-bear-it ethos of emotional stoicism, endless self-sacrifice, and unwavering certitude, no longer serves men—or anyone else, for that matter. The old model no longer works. Not because boys and men today are less worthy of carrying out this model than previous generations. It doesn’t work because we continue to expect men to simply be these things, at every moment of their lives, without any real guidance or support, which tarnishes any momentary setback or struggle as deficient, unmanly, and unworthy. What’s more, the old model prevents them from developing the tool kit they need to thrive and literally survive today—one that requires, among other things, self-awareness, communication skills, empathy, and a willingness to seek help. This, in turn, makes it difficult, if not impossible, for many young boys and men to experience and express the full range of human emotions in an honest and productive way.

As I write this, one of my students is imploding. Like so many of my male students, even in the Honors College at the university where I teach, he hasn’t handed in some important assignments, and when he has handed them in they were late. He is struggling at the eleventh hour to nail down the topic and subtopics for a final paper that everyone else is busy completing. During our conversations together throughout the semester (initiated at my request), his despair and the deeper self-contempt he feels have been evident in everything he’s done, from his slumped posture to his seized-up facial expressions to the way he averts eye contact. When I asked what was getting in his way, he said, “I just need to knuckle down, work harder.”

This is something I hear from a lot of my male students. A strong work ethic is great and something we should absolutely encourage in our children. But when a young man is clearly struggling just to keep up with his classmates, and all he can muster is a catchall excuse about knuckling down, he isn’t likely to build the kind of resiliency he needs. More likely, he will continue to spiral downward, feeling worse about himself because, on some level, he feels disconnected from classmates and can’t move forward. He’ll feel like a failure.

The problems facing boys and men today aren’t rooted in biology. More and more evidence proves this. The problems they’re facing concern gender identity. Even though the right hemisphere of boys’ brains develops at a slower rate than in girls—which affects boys’ ability to self-regulate their emotions during childhood—this isn’t the reason they struggle with behavioral issues and coping skills throughout life. The problem is that the way we’ve conditioned them about how to be a man doesn’t exactly help them flourish socially, academically, or emotionally.

On the contrary.

Writing this book, I discovered that the way we’ve conditioned males to act cuts them off from their parents, their peers, their colleagues, and their partners. More devastatingly, it cuts them off from a deeper understanding and a more complete expression of themselves. (This harmful conditioning was borne out in striking clarity when an acupuncturist told me that her thirty-something husband was glad they had daughters and not sons. “He didn’t want to worry about having to be hard enough on a son all of the time,” she said.) While interviewing men from all stages of life—from college through middle age—I heard stories about their “fear” and “shame” of needing help and of opening up to male friends about their struggles, which they perceived as failures or personal inadequacies. In this regard, fifty-year-old Bill was no different than twenty-year-old Michael. Both were hamstrung in different parts of their lives by what they both called a “fear of failing.” For Bill, this fear manifested in his family life, where he said he “fell short of being the ideal family man” because his wife cheated on him. For Michael, it occurred in school, where he couldn’t complete college assignments because he feared low grades.

Despite their thirty-year age difference, neither Bill nor Michael initially turned to male friends or mental health practitioners (or academic tutors, in Michael’s case) for help because neither man wanted to “impose” on anyone or expose their own vulnerabilities. Rather than confront and reimagine this limiting gender identity, too many men like Bill and Michael would rather cling to some vestige of “strong” masculinity, even if it means suffering grievously because of it.

As I interviewed males of all ages, I was reminded of the story about Rip van Winkle. While hunting with his dog in the Catskill Mountains, Rip encounters Hendrick Hudson’s diminutive, ghostly crew and joins them in ninepins and flagons of a bewitching ale. The next morning, Rip awakens alone, much aged. When he returns to his village, he discovers that twenty years have passed. The American Revolution has occurred, no one in his village remembers him, and everything he thought he knew from only a day before has radically changed. His old tavern buddies are long gone, and his identity as a royal subject no longer serves him. He is irrelevant.

This is what so many boys and men are experiencing today. This is what I experienced when I first started examining my own masculine expressions eight years ago.

Like me, boys and men are still subjugated by a gender identity that they’re afraid to challenge, let alone liberate themselves from. Many seem like Rip, dislodged from their past. What happened to the identity that made sense? What happened to the easy paths to career, to earning enough to provide a home for themselves and their family? What happened to easy relationships with a partner, children, and friends that didn’t require so much work and emotional energy?

John, a forty-something information technology professional, was like many of the men I interviewed. His marriage was falling apart. After an ultimatum from his wife, he sought therapy. What he “suddenly” discovered, he said, was “humbling and a bit shocking.” He didn’t know how to speak about his feelings beyond anger, and he mostly leaned into the “facts” of his disagreements with his wife. The reason: Over many years of emotion-numbing messages from his parents and the culture at large, he struggled to locate and access his feelings. The pipeline to his deeper emotions had been sealed off. While this didn’t impact his job, John eventually discovered that he was depressed, and the relationships that mattered most to him—with his wife and children—lacked emotional intimacy. His relationships suffered because he wasn’t able to articulate his own identity, his own humanity, even to himself. Without this invaluable skill set, John had to relearn, with help from his therapist, how to give voice to the feelings beneath his anger and the “facts” and “logic” that masked them.

“Sometimes I really didn’t know what I felt,” he told me.

It took John some time to face up to it, but he grew to understand and accept something few men ever realize: “The disconnect I had with the most important people in my life started with a disconnect I had with myself,” he said. “At home I spent a lot of time in my bedroom, alone. When I did come out, I was surrounded by criticism for just being myself. Until therapy, I never understood why. In my own home, I felt like a stranger.”

When we first spoke, John was separated from his wife and sleeping on a housemate’s sofa.

Many boys and young men today are having their own Rip van Winkle moment, but the consequences of their reactions are far more noxious to the rest of us. They’re doing what men always do when they don’t understand the changes going on around them and their identity feels under siege: they’re digging in their heels—too often in toxic ways. At the high school level, we’re seeing unprecedented sexual violence against younger male teammates. This violence is passed off as sports team hazing practices and is often endorsed by coaches.

At the college level, fraternity participation has been enjoying a 45 percent increase over the past decade, according to the North-American Interfraternity Conference. These Greek organizations are the last-great-safe spaces where young men can teach, practice, and cling to hypermasculine values, especially at largely white fraternities, while enjoying the same social cachet (and, too often, predatory practices) as football and basketball players at big-ticket programs. But these predatory practices aren’t exclusive to high-profile athletes or fraternity row. Since 2001, according to one federal study, reports of sexual assault on college campuses have increased by 205 percent, and a recent survey by the Association of American Universities showed that 25.9 percent of female undergraduates—or one in four—had experienced some form of sexual assault.

At the same time, we’re seeing a stratospheric spike in the number of right-wing extremist groups, fueled largely by white men who are committing acts of racist, anti-Semitic, and anti-government terror, as these self-perceived marginalized men lash out to protect, as they see it, a dying “patriot’s” existence.

Masculinity is at a crossroads. An honest reckoning is long overdue.

* * *

My research for this book coincided with the rise of the #metoo movement, which accelerated and complicated this much-needed consciousness raising. Seemingly all at once, thousands of women stepped forward to tell their stories about surviving sexual assault and having to endure years of systemic harassment in nearly every professional industry. Their bravery should inspire boys and men alike to take a closer, more honest look at themselves and at our gender’s past behaviors that we willfully ignored for too long. The movement also seems to lack patience for open dialogue.

Last year, I spent three weeks as a visiting scholar at three boys’ schools in Australia. In addition to giving talks and consulting, I conducted informal focus groups. One group consisted of six high school seniors. Among other things, I wanted to know their observations and feelings about the #metoo movement. All the boys said they supported the movement. One boy, the school’s prefect, or handpicked student leader, eventually voiced a general concern of the group. He relayed an experience, I discovered during my research, that was identical to some of his private school male counterparts in America. His school hosted a #metoo dialogue with a girls’ school, and he said that girls, understandably, did most of the talking. When he and a few other boys asked some questions about the movement and its ramifications for boys, things didn’t go well.

“We were met with furious resentment,” he said. “And that’s putting it nicely. The girls jumped all over us and criticized us.”

Heads around the table nodded.

“If that wasn’t bad enough,” the boy continued, “administrators here accused us of being disrespectful. Everybody shut us down. But we never meant to be disrespectful. Mostly, we just had questions that the girls wouldn’t answer. Did the girls and administrators really think shaming us would suddenly change the way we think?”

On the late nights when such complicated quandaries keep me awake, I never come up with a fail-safe solution. This much I have learned, though: as we continue to show boys and men that girls and women are our equals and should be treated as such, we simultaneously need to encourage boys and men to lean into the most difficult truths about masculinity without harsh judgment from anyone. Otherwise, we’ll never start to bridge the divide with women and within ourselves.

Some men have been pushing for this reckoning for a while. Since the late 1960s, many men have been trying to reframe this discussion about masculinity. Their progress occurred in fits and starts and didn’t get much traction in the wider culture because, simply, the need wasn’t there for most men. Neither was the will to change. Now things are different. We can no longer afford to ignore the crisis that is holding back so many boys, so many men. Too much is at stake. This book attempts to offer a far more dynamic model of masculinity that encourages and empowers boys and men to tap into the full range of their deeper humanity, so they can start to develop the courage, strength, and emotional resilience they need to thrive. To survive.

That’s why this book is designed and structured as a masculinity primer. From start to finish, the developmental male arc is explored in depth—in utero through middle age—with a careful eye to the roles of biology and neurology and the profound role that traditional masculine norms play in the lives of boys and men. It’s helpful, at this point, to briefly unpack the most common traditional or normative masculine identities discussed in the ensuing chapters. A term that gets tossed around far too often and too loosely, toxic masculinity speaks especially to the behaviors men commit that ultimately seek to restore perceived power and control—often with force or violence—when they feel these states are in danger of being minimized or scotched. Beneath toxic masculinity lies hypermasculinity, an identity that’s less forgiving of, far less tolerant of, any males who dare to break with its rigid expectations. Boys and men who practice this expression of masculinity secretly, subconsciously obsess—with every waking thought, word, and action—that they might betray the slightest scent of perceived femininity. Acting or dressing or speaking “like a girl” is code for betraying vulnerability, the defining fear of these men. The last normative identity is one I call “static.” Males who wallow in static masculinity embrace a bit more fluidity to their masculine identity; men in this camp might hug a friend in public, say, or wear a pink oxford shirt. At the same time, they still practice such hypermasculine traits as refusing to seek help when they need it or to communicate too openly in their intimate relationships, all of which keep them mired in self-destructive habits.

There are essential differences among all three expressions of masculinity; yet too often we group all three under the umbrella of toxicity, which prevents us from having a fuller and more honest conversation about problematic or in-progress expressions of masculinity today. If we’re going to get the clearest, most comprehensive take on the central factors that hold back and harm boys and men—and champion the ones that empower us to thrive—it’s crucial we examine them separately. Each one carries with it unique challenges and problematic behaviors, and each one offers boys and men different opportunities and approaches for change.

Time and time again, I’ve heard men complain that embracing the emotional honesty that’s core to healthier forms of masculinity would feminize them, make them “too much like women,” as an ex-shipbuilder from Bethlehem Steel told me in a Baltimore bar. The best response to such criticism came from Nico, the seventh grader, who has become more resilient since joining Boys’ Group and has learned how to understand, process, and discuss his feelings about himself, his relationships, and his place in the world. “I’m still the same,” he told me. “But I feel emotionally stronger, more stable. Being in this group has given me more confidence about who I am.”

What boy or man doesn’t want to feel more self-confidence? Who wouldn’t ultimately benefit from this?

But this isn’t something we can just recommend for boys and men. Nor can we expect them to initiate this on their own. As many chapters in this book reveal, most boys and men need permission from other males they trust and hold in esteem to feel that they can begin this process. Once they do begin it, there’s often a considerable learning curve.

“It took me a long time before I could even realize that so many of my deeper feelings were hidden beneath anger and frustration,” Ian told me. An architect who’s part of a men’s group, Ian said that this was true for all of the guys. “We thought that by going on and on about our anger and frustration that we were making progress. But we weren’t. We were just hiding behind it.”

Once Ian and his men’s group grew to trust the male mental health care professional who led this group, they allowed themselves to mine the feelings beneath their anger. “Things started taking off for all of us,” he said. For Ian, this meant discovering that many of the romantic relationships that he stayed in for “far too long” weren’t ultimately healthy and didn’t meet his deeper needs.

As for me, in my attempt to be a better man I am still very much a work in progress.

I continue to struggle to reverse years of learned behavior. I continue to struggle with the difficulty of trying to raise my boy to become one kind of man when the rest of the world—including a lot of women—only seems to recognize and respect the kind of hypermasculinity my brother and literally millions of other men demonstrate every day. And, yes, I continue to struggle with the question of what it means to be a man today, when the world is rapidly changing and starting to demand more from boys and men than ever before.

Still, I try to live up to the promise I made to my son. On the days when cultivating a new expression of masculinity—a healthier breed of Gladiator—feels elusive, too hard, I remind myself of the boys, young men, and adult men featured in this book who are slogging away, too.

The following pages are filled with stories of boys and men like Ian, John, Nico, and Harrison who are doing the hard but essential work of learning to mine and accept the full spectrum of their feelings—the breadth and depth of their humanity—as a way of healing and of becoming more resilient. They are the ones fighting the good and necessary fight. They are the ones paving the way for a bold new masculinity.

One of my aims in writing this book was to paint as full a portrait of masculinity today as I could, so we can start to work together to introduce new models of masculinity that are more in line with our authentic selves and lived experiences. I wanted to meet these boys and men where they were and, through this book, help them—and myself—get to where we so desperately want to go.

During my last interview with Nico and Harrison, they asked me to make a promise.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Make us look good!” joked Harrison.

“Tell the whole story,” said Nico. When I asked what he meant, he said, “Talk about how hard it sometimes is to be a guy. So many people today think it’s easy to be a guy because of all of the power men have had historically. They still do. But they’re also trapped in this Man Box that makes it really hard to grow and be healthier and happier. Make sure people know that we’re not all trapped. We’re trying to change that.”

This is the same promise I made to my son. And this is the promise of the book.





Chapter One

How We Talk to Boys

The video was only sixty-eight seconds long, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it all semester.

A student in the masculinity seminar I teach showed it to me, eager to illustrate for me and the rest of the class the discussion we’d been having about gendered behavior. “It [shows] really well what we talked about last class,” she told me, “about the ways adults squelch vulnerability in boys.”

The video was shot on someone’s smartphone. The frame is vertical and tight, focusing the entire time on an African American toddler. His shirt is off, and he is sitting on an examination table. A health-care professional is readying a series of vaccinations.

As the boy waits, unsure about what is happening, his father tries to get him ready. “You’re looking scared,” he says. “You’re a big boy, right?”

After the boy receives the first shot, pain registers on his face. The father urges, “Big boy. Big boy.” Then his attempt to fortify his son takes on a more serious tone.

“Be a man,” the father says.

Over the next few seconds, as the boy’s tears increase, something happens.

The father makes an “Arrgh” noise, which sounds less like a pirate’s call and more like a linebacker charging a quarterback. “Big boy,” the father says, this time with more urgency. “You got it. Don’t cry. Be a ma—big boy.” As the son gets his next vaccination, the father’s hand enters the frame. “High five!” No response. The son lapses deeper into tears, and the father bellows, “Say, ‘You a man. I’m a man.’”

And then the tension ratchets even higher. The camera zooms in on the toddler’s face. Tears are literally streaming off his cheeks. “Say, ‘I’m a man,’” the father demands. Off camera, the health-care worker adds, “Say it loud. Say it loud!” The father continues: “Say, ‘I’m a man!’”

Through streaming tears, the boy looks back and forth between the two adults. He slaps his right arm against his side, and, then, amid whimpering and a furrowed brow, from somewhere deep within he conjures a gruff, embattled voice. “Ima man!” he yells, his hand pounding his chest.

There it is.

This video, barely more than a minute long, captures in rapturous clarity how we teach young boys at a shockingly early age to mask feelings of emotional vulnerability and physical pain beneath responses that are more “acceptable” for males.

To be clear, the father wasn’t doing anything wrong, per se. He was doing what he thought was best for his little boy.

And yet, what lay beneath his words was the same message many of us tell our boys when they encounter their own fear or emotional discomfort: when the going gets tough, disguise your feelings of vulnerability—fear, pain, shame, or confusion—with defiance, stoicism, laughter, or, perhaps most commonly, anger.

What makes this video clip remarkable, however, is that it captures this dissonance so early in a boy’s life. On his contorted, confused face, we see a profound, defining moment in the life of all males—where genuine sadness, pain, and fear are outmuscled by the desire to please a father or respected male with a far more acceptable response.

On this toddler’s face, we see something we rarely get to witness: the earliest stirrings of masculine identity at war with itself.

* * *

The thing is, infant boys aren’t born this way.

Back in the late 1970s and 1980s, Edward Z. Tronick proved this important point. A research associate in the Department of Newborn Medicine at Harvard Medical School at the time, Tronick was interested in levels of emotional and physical stress in infants. To quantify these levels, he and his colleague-collaborators asked mothers to sit directly across from their babies. The mothers were not allowed to express any emotion. Nor were the mothers allowed to talk or coo to their infant children. They had to sit in front of them with a blank, emotionless face for two minutes. This brief interaction triggered high levels of stress in the babies. This approach—known as the Still-Face Paradigm—gauges intimate one-on-one human interaction and is still widely used today.

Tronick employed and refined this technique again many times, particularly during experiments throughout the 1990s while studying stress in infants. In these later experiments, Tronick and his colleagues sequestered mothers from their babies for a brief interval. They then asked the mothers to return and engage with their babies normally, just as they had at the beginning stage of the experiment. This last stage of the experiment was called the reunion.

What Tronick and his team discovered jibed with some of their initial hypotheses: boys had a much harder time dealing with moments of stress than did girls. The boys “displayed more negative affect.” They fussed, their facial expressions revealing anger. They twisted and turned in their infant seats, trying to “escape or get away.” They gestured to be picked up. In other words, the emotional stress was literally too much for many of the infant boys to bear. There’s more. They cried more than the girls and were more likely to look directly at their mothers, express joy, and vocalize throughout the entire experiment, demonstrating, Tronick wrote, that the boys were “more socially oriented than girls.”

The infant boys in this experiment behaved exactly as many of us, if not most, would have expected girls to behave.

Tronick and his team discovered that infant boys needed more help learning emotional regulation, or “scaffolding” as they called it, than infant girls. What’s more, it took longer for boys to “repair” the emotional distance with their mothers during the reunion stage of the experiment. In more recent years, Tronick and his colleagues have examined how infant boys respond to this reunion with mothers suffering from depression, which, as we know, is increasingly common and can manifest apart from postpartum depression, which also is common. The researchers discovered the same struggle in boys. That is, the boys required more time to return to an emotional level of trust with their mothers. At the end of the day, Tronick’s decades-long research has consistently popped the bubble on two commonly held gendered stereotypes: boys, it turns out, start out more socially engaged with their mothers and more alert to their facial expressions than girls. Even more crucial to boys’ long-term development, they also needed much more calming down and help feeling emotionally secure.

Perhaps the most urgent takeaway from Tronick’s research over the decades is this: contrary to the chiseled-in-stone assumptions, boys are not born “tougher,” more emotionally resilient, and more self-sufficient than girls. Tronick and his colleagues proved that from the moment they are born, boys are in greater need of emotional support and emotional regulation than previously believed.

This deficit in boys occurs in part due to neurology. In an exhaustive study, Allan N. Schore, author, neuropsychologist, and faculty member of the Department of Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences at UCLA David Geffen School of Medicine, said that the stress-regulating circuits in boys mature more slowly, both in and outside of the womb. So does the right hemisphere of the brain, which is the seat of, among other things, self-regulation and control. “Boys are affected more negatively than girls by early environmental stress,” he told me during an interview. “Girls draw on more inner mechanisms for stress resiliency. This is why the attachment with the mother, typically the primary caregiver, is so essential.” In his study, “All Our Sons: The Developmental Neurobiology and Neuroendocrinology of Boys at Risk,” Schore observed that when mothers aren’t attentive enough, infant boys can develop “separation stress,” which can cause “an acute strong increase of cortisol and can therefore be regarded as a severe stressor.” Ongoing stress in these babies can alter “prefrontal-limbic pathways,” which can eventually cause “a variety of mental disorders.” Schore’s findings have been documented and confirmed by other researchers, including a 2004 study conducted by four Italian researchers in the journal Personality and Individual Differences. In the article “Adult Attachment Style and Alexithymia,” researchers observed, “There is strong suggestive evidence that the attachment style developed in childhood remains relatively stable across the life span and may even be transmitted between generations.”

This is another layer that deepens the discussion about how we talk to, or don’t talk to, boys and how it has serious long-term consequences.

This literally changes everything we thought we knew about boys and how we should raise them. Our understanding of boys’ emotional lives is entirely wrong. As a result, we aren’t raising boys in a way that anticipates or meets their most immediate needs. The problem, as I soon discovered, is that few working models exist today that invite parents and educators to help infant boys, toddlers, and boys develop the emotional scaffolding and resiliency they so desperately require, even into adolescence.

Instead, just like the father in the video, we are raising our boys in a way that neglects their deepest, most immediate needs. Rather than helping infant boys and toddlers develop their own emotional scaffolding, we tell them in moments of great distress and confusion to ignore these very real feelings and pretend everything is fine. We tell them to act like a man.

I emailed Tronick about his groundbreaking research, and he put into words what, exactly, had troubled me most about the videotape. “The ‘manning-up’ of infant boys begins early on in their typical interactions,” he wrote, “and long before language plays its role.”

From the moment boys come out of the womb, we—their parents, their aunts and uncles, their grandparents, their teachers, their coaches, and, of course, their peers—kick-start a lifelong process of undermining their physical, intellectual, and emotional well-being. Whether directly or indirectly, we are the ones who put certain words in their mouths about their identities as burgeoning men. We are the ones who teach them, from an alarmingly young age, to leave other essential words out of their mouths.

* * *

After Macallah was born, one of the first things I did was read to him. I played with him, of course, and I spoke to him a lot. But I was anxious, really anxious, to start reading with him, because I was all too familiar with the crisis of literacy boys face and how it can hold them back later in life. I knew that the
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