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Charles Whitaker’s The Ground You Stand On feels both timely and necessary. What struck me most reading it was not the loudness of the message, but the steadiness of it. There is no blame, no performative outrage, and no attempt to force simplistic answers onto deeply human questions. Instead, it offers something far rarer: space to think.

This is not a book about telling men what they should be. It is a book about helping them ask: Who am I beneath the performance? What ground am I actually standing on? And am I building a life that is truly mine?

In a world that often rewards noise over reflection, I think this book offers something important: a more grounded conversation about masculinity, identity, emotional strength and what healthy development can actually look like. And perhaps most importantly, it does so without losing the humanity of the people it is speaking to.

A thoughtful and deeply relevant read.

Laura Toop

Systems thinker, strategic connector and creator of the #ProjectMe and #TogetherAsALLies frameworks. Her work sits at the intersection of leadership, human behaviour, belonging and grounded change, drawing on over 25 years of corporate transformation experience and extensive work across policing, health, safeguarding and community engagement.
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Introduction

This book was written for a young man I have never met but whose situation I understand.

He is somewhere in his twenties or thirties. He is not in crisis. He is capable, probably more capable than he gives himself credit for. He is getting on with life in the way that is expected of him, working, building, showing up. From the outside, he looks like he is managing.

But inside, something is not settled. A question he cannot quite formulate. A sense that the life he is constructing might not be entirely his own. A gap between who he appears to be and who he suspects he might actually be, if anyone ever asked, if the world ever gave him space to find out.

He has not talked about this. Not because he lacks the words, though the words are harder to find than he expected, but because there is nowhere obvious to take it. His friends are dealing with their own versions of the same thing. His family, if they are present, either don't see the problem or don't know how to address it. And the culture offers him two options: the loud, aggressive version of masculinity that dominates online, or the rejection of masculinity altogether. Neither fits. Neither helps.

If you recognise this man, this book is for you.

A word about who is writing it.

I am seventy-nine years old. I have spent decades working with men, first in senior roles in manufacturing where I watched capable, intelligent men lose themselves while performing flawlessly on the outside, and then as a coach, clinical hypnotherapist, and practitioner trained in depth psychology, shamanic practice, and the study of energy and the inner life. I hold a PhD. I have built a business and attempted another that failed. I have been a step-father, a partner, and a man who has made his share of mistakes and learned from most of them.

I am telling you this not to impress you but to establish that I am not writing from theory. I have walked this ground. I am still walking it. And the observations in this book are drawn not from research abstracts but from years of sitting with men, listening to what they carry, and noticing the patterns that connect them.

The pattern that led to this book is simple and troubling. Young men today are being shaped by forces that do not have their interests at heart. The influencers who dominate their screens are filling a vacuum that should never have been empty: the absence of fathers, mentors, elders, and institutions that once helped a young man develop into a man of depth. In that vacuum, a distorted script has taken hold, one that confuses dominance with strength, emotional suppression with resilience, and material success with worth.

This book offers a different script. Or rather, it offers you the tools to write your own.

The book moves through four parts, because the process it describes has a natural shape.

The first part, Recognition, helps you see the script you were handed. Where it came from, who benefits from it, and what it costs you to follow it without examination.

The second part, Knowing Your Own Ground, develops the qualities that make a man whole rather than merely functional: presence, emotional intelligence, direction, integrity, strength that does not require armour, and the capacity to relate to other people as full human beings rather than as instruments.

The third part, Building From the Inside Out, moves from understanding to practice. Self-knowledge, boundaries, handling failure, the company you keep, and the discipline of looking after yourself so that everything else is possible.

The fourth part, Walking Your Own Path, brings it together. The man you are becoming. The script you choose to write. And a letter from an older man who wishes someone had written it to him when he was your age.

A few things this book deliberately does not do.

It does not lecture. I have no interest in telling you how to live. I have a great deal of interest in helping you see clearly enough that your choices become genuinely yours.

It does not preach about masculinity. The version of manhood this book describes is not presented as morally superior to any other. It is presented as whole. You can decide for yourself whether wholeness matters to you. I believe it does, but the decision is yours.

It does not promise transformation. Real change is slower, quieter, and less photogenic than the culture suggests. It happens through sustained practice, not through revelation. This book can start the process. It cannot finish it, because the process does not finish. It deepens.

And it does not pretend that I have all the answers. I have observations, drawn from decades of practice and from my own life. I have patterns I have noticed and frameworks that have proved useful. But I am writing as a man who is still becoming, at seventy-nine, because the work of understanding yourself does not end. It evolves.

You can read this book from beginning to end, which is how it was designed. Or you can open it wherever something catches your attention and begin there. The chapters are built to stand alone as well as to build on each other.

You will meet several young men in these pages. They are composites, drawn from the many men I have worked with, their details altered to protect their privacy but their experiences faithfully represented. If you recognise yourself in any of them, that is not a coincidence. It is the point.

One last thing before we begin.

This book asks a question that runs through every chapter, sometimes spoken, sometimes implied:

Who told you who to be?

You do not need to answer it now. But if the question stirs something, even a small recognition that some of what you have been living might not be entirely yours, then you are in the right place.

Turn the page. Let us begin.
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The Script You Were Handed

What is shaping you — and why you need to see it before it sets

Chapter 1

The Script

Jake was twenty-seven when he noticed it.

He was at a work drinks thing, standing near the bar, holding a beer he didn't particularly want, talking to people he didn't particularly know. Someone asked him what he did. He gave the answer. Someone asked him where he was headed. He gave that answer too. Both sounded confident. Both sounded right. And somewhere between the second answer and the third drink, a thought arrived that he hadn't invited:

I have no idea if any of that is true.

Not the facts. The facts were fine. He had the job. He had the plan. He had the trajectory that looked, from the outside, like a man who knew what he was doing. But standing there, hearing himself describe a future he had apparently chosen, he realised he couldn't remember choosing it. He couldn't point to the moment when he had sat down, looked honestly at his life, and said: yes, this. This is mine.

It had just happened. The way most of it just happens.

He didn't say any of this to the people at the bar. He finished the drink, made the right noises, went home. But the thought stayed. Not as a crisis. Not as anxiety. Just as a quiet, persistent awareness that the life he was building might not be the one he would have built if anyone had asked him what he actually wanted.

Nobody had asked.

If you recognise something of Jake, you are not unusual. You are simply paying attention.

Most young men are living by a script they didn't write. It tells them what success looks like, what strength requires, how a man should carry himself, what he should want, and what he should never admit to wanting. The script is detailed, specific, and remarkably consistent. And the most striking thing about it is that almost nobody sits down and hands it to you. It just arrives, piece by piece, until it feels like your own thinking.

Some of the script comes from family. If you had a father who was present, you absorbed it through years of watching. How he handled pressure. What he avoided. What he valued or claimed to value. The version of manhood that was modelled for you before you were old enough to question it.

And if your father was absent, distant, or someone you never knew, then the script came from the gap he left behind. That gap does not stay empty. It fills itself with whatever is available: the men you saw around you, the culture you grew up in, the voices that were loudest when no one closer was speaking. A young man without a father does not grow up without a script. He grows up with one that was written by default rather than by someone who knew him and cared what he became. The absence itself becomes part of the message: you are on your own, figure it out, and don't expect anyone to show you how.

Some comes from school, from the workplace, from the social world you grew up in. The rules about what you can say and what you can't. The hierarchy of what matters. The unspoken agreement about which emotions are acceptable for a man to show and which will cost him respect.

And increasingly, a great deal of it comes from the internet.

This is relatively new, and it matters more than most people realise. A generation ago, the script was local. It came from the men around you, from your community, from the culture you could see and touch. It was limited, sometimes narrow, but it was at least connected to real life and real people. You could test it against what you observed. You could see whether the men who followed it were actually happy, actually whole, actually worth emulating.

Now the script arrives through a screen. It comes from men you will never meet, who have built careers on telling you who you should be. Some of them are polished and persuasive. Some of them are crude. But they all share one thing in common: they are offering you a ready-made identity at a moment when you are still forming your own. And a young man without a clear sense of himself will reach for whatever is available.

The script they offer is seductive because it is simple. Be dominant. Be unemotional. Be rich. Treat the world as a competition and other people as either useful or irrelevant. It promises clarity in a confusing time. It promises strength in a world that can feel overwhelming. And for a young man who is quietly struggling with the question of who he is and what he is supposed to be, that promise is hard to resist.

But the simplicity is the lie.

Because real life is not simple. Real strength is not dominance. Real confidence does not require you to diminish other people. And a man who builds his identity on a borrowed script, no matter how confident it makes him feel in the short term, will eventually discover that he has constructed something impressive on the outside and hollow on the inside.

That discovery usually arrives around fifty. I know, because I have spent years working with men who reached that point and found themselves asking the questions they should have been helped to ask decades earlier. Good men. Capable men. Men who had done everything right according to the script and still felt, beneath the surface, that something essential was missing.

This book exists so that you don't have to wait that long.

The script is not entirely wrong. That is part of what makes it so persistent.

Some of what it tells you is genuinely useful. Work hard. Take responsibility. Be reliable. Show up when it matters. These are real qualities, and a man who develops them is building something solid.

The problem is not what the script includes. It is what it leaves out.

It leaves out the interior life. The idea that knowing what you feel is not weakness but intelligence. That a man who understands his own emotions is harder to manipulate, not softer, than one who doesn't.

It leaves out vulnerability. Not as a performance, not as a trend, but as the ordinary human capacity to be honest about what is difficult. The script tells you that admitting uncertainty is failure. The truth is that admitting uncertainty is the beginning of clarity.

It leaves out depth. The script rewards surface. How you look. What you earn. What you project. It has very little to say about who you are when the performance stops, when the door closes, when you are alone with yourself at the end of the day. And it is in those moments that a man either knows himself or doesn't.

And it leaves out choice. The script presents itself as inevitable, as the way things are, as what a man must do to survive and succeed. But it is not inevitable. It is a set of inherited assumptions, some useful, some damaging, and all of them optional once you can see them clearly.

Seeing them clearly is the first step. That is what this chapter is for.

There is a simple exercise that can make the script visible. It requires nothing more than honesty.

Think about the rules you follow. Not the ones you chose after careful thought, but the ones you absorbed without noticing. The ones that feel like instinct but are actually habit. The ones that govern how you behave in situations where something is at stake: your reputation, your relationships, your sense of yourself as a man.

You might notice rules like these:

Don't show that you're struggling. Don't ask for help unless you have exhausted every other option. Don't let people see you uncertain. Be the one with the answer, not the one with the question. Keep your emotions under control, which in practice means keep them invisible. Compete. Win. Or at least look like you're winning.

You might also notice rules about what you should want. A certain kind of success. A certain kind of status. A certain kind of relationship. A certain kind of life that, if you are honest, you're not sure you actually want but have never given yourself permission to question.

Now ask yourself: where did these rules come from?

Not in a general sense. Specifically. Can you trace each one to a moment, a person, a message, an experience? Can you identify whose voice is speaking when you hear those rules in your head?

Some of them will be your father's. Some will be from friends, teachers, bosses, the culture at large. Some will come from content you consumed online without realising it was shaping you. And some will be so deeply embedded that you cannot identify their origin at all. They feel like you. They feel like truth.

But they are not you. They are the script. And once you can see the difference, you have a choice you didn't have before.

This book is not going to tell you to reject the script wholesale. That would be its own kind of thoughtlessness. Some of what you inherited is worth keeping. Responsibility matters. Hard work matters. Showing up when it counts matters.

What this book will do is help you see the script clearly enough to decide for yourself which parts to keep and which parts to set down. It will help you distinguish between the rules that serve you and the rules that are quietly shaping you into someone you didn't choose to be.

That process is not dramatic. It doesn't require you to tear your life apart or announce a transformation. It requires something simpler and, in some ways, harder.

It requires you to stop and look at the ground you are standing on.

Because the ground matters. Everything you build, every relationship, every career, every decision about what kind of man you want to be, rests on that ground. And if the ground was laid by someone else, if the foundation is made of assumptions you never examined and rules you never chose, then what you build on it will always feel slightly unstable. Not wrong, exactly. Just not entirely yours.

The man who examines his own ground and chooses to stand on
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