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To be a competent student of what is right and just, one must first have learned discipline and received a proper upbringing in moral conduct. A man with this kind of background has acquired the foundations of life. One who has not may one day be called useless.
—ARISTOTLE
To educate a person in intelligence but not in character is a crime to the human spirit.
—MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR.
What could be more important than making our boys into good men? Doesn’t the whole human civilization kind of depend on it?
—A TEACHER AT A WORKSHOP ON THE MORAL DEVELOPMENT OF BOYS


 


Introduction


I was born in Honolulu, Hawaii, into a family that moved around the world and all over the United States before I was eighteen. My brother, Philip, with whom I shared a great love and a huge sibling rivalry, was two years older. In India, my parents adopted my sister, Maria, five years younger than me. Raised in broken homes, my parents shared similar, painful childhood experiences, and promised themselves they would make a different life for their kids: They worked hard to provide their children with “good values,” including family loyalty, integrity, and ordinary decency. From both my brother and me, they wanted “good sons.”
From my brother, they generally got it. On the other hand, I was a “hyperactive” boy (the old word for Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder), bouncing and bounding around the world like a little top, often resistant and rebellious. I presented my family with a powerful emotional and moral puzzle. No matter what culture they took me to—their jobs caused us to move every two years or so—one of my parents’ primary concerns was my tenuous discipline.
In kindergarten in Hyderabad, India, when I was five years old, I kicked my teacher hard on the shin. A thin rail of a woman, she yowled in pain, then found her bamboo cane. Before my parents could even hear about it, she smashed the cane down on the back of my hands! I remember the pain to this day.
This incident was one of many in which I did things that demanded strong discipline and moral education—shoplifting, excessive talking, spitball wielding in classrooms, throwing snowballs with stones in them at car windows, smoking under the bleachers at the football field, lying to my parents. Back in Hawaii, in my late teens, my father had to take me to municipal court because I had received seven moving violations in two months! Three were for speeding, and four for making “California stops”—turning right without stopping at a stop sign. He and I sat with the judge in downtown Honolulu.
“What should we do with him, Mr. Gurian?” the judge asked.
“What are the options?” my father asked.
“Well, we could take his license away.”
My father, without hesitation, asked where he should sign.
I was furious with my father and the judge for doing it, but of course they were right. When I got my license back again at age eighteen, I did not get another ticket for a very long time.
Now in their seventies, my parents recently discussed this book with me, sitting with my two children in the living room of our home. My mother laughed. “Do you remember what a wild little boy you were? We weren’t sure you’d make it!” As I look back at my own life, at both the normal, “boyish” things I did and the illegal actions, I see quite clearly that behind any child’s masks of rebellion, “troublemaking,” or “hyperactivity” are emotional insecurity and moral fragility. One difference, however, between my generation and the generation of boys and young men I now work with is the extremity of moral crisis. More of our boys, at rates I see growing exponentially, live in moral confusion that is dangerous not only to them but to their society. Boys in our own homes, in our schools, and in the lives of our daughters are confused. If you have noticed an increase in ethical numbness, moral distraction, and spiritual emptiness among boys and young men, you are observing something we must protect our sons from. Our culture challenges all of us to come to grips with the experience of boyhood today.
THE DECLINING MORAL HEALTH OF OUR SONS
In L.A., a group of four basically good guys, all between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, got drunk one night and threw bricks through the windows of parked cars. Their identities were discovered because, unbeknownst to them, a man and a woman were making out in one of the cars. They had a cell phone and called the police.
In Houston, a fourteen-year-old male walked into a convenience store and held a gun to the clerk’s head, extracting money from the register. He was turned in by his mother, who saw the store videotape on television a few hours later.
In a suburb of Denver, two boys, ages seventeen and eighteen, planted bombs and murdered thirteen people at Columbine High School.
In a small, rural town in Arkansas, two boys, ages eleven and thirteen, opened fire in their school, killing a teacher and three children. Recently I heard the superintendent of that school district, a man in his seventies who had just retired, speak in tears to an audience of other superintendents of how powerless he felt to understand, or do anything, about the tragedy.
In New York, a sixteen-year-old boy, after just receiving his driver’s license, drove home from work one night and killed a cat. A pedestrian witness saw that he specifically went out of his way to run it over. The police were shocked not by the accident but rather by the boy’s mixture of feigned and very real indifference. “Whatever,” he said. “I got thirty points.”
In Chicago, a group of boys vandalized a pawnshop. When caught, they said, “So what—all the guys do stuff like this.”
Incidents like these are happening in your town, and are increasing.
In this book, we’ll rely much more on people’s stories than on statistics; yet statistics themselves can be powerful. Statistics underscore the state of moral emergency that is gradually, and without our fully realizing it, becoming an everyday part of male life.
	We have the most violent non-war population of children in the world. More people in the U.S. per capita commit violent acts every day than anywhere else, and 90 percent of them are male.
	More of our children per capita get arrested for crimes than in any other country. Ninety percent of arrestees are boys.
	After Russia, more of our citizens are in prison than any other country in the world. Ninety percent of these incarcerated individuals are male.
	Our young males make up 80 percent of drug-addicted and alcoholic youth.
	Our boys constitute the majority of children who are homeless, murdered, in foster care, neglected, and institutionalized.
	Our rate of mental disorders in the male population per capita is one of the highest in the world. For instance, 90 percent of the Ritalin used on children in the world is used on ours. Approximately 3,000,000 kids are on Ritalin in the U.S.—90 percent of them boys.
	The child suicide rate has gone up over the last decade with increasing acceleration, mainly among adolescent boys.
	Our teen pregnancy rates are among the highest in the industrial world, and we provide the least extended family support to teens who have babies. Ninety percent of males who impregnate a teen girl abandon her and her family.
	Our schoolchildren are arguably the most undisciplined in the world. Ninety percent of the children who require discipline in schools are boys. As one educator recently put it to me, “After teaching in Hong Kong, Japan, and Australia, then returning to the United States, I felt something like despair when I saw what had happened to the American middle school classroom.”
	Our boys and young men also comprise the majority of child-abuse victims and are the less likely victim to talk about and get help for their suffering. In a 1998 study of 7,000 children, 48 percent of boys, compared to 29 percent of girls, said they would never tell anyone about the abuse they had experienced. As psychologist Aaron Kipnis explains: “It is egodystonic—not in accord with their self-image and traditional gender identity—for boys to complain about pain.” Thus our boys are becoming more and more at risk for abuse, neglect, violence, addiction, psychiatric illness, and all the pains of childhoods lived in broken homes and confusing worlds, pains that never appear in statistics.

The silence in which boys endure their suffering only perpetuates their moral fragility, since boys are ten times more likely than girls to act out their pain by being violent toward others. This reactionary violence is in turn criminalized, which is the most indicative sign of the crisis in boyhood today. In the U.S., more boys and young men are incarcerated in juvenile detention, prison, and psychiatric hospitals than in any other nation on earth. The legislative trend toward criminalizing boyhood is continuing at a fast pace. All fifty states now have laws making it easier to prosecute juveniles in adult criminal court. In half our states, kids younger than fourteen can be tried in adult court. In thirteen of our states, no minimum age exists at which a kid can be tried as an adult—the decision is made subjectively—and in some states boys as young as eleven have been tried as adults. The state of New York permits prosecution of seven-year-olds as adults for certain felonies. Bills intermittently come before the House and the Senate, like the Hatch-Sessions bill, espousing things like getting rid of the separation of juveniles and adults in prison.
 
Our boys are in trouble. Some lack basic impulse control; others lack what we would call a conscience; others lack the ability to articulate right and wrong; others lack empathy; others simply can’t get understanding from a culture that has come to fear even normal male behavior. After almost two decades of my working with boys and young men—in classrooms, in prisons, in community agencies, and in my therapy practice—my fear for them grows. More and more they are in the obvious state of moral emergency that the media tracks through their stories of boys shooting up and placing bombs in schools, and of men shooting up workplaces. But there is the hidden emergency as well—the gradual decay in character education and emotional support systems for boys and young men.
As we will explore in part I of this book, our males live in a culture that commits both “sins of commission” and “sins of omission.” Our culture directly poisons the character development of its males and neglects essential building blocks for that character development. While the moral development of any child is a complex enterprise, the moral development of a boy has unique complications. As we’ll explore in chapter 1, male hormones, brain systems, and social acculturation compel males to push limits and request discipline and love in sometimes dangerous, even immoral ways. All children need clear and systematic direction, well into the teen years, and boys often need it in ways we don’t notice. The male brain is structured and functions in ways that yearn for help with emotional and moral development. Male hormones and male acculturation cry out as well for certain, specific kinds of relationship and guidance, which we’ll explore in chapter 1.
In chapter 2, we’ll look at the exact ways our boys as a group are morally neglected. We’ll explore how they are poisoned by the culture, how they receive too little childhood moral training in general and far too little boy-specific moral and emotional development. Based on these two foundational chapters, The Good Son is a call for moral and ethical revival in the raising of boys, and is a parenting plan by which to protect and nurture male development all the way to adulthood. The body of the book is comprised of the Good Son Parenting Plan, a practical blueprint by which to raise and protect our boys.
Both our exploration of the state of boyhood today and the parenting plan depend on our coming to agreement on what we mean by “discipline” and “moral development.”
TWO OF LIFE’S MOST IMPORTANT WORDS
What sense shall we make of the moral landscape our children live in? What would Plato think of the fifteen-year-old boy in Baltimore I saw the other day flipping off the driver of a car that nearly hit him while he played his boom box so loudly it shook the building near us? What would Jesus think of the boy in the department store in New York who called his mother, loud as can be, a motherfucker? What would Moses or Mohammed or Mahatma Gandhi or Mother Teresa think about the eleven-year-old boy who yells at the wrestlers in the ring, “Beat the shit out of him”? What should any of us think? Are these immoral acts? Do they show an egregious lack of self-discipline, or should they be considered “boyish” and “normal”? And what do we mean when we use the words “morality” and “discipline”?
For some people it is enough to literally go back to interpretations of the Bible and other sacred books for the whole moral foundation our contemporary culture needs. For others it is important to toss out all the old wisdom and embrace relativistic situation-based ethics. For me, neither course alone is enough. Ancient religious texts and religious traditions carry immense moral depth; new moral experiments have the qualities of freedom and egalitarianism that also are essential to contemporary life. In my own work in child development, I have tried to build a practical and tangible bridge between the past and the future. No task I’ve had as a social thinker, therapist, and educator has been as difficult as building this bridge between the cultures of Jesus, Moses, Rebecca, and Plato and the cultures of Freud, Darwin, Einstein, and Gloria Steinem. Yet to deal with our present moral landscape, we must find that bridge.
When I was growing up, I thought I had a clear understanding of “morality.” Though I often acted in uncontrolled ways, I knew right from wrong, what the rules were, and the consequences of immoral action. In college, I earned a philosophy degree. It was in philosophy classes that I realized the paltriness of my boyish moral understanding—I learned countless different definitions of “values,” “morals,” and “good character.” In graduate school and postgraduate work, I focused on physical and biological sciences, learning how nature affects human moral life. For years I searched through moral texts, traditions, and experiments by living not only in the U.S. but in Europe and the Middle East.
Then I returned to the U.S., where my wife, Gail, and I started a family. There is nothing like the creation of children to compel the heart, mind, and soul toward finally clarifying a moral system. Now as a parent, I saw the fruits of my own boyhood, my education, my years of research, and my work as a professional therapist and educator. As I became known as an “expert” in child development, I strove to hold myself and the many children, families, schools, community agencies, and other professionals I worked with to a high moral vision based on the following definition.
Moralityis and always has been the living human community’s code of compassion. Moral values are humanity’s insurance policy that compassion will prevail in human interactions, whether parent-child, adult-adult, child-child, or nation-nation. Every rule, law, or honor code exists, at its most fundamental level, to ensure that we human beings act compassionately toward one another. When we act “immorally,” we will always discover that we have acted without compassion. Whenever we discipline a child—whether we tell him to sit still or not to hit or not to watch too much television, or we put him in prison—we do so because either he has not been compassionate to others or himself or we are trying to teach him control of his impulses so that he will not behave with a lack of compassion. Even when we teach a young person to repress his immediate compassion in order to kill in war, we do so because the ultimate action of the war, although tragic, is thought to be necessary for ensuring a compassionate future. There is no act of human morality that is not based on some vision of compassion.
Almost every parent, educator, and caregiver knows how important it is to consciously develop a child’s natural compassion by educating the child in morality. “In this house we share.” “Do what’s right.” “Speak respectfully.” All these lessons direct and sustain compassion. By consciously developing a child’s natural compassion through moral education, we provide the child a focus for empathy and sensitivity, as well as frameworks by which to show honorable compassion even when he’s angry.
Disciplineis the human being’s ability to devote his own physical, mental, and emotional drives toward compassion. Initially, it is by receiving the gift of discipline from parents and intimate caregivers that children learn how to contain, manage, regulate, and channel their physical and emotional energies. After years of childhood and adolescence experience, children develop self-discipline. They become their own conscience, their own physical and mental pilot. And when a human community teaches morality and discipline well, its children learn not just to control their own drives but to channel their physical, emotional, and mental energies toward the highest good: the compassionate life.
The Good Son culminates two decades of research and experience with individuals, families, and organizations; its ultimate goal is to help you direct your sons and the boys you know toward loving, wise, and responsible manhood—the compassionate life.
We caregiving adults have just less than twenty years of developmental time in which to accomplish this goal. I hope the parenting plan that makes up the core of this book will help you reach it.
THE GOOD SON PARENTING PLAN
This book contains a blueprint through which you can guide your son from birth to adulthood. I have written the plan to be moving and inspiring to anyone who cares about boys—even if your sons are grown or if you have daughters and wonder about the boys they’ll meet.
Information and wisdom from an “expert” isn’t worth a lot, in my view, unless it resonates with everyday life. Every chapter of the plan begins and ends with stories I have lived, heard, or learned from parents, teachers, and other caregivers—stories of challenge, pain, and success. All of these teach from the heart.
The parenting plan presents a boy’s life in three “developmental episodes”—birth to age six, ages seven to twelve, and ages thirteen to eighteen. Each of these is further divided into more specific time periods, e.g., infancy, the toddler years, kindergarten, and so on until age eighteen. The chapters provide you with information about what is considered normal for a boy of the specific age; what his developmental challenges are; how his family, school, and larger culture best interact to raise him well; and what you can do on a daily basis. You’ll find suggestions for everything from when the toddler should go to bed to when the adolescent should be allowed private Internet access. You’ll find subject headings that give you easy reference should you wish to treat the plan encyclopedically, like a parenting reference book.
While the parenting plan cannot cover every aspect of caring for a boy, if you follow its program, I believe you will raise a moral, well-disciplined, and well-adjusted boy. Even as your son’s life is touched by pain and suffering, the plan will aid you in giving him a moral foundation. The aid it gives comes from the lessons of not only our own culture but the thirty cultures in which I have lived or about which I have studied.
Over the last ten years, I have conducted extensive surveys of parents, teachers, and other caregivers not only to learn their wisdom but to hear their most common questions. Throughout the parenting plan, I have included answers to many of these questions (e.g., “He is lying a lot lately—what should I do?”), questions that involve not only well-functioning boys but boys in trouble—boys who are withdrawn, addicted, or acting out in other dangerous ways.
The ultimate goal of all specific suggestions in this book is your son’s development of these ten universally accepted moral competencies: decency, fairness, empathy, self-sacrifice, respect, loyalty, service, responsibility, honesty, and honor. These are the values that measure a good son, and they are the bedrock of compassion. Possession or lack of them makes or breaks a man. Ensuring that our sons develop them is one of the most important duties of not only an individual family but our civilization.
There will probably be aspects of the plan you find too extreme or too lax; I hope you’ll use even these dissonances to inspire your own solutions and approaches. The Good Son is not meant to be the final word on raising boys. Rather, it is a guidepost directing us toward a happy, healthy boyhood for our sons. It is not meant as a substitute for your own intuition—for that, there is none.
A CRUCIAL DUTY
The Greek philosopher Aeschylus hinged the longevity of a culture on how it is able to “tame the savagery of man and thus make gentle the life of the world.” Every family and every culture is called to bring the beautiful but raw energy of a boy through the quest of boyhood into the moral center of the human community. Bringing him there, Aeschylus suggested, “we light his pathway to the very purpose of his existence.” Aeschylus pointed to a crucial duty everyone in a civilization shares—to civilize our boys and make our men. These actions are not things that only one parent does, or even one isolated nuclear family. We all do them as a human community.
Today more than ever, few things are more important to all of us than to live with, produce, nurture, and enjoy good men. Many human moral systems and discipline strategies are in flux, religions hold less sway, extended families are in disarray, nuclear families are broken, schools are overwhelmed. Parents of daughters—I am one of these, with two daughters of my own—are just as concerned as parents of sons. Our girls live with boys, our women with men, inextricably linked in human community.
It should not be so difficult to raise a son as it has become. There are things we all can do to ensure the moral development and discipline of our sons, and thus to ensure the “gentleness” of our civilization. In providing our sons with these things, we help our children live lives of innocence as long as possible, and lives of experience that bring them happiness. In doing so, we find our happiness not only as parents of good sons but as individuals who unite to do the most important job of any civilization—the raising of children.


Part One


THE CHALLENGE OF PROVIDING DISCIPLINE AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT TO BOYS

 


ONE


What Does It Mean to Have a Son?

 
The sun shined brightly that morning as I left home and walked the distance to my new school. We lived in Laramie, Wyoming, and I was entering seventh grade. We had recently moved to Laramie, so I had few friends yet. As I walked up the steps that day, I was one of a melee of boys and girls who still wanted to be kids but would never admit it, and wanted to be adults already but were scared of adulthood.
That afternoon, I went to my English class and sat at a desk in the middle of the room—not so far back that I was pegged as a troublemaker or stupid, and not right in front so I got called on a lot. A man of about thirty sat reading at the teacher’s desk. He had close-cut black hair and a black beard, and he wore plain brown pants and a white shirt with a button-down collar. I couldn’t tell his height yet, though he seemed tall. Behind him on the blackboard was written, “The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain—Read it.” Beneath that, in smaller letters, was the teacher’s name: “Mr. Majors.”
When the bell rang, he looked at us and smiled, his eyes lit up, his eyebrows curled like mustaches—big and black and expressive. He started talking about how he and his wife were going to have a baby any day now, and how he might try to take a day or two off (there was no official “family leave” for men in those days). He explained that this was his first child, and he thought it would be a boy. To our giggles, he said, “The reason I know this is because when my wife and I conceived this child, I was reading Huck Finn. Now, if there’s a better story about boys, I don’t know what it would be.
“But you know,” he continued, rising from his chair and coming in front of the small desk, “there’s nothing certain in life. You think it’s certain that the sun will come up tomorrow, but it’s not certain. You just believe it will because it always has.” Then he pointed to his heart with a long finger. “But sometimes you just know something, and I just know I’m going to have a son, and I’m not sure what it means to have a son. It’s a big deal. I’ll tell you this—I’m not sure I want my son to have to live through everything Huck did, even though Huck had one heck of an adventure.”
And so Mr. Majors went on about Huck, how he was a kind of metaphor, an “everyman,” or, more literally, an “everyboy.” He told Huck’s story in brief, hoping to entice us to actually read the book cover to cover: Huck’s running away from a bad lot, saving the Negro Jim, rolling down the river in the raft, the Duke and Dauphin, con men extraordinaire; treasure and Tom Sawyer, having to dress like a girl, another rescue. A happy ending, but not until after a lot of tragedy and pain. Without Mark Twain’s humor, Mr. Majors told us, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn might have read more like a Greek melodrama.
I did read the book cover to cover, and have since then a number of times. Not only because it was assigned, nor because it is a wonderful piece of literature, but because Mr. Majors was right: Every boy is in some way a Huck Finn. Boys are loving, good, and hungry for affection, for a pathway toward identity and importance, and for a personal journey through which to discover honor, honesty, empathy, decency, and all the other measures of a man. Like Huck’s, each of our sons’ “inherent goodness” is fragile: a family trauma, a disability, a rejection, a misconception about how someone feels about him can derail him quickly. Like Huck’s, our sons’ road to self-discipline and moral life is confusing. With each new generation, it gets even more so. Like Huck’s parents, we are often less available than our boy needs. Like Huck, who learns some pretty bad habits from people he meets on his journey, our boys get taught some immoral things by their culture. And like Huck, most of our sons do make the long, hard journey toward self-discovery, self-discipline, and a moral life.
Huck Finn had a tough go of it, especially when it came to learning right from wrong in a river society that itself wasn’t clear about such things. Life was complicated for Huck, as it is for our boys. To whatever extent Huck’s parents, extended family, and community did not ask the question “What does it mean to have this boy, Huck?” Huck, like our own sons, was forced to answer it himself. Mr. Majors, who did eventually have a son, didn’t want his son to have to suffer a lot of what Huck did—the feelings of being lost, the isolation, and the lack of trustworthy elders. He wanted to protect his son, as we want to protect ours.
What does it mean to have a son? It is the question we each ask, even if only unconsciously, whether our boy has just been born or he is already moving through his journey toward manhood. It is a crucial question, especially in a culture today that is so confused about what to expect from its boys, so unclear on what they’re made of, and how best to nurture them. I have recently heard this issue called the “male question.”
THE “MALE QUESTION”
Some thirty years after Mr. Majors’s impassioned first day of class, I gathered with a number of adult professionals at a conference that explored themes relating to boys, men, and male development. The title of the seminar was “How to Get Males More Involved in Teen Pregnancy Issues.” Because this was the keynote session, open to the public, the auditorium included a number of mothers and other parents and community members.
As I spoke, I brought up Mr. Majors and Huck Finn, and how confusing it can be to be a boy today. As we came to the question-and-answer session, a woman in her fifties raised her hand. She talked about Huck Finn from a woman’s perspective, how she had liked the story but didn’t get a lot out of it as a growing person. She said she had often wondered why boys like the book so much.
This statement led to a long discussion about how different boys and girls often are. Then one woman raised her hand and said, “All this is now very interesting, but I came here wanting to answer, for myself, the male question.”
What is the “male question”? we asked her.
“It’s pretty basic, and I hope it will come out right as I ask it. It’s about how to make our boys and men fit, how to make them worthwhile, how to make them good people who care about others, and how to give them a purpose in life. I don’t want uncontrolled, selfish, or unemotional men. I want useful, loving men. I’ve raised two sons and a daughter,” she continued. “One of my sons really struggled with just not knowing what he was doing here in this life. He’s grown now but still doesn’t really know what it means to be a man. The way he put it to me was like this: ‘Mom, as a guy, I don’t quite know why I’m here.’ This blew my mind, because I come from decades of feminism. I’m tuned to hear women saying they feel undervalued or unclear about their identity. But there was my son saying he didn’t really know why he was born.”
“The ‘male question’ is the same as Mr. Majors’s question,” another woman pointed out: “ ‘What does it mean to have a son?’ It’s like our culture hasn’t really asked this.”
Another mom joined the dialogue: “The way I see it is, the world wanted my boys—they’re grown now—to be quiet, kind, vulnerable, and controlled all the time, but it also wanted them to be strong, fearless, and aggressive all the time. We pull these boys in two really different directions and expect them to somehow figure it all out, pretty much all by themselves. I never knew if I did enough to help my sons pull both of these things off, and so I felt constantly guilty as a mother, too.”
The woman who had started this discussion concluded it by saying: “If we don’t come together as a culture and answer these questions—‘Why is a male here?’ ‘What is a male worth?’ ‘What does it mean to have a son?’—we’ll create more and more of the very males we’re at this conference talking about—the irresponsible ones, the violent ones, the druggies, the addicted, these guys who impregnate girls and disappear. It’s up to us to look deeply into males and masculinity as we have into females and women’s issues, don’t you think?”
In this crowd of hundreds of mainly women, there was nearly unanimous agreement, of the type I have seen throughout the country over the last few years. Our culture has created the illusion that it understands its men and boys. But does it?
MERILEE’S COURAGE
Merilee was forty-six, a lawyer, a petite woman with gray hair cut close and sparkling blue eyes. She had come to see me, she said, because she loved her three sons and her husband but felt so different from them. One son was having trouble, and it was his case she ostensibly wanted help with. But very quickly she admitted that she didn’t think she could help him until she understood him, his brothers, his father, “and just men in general.”
She continued, “Look, you must please help me understand these guys. I try to help Blake and I get stumped. It’s like I don’t have standards, or measurements, for how he should behave, or what to expect of him. What is he feeling? I don’t know. What am I doing wrong with him? I don’t know. And it’s not like he or the other guys in my life help me understand. They don’t tell me much, you know?”
Haven’t we all felt like this? So many of us, whether parents, teachers, or grandparents, sense at some point that we have come to the tail end of what we understand about boys. We all know what it feels like to guess, or to gravitate toward a stereotype. We’re all so busy we often don’t even have time to sit down with others and ask, “Is what he just did normal?”
Merilee represents to me what seems to be happening all over the world right now: people admitting that we really don’t understand boys and men. We haven’t focused on them, despite the contemporary rhetoric that says, “The last three thousand years have been about men—we don’t need to hear more about them.” In fact, the last three thousand years have featured the accomplishments of a few men, but they have not featured the hidden interpersonal, psychological, and even moral worlds of our males in general.
Merilee is a parent who had the courage to admit: Guys can be confusing to us. They are well armored and in a shell; when they do talk it is rarely about their inner lives. It is difficult to say, “I know him.” Sometimes, the males even talk a lot about inner lives just to make us think they’re being revealing when in fact they’re just trying to please us. Culturally, adult males remain so inscrutable that we end up labeling them inherently defective, or emotionally stupid, or morally reprehensible, or just not worth the effort.
I brought up Merilee’s predicament on a radio show recently, raising the idea that we now understand our girls better than our boys. The radio host thought I came from the nineteenth century! “It’s women who haven’t had a voice,” she insisted. Agreeing with her, I still pointed out that life now is not the same as it was thirty years ago. For instance, resources available for the understanding of girls and women—from academic studies to popular books to girl-power projects—outnumber resources available for understanding males by about nine to one. She still was incredulous, so I suggested she put this piece of the “male question” out to callers: “Let’s ask callers if they feel human beings as a whole right now understand what’s going on inside boys and men as well as we understand girls and women.”
The talk-show host did generously put it to callers, and we were overwhelmed with calls, mainly from women, agreeing with Merilee. Since that first audience participation poll, I’ve raised this question throughout the country. The same results always come in: The majority of people are ready to admit that boys and men are too inscrutable to us right now, and we must change that in order to ensure the emotional and moral development of all our children.
In the rest of this chapter and in the next, I will be making a very simple argument: that our boys need a specific kind of love and attention, which they are rarely getting. That argument begins in our understanding of their hidden biology and of that biology’s effect on their behavior not only as children but as boys.
MORALITY IS SOMEWHAT DIFFERENT FOR BOYS
“My two sons,” a mother told me, “seemed to come out of the gate having to figure out how to control themselves. My daughter just sort of knew.”
So often, active, aggressive, and impulsive boys do seem different from girls. In some households, this activity makes for more discipline problems. In most households, when girls lose their sense of direction in life, their confusion does not show up as quickly in dangerous, immoral behavior. Males constitute the vast majority of criminals in any human culture; they engage in most of the violence in any culture; they constitute the vast majority of discipline problems in schools; they take the majority of moral and behavioral risks in any part of the world we study. While we all could argue whether boys or girls are harder to raise, I don’t think most people would disagree that boys pose a special challenge when it comes to moral development.
A lot of moral development is, of course, the same for boys and girls. A lot of what you read in this book will work for girls. On the other hand, the difference is pretty significant. In my previous books, The Wonder of Boys and A Fine Young Man, I suggested that at the core of our emotional and social neglect of boys is the fact that a male experiences emotional and personal fragility in biologically recognizable ways, which we have neglected as a culture. In The Good Son, I will argue that we morally neglect our sons because we neglect male neurology and biochemistry. The deepening of our cultural understanding of our boys starts right here, in our biological and neurological inheritance and in its blending with culture.
Because I’ve covered a great deal about male biology and culture in The Wonder of Boys and A Fine Young Man, I won’t repeat that material in The Good Son—I’ll summarize and apply biocultural research to specific moral and discipline issues. And let’s always remember that these are scientific and cultural generalizations and there are exceptions to everything presented here. The research into these biological and neurological clues is being done with brain scans—PET and MRI—by scientists, like Ruben Gur at the University of Pennsylvania. These scans show neurological differences between the ways a young female and a young male process the world and respond to its challenges. Scientists at the University of Iowa have now studied more than a million children and found profound brain-development differences between males and females. In research centers in England, Norway, Canada, and elsewhere, scientists have discovered differences in parts of the brain, like the hypothalamus, that create hormone flows in males and females. For people who work in neuroscience, these revelations are the most exciting stuff in life. In the references section for this chapter, I’ve listed a number of book and videotape resources you can access to increase your knowledge of this research. To some extent, this research helps us relearn what our great-great-grandparents probably always knew; but there are startling new developments as well.
Here are some key biological factors we must understand about the hidden nature of males and masculinity if we are to fully parent and raise good sons. Some of these factors may even frighten you—yet I hope you’ll come to agree that their presence calls for us to modify the cultural influences on our boys that hurt their moral development. And at the outset, this very powerful biological material will also explain certain things about your sons and help you understand them, in ways that perhaps you have not experienced before.
Aggression and the Brain
The male amygdala, a primary aggression center of the brain, is larger than that of the female, and creates more active aggression in males. When this fact is applied to male hormonal and cultural life, we find a deep and basic clue as to why a boy gets involved, so much more than the female, in morally at-risk behavior—more aggressive or violent behavior, for instance. He is more likely than a girl to hit, more likely to curse or otherwise compete with or one-up another person as a way of relating.
It is important to remember that aggression and violence are not the same thing. Boys all over the world have larger amygdalas and show more daily physical aggression than girls, but males in Japan, for instance, are far less violent than males in America. Japanese culture focuses more heavily on making sure children are raised to be nonviolent. Tightness of living quarters in Japan necessitates more antiviolence training of males. Japan is just one of the cultures that does more than we do to recognize that male biology needs close attention, training, and certain kinds of healthy love. Innovations from other cultures will help us direct our sons’ lives in the parenting plan.
Testosterone
Progesterone is the human bonding hormone. It exists biologically to bond its host body with the infant (and with others), to whom the host is required to give care. Driven by this hormone, females are more likely to seek “bonding outcomes” in the intricacies of relationship.
The dominant male hormone, testosterone, exists in large part to compel its host body toward increased sexual copulation and aggression. Driven by testosterone, males are more likely to seek a physically or intellectually competitive experience, wherein bonds are less direct. Testosterone levels have been studied in both prison populations and CEOs of companies. In other words, the higher the testosterone level, the higher the likelihood the host will climb the corporate ladder quickly, but also the more likely he will turn violent and hurt others and the community. Testosterone leads to both triumph and trouble. The “testosterone host” needs great care in his socialization if he is to channel his aggression into socially helpful tracks.
The increased testosterone—males have up to twenty times more than females—and limited amounts of progesterone and estrogen also make it more difficult for males to feel empathy as an initial response to an external stimulus. Males spend more time filtering through early aggression responses; females spend more time providing immediate and thorough early empathy responses.
The consequences for moral development are compelling. If families and a culture do not train males constantly and directly toward empathic responses, the male stands a chance of not developing them to the level of functionality his culture ultimately requires. Again, we’ll look at this situation in greater depth in the parenting plan.
Hormones and Stress
The male-female differences in behavior, moral outcome, and show of empathy increase when stress is imposed. As the female stress level increases, her female hormones (like progesterone) guide her toward more direct bonding responses with friends, family, and other potential emotional allies. When she is under the stress of depression, for instance, she is more likely to attempt suicide as a plea for help than to succeed at it, and she is more likely to verbalize her depression to a friend or caregiver than is a male. A male is more likely to succeed at suicide, and less likely to call or approach a friend for emotional help.
As the male stress level increases, testosterone guides him toward less direct, immediate bonding responses and more aggressive or, at worst, antisocial or isolative responses. She tries to pull close to others; he tends to pull away. Furthermore, when he is under heavy stress, his natural hormonal inclination is to directly increase his aggression and thus the environmental stress he puts on others. He is ten times more likely than a female to become violent. He is more likely to use his body destructively, employing the power of his muscle mass. His response to being abused or attacked or to other emotional stress—whether it is to punch a wall or yell at another person—is more often and more likely morally frightening to his community than is a girl’s.
External Behavior and the Male Brain
Males take longer, on average, to process feelings through the brain system than females do. The male brain—the corpus callosum, the limbic system, the prefrontal lobes—is not set up as well for internalized responses as for externalized responses. We see the externalizing impulse of the male brain when we watch kids at play. Male play involves more rough-and-tumble, more physical action, more climbing on objects, etc. We see it also in learning environments—boys are more physically impulsive in classrooms, and in the playroom are more likely to grab blocks or other physical objects with which to play and create externalized games. Girls are more likely to pick dolls and other objects by which to develop an internal dialogue, or even monologue.
Perhaps the primary reason for this difference is that the male brain system is more spatially oriented than the female. It is more of a “hunting” brain, one that for millions of years oriented itself in the universe by somewhat lonely journeys through external space—the savannah or forest or desert—in which it pursued objects of prey. In every significant test available, boys on average score better on spatial problems—depth perception, three-dimensionality, direction—than girls. This spatial brain system compels boys to act out, in external space, their feelings and to externalize much more of their human experience.
This brain difference becomes even clearer in a boy’s pre-pubescence and is enhanced in adolescence, requiring middle school and then high school teachers to spend a great deal of time trying to train boys in personal discipline. As puberty hits, athletic activity becomes immensely important for many boys, as they themselves try to regulate their own personal energy and compulsion toward spatial physical activity.
This “externalization of experience” has profound moral consequences. “Use your words,” we tell our girls and boys. It is often easier for girls. The male brain relies on less complex responses—many of which are aggression responses, like punches, that scare others in the environment. The female’s more complex verbal responses are less scary to the community, and less likely to be labeled immoral and undisciplined. Our ancestors observed these male activities and responded to them with intense moral and discipline development, something we must do now, in ways that fit our times.
Brain Flexibility
The male brain system is less neurologically “flexible” and “adaptable” than the female. It “lateralizes” its activity more. In other words, the female brain does its tasking in more places in the brain at once than the male. For instance, when a girl is producing words, there is blood flowing and more neural firing in more parts of the brain than when a boy is producing words. Similarly, when she is taking in sounds, more of her brain lights up. She is thus more flexible and adaptable and full-brained in her responses to the world around her. He is more narrowly focused, takes in less data into less of his brain, and ends up with a narrower emotional, behavioral, and therefore moral range of response.
We see this activity manifest in male problem solving. He often tries to problem solve quickly rather than fully delve into the problem. He often compels himself toward a singular task response, which may take the situation to an even more tragic end, rather than patiently and adaptably following a multitask response: “That man is hurting you,” he might say, “so I will go hurt him for you.” The more “moral” response is often the more multitasked response. The more disciplined response is, again, often the more multitasked response—one that involves patience, impulse control, even walking away from the aggression. To a great extent, males more than females must be trained by parents and communities in multitasking their responses.
The Brain at Rest
Blood flow in the male brain, when the brain is at rest, tends to settle in the brainstem, or what is called the reptilian brain, increasing male proclivities to aggression responses. The human brain is generally divided into three parts—the reptilian brain, the limbic system, and the cerebral cortex. The reptilian brain handles things like fear responses; the limbic system handles a lot of what makes up complex emotional life; and the cortex handles much of our intellectual development. When a male is at rest—e.g., “zoning out” in front of the TV or sleeping—a large amount of blood rests in the part of the brain that manages fight-or-flight responses. The female brain, on the other hand, idles in the cingulate gyrus, a part of the limbic system related to emotional life and expression. When at rest, the female brain is oriented more toward complex emotional response. Even in resting mode, the male brain is already set up for more dangerous and impulsive responses.
Impulse Control
The female brain produces more serotonin than the male. Serotonin is an immensely powerful brain chemical that pacifies and calms its host system. In large part, because of their decreased levels of serotonin, boys have less natural impulse control than girls. Even in utero, male fetuses are already more physically impulsive than female, kicking Mom more from inside. This lack of impulse control continues throughout the life span of the male and female—males in boyhood, adolescence, and well into adulthood are more likely to be more physically impulsive more of the time, a neurological fact that has moral consequences. The less impulse control a child has, the more chance he has of getting in trouble. Thus, clear limits and discipline become even more essential for males, as does a certain forgiveness for boisterousness.
Mental Disease
Of particular interest to neurologists has been the fact that males suffer the majority of brain disorders and diseases that result in immoral, amoral, or undisciplined behavior. Both girls and boys get mental diseases, but males get more of them (the majority of both juvenile and adult mental patients are male); and the male brain tends more toward diseases and neurological conditions that directly affect self-control. Tourette’s syndrome, autism, schizophrenia, psychopathology, Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder, drug and alcohol addiction—all of these tendencies ranging from violence to overaggression are statistically dominated by males. In 1991, a team of researchers in the U.S. discovered the “dopamine receptor” (the D2 receptor), a genetic component found in higher quantities among victims of brain and thought disorders—most of whom are male. Research involving this receptor provides some potential information on a very distinct kind of male brain fragility—one that directly affects a male’s conduct and thus challenges us to pay close attention to it.
 
I’ve outlined these biological differences in a necessarily general way. Yet they do show, I hope, how important it is for a people and a culture to more thoroughly address the discipline and moral development of boys. Our boys are nothing if not morally fragile, from the inside out. And there are ways in which our boys are simply more vulnerable than girls to moral instability. To neglect this fact is to neglect our boys.
INSIDE THE MALE MIND: THE SEARCH FOR INHERENT WORTH AND VALUE
When people spoke at the teen pregnancy conference about how confused their sons were regarding their worth as males, they were talking, without realizing it, about a biological component of male-female life that perhaps we now can understand better. Here are two mothers talking about their sons.
Alex is into computers right now—he’s learning everything like a sponge. He’s like a thirteen-year-old who’s trying to be Bill Gates. He’s got a poster of Bill Gates up in his room, bigger than anything else in there. I showed him in the newspaper about some of the things that Gates may have done, the business practices, the lawsuits. Alex shocked me. He said, “Hey, Mom, whatever it takes to make it.”
MOTHER OF ALEX, 13
He always has to be the best. When he loses at soccer, he can be depressed for days. I try to explain to him that it doesn’t matter, but he doesn’t buy it. I think he’s desperate to make something of himself and make me proud. I think he will go to any lengths to be the best.
MOTHER OF T.J., 10
 
At a biological and hormonal level, boys and girls do not experience the search for self-worth in exactly the same way. While there are many similarities, there is a profound difference.
The human female is geared internally toward the ultimate possibility of creating and caring for her own new self—her child. Her hormones and brain system gear her toward emotional inwardness and relational closeness. Even with girls as young as six months old, we notice them tending more toward eye contact, more toward physical touch, and, in toddler years, more toward hands-on caregiving activities with siblings and dolls. Throughout childhood, girls naturally and by socialization practice the expression of inherent worth as they develop caregiving qualities. At puberty, the female hormonal cycle begins to present the female with the inherent potential to accomplish the most concretely worthwhile act in all of life—birthing and caring for one’s offspring. Every month the female is reminded of her potential to conceive, carry, and birth a child.
Males undoubtedly enjoy certain advantages in our culture. But they do not have the advantage of being born with an inherent path to self-worth. Their early brain development pushes their lives more outward into the surrounding world than inward into their emotional development. They push and prod and hit and miss their way through obstacles and challenges. They know even from the first truck they hold that they must earn their place in the world. They compete and strive and can often appear to lack basic compassion as they try to do better, gain respect, and prove their worth.
Certainly some of this behavior comes from dads, moms, and others who push boys early toward competition. But so much of it comes from within human nature. Male importance in our human species is amorphous—it exists if there is someone to protect and a danger to protect that someone from. It exists if there is meaningful work or family life to focus on. It does not exist simply because the male exists. Simply impregnating a female does not give him worth—he has to receive status from the quality of their child. If he as a male has a weakness, an infirmity, an imperfection, a disability, his path to worth is even more desperate. A male born into a human society starts out with a longer biological road toward respect than a female.
Daughters have a choice sons don’t have. As females, they can decide to have a child, and upon having that child, they will find many of the forces of culture marshaled toward the care and protection of them and that child. My daughters will be generally respected as mothers, and they will be told, with good reason, that they are doing “the most important job on earth.”
For the boys in my care, I see a different future. Even when they become fathers, they must continue to prove that they are successful, that they are worthy of respect, that they can “make it.” They will generally need external proof, even beyond their children. This is their fate as males. It is not better or worse than a female’s fate—it just is.
One of the most moving three hours I’ve ever spent was watching, with my wife, Gail, the film Saving Private Ryan. I don’t think any film in the last five years has brought so many tears to my eyes. Its plot is simple—Private Ryan’s three brothers have been killed in battle in the last year of World War II. Military headquarters learns of their deaths and decides the fourth son must be saved. Captain John Miller, played by Tom Hanks, sets out with a few others on orders to find Ryan in France and bring him to safety. They find Ryan but are not sure he’s worth saving. Toward the end of the movie, nearly everyone in Miller’s group is killed in a battle. As Captain Miller himself is dying, he manages to let young Ryan know that he must now earn his life by living it as proof that he was worth saving. In the final scene, when Ryan is now in his seventies and standing over Miller’s grave, he says to his wife, “Tell me I’ve led a good life. Tell me I’m a good man.” As she replies to him that he has and he is, her face belies that she is missing how crucial this statement is to him. An elderly man, Ryan knows that if he has not been good and proven his worth, then his own life and the lives of all the men who saved him have been meaningless.
And so it is to be a boy and to be a man. Nature does not provide him with a blueprint for worth. The boy and the man must be raised to see the possibility of self-worth, then meet a few others who provide the vision of a road toward it, and then spend a lifetime pursuing that worth through action and relationship. One of the greatest tragedies in human life is to be born a male and not be guided toward the value of a man.
BOYS DEPEND ON MORAL TRAINING
Understanding male-female differences provides an answer to a question that I once heard my own mother ask a counselor when I was a teen. In Durango, Colorado, the town we lived in during my first three years of high school, I saw a counselor who captured my attention during each session by playing chess with me. While we played chess, we talked. After one such session, I went back into the lobby while he spoke with my mom. My mother was a loud talker, so even through the closed door I could hear her ask, “Do you think boys just need more discipline and moral training than girls?” I could not hear his answer. Now, after years of life and research, I’ve found my answer.
Boys depend on it.
My mother was asking the “male question” in her way in that time of her life. She was discovering the challenge that is before every one of us: Once we truly look inside the male mind, we discover that we must, as individual family members and as a caregiving culture, spend a lot more time providing love, discipline, and moral training to our boys. Despite the fact that boys can display wonderful moral sense, they live as males at a potential moral disadvantage of biological proportions we now can summarize.
	They often don’t control impulses as well as girls, thus they are, generally, not as naturally calm as girls.
	They tend toward more severe psychiatric disorders than girls, especially disorders involving physical anger and aggression.
	They tend toward more violence-causing disorders than girls.
	They tend toward disorders that cut them off from the kind of attention span that compassion and empathy require.
	Their hormones drive them toward greater physical, mental, and moral risk taking.
	When they are traumatized or depressed, boys tend more toward angry and aggressive ways of showing it.
	They have less natural sense of their own personal worth than females do, which compels them toward higher-risk behavior as they strive to prove themselves.

In this chapter, I hope I have shown you that our boys face some major challenges, especially where moral development is concerned. In the next chapter, we’ll explore how boys live out their biology in a culture that often misunderstands them, and thus misdirects or even poisons them in the same way that many forces nearly poisoned Huck Finn on his life-journey.


TWO


Are We Protecting Our Sons from Moral Harm?

 
Here is a fairy tale from India that seems to me a chilling allegory of the culture in which we raise our sons.
Once upon a time, there was a kingdom ruled by a king and queen so bent on making their world perfect that they were known for unflagging energy, and they motivated their people to the same. Legend had it that in their kingdom there were two matching diamonds of such richness that possession of them would ensure the people everlasting wealth and comfort. The king and queen were determined to find these diamonds. Because of their own and their people’s intense efforts, the kingdom was very rich even without the diamonds. It had all the food it needed, for the people worked very hard. It was a place of immense inventiveness and power. Its armies were the strongest in the region. As the saying went, all the boys were born with stars on their foreheads, and all the girls with the crescent moon.
But one day the children started to disappear. First one family, then another, then another woke up to find their children gone. No one could understand why. Panic set in. Everyone searched for the children. They looked in the wells, they looked in the caves, they looked in the wilderness, where the animals were. The king and the queen themselves lost their two children, two young boys. Night after night, no one slept, keeping watch over their children. But the children would just disappear right in front of loving mothers and angry fathers and terrified siblings and startled aunties and grandparents.
As the population of children waned, the king and the queen ordered that everyone have more. The queen took over the sole rule of the realm while the king went to the high mountain, where the great Brahman was, to get advice. His journey took many days, and in tears he prostrated himself in front of the Brahman. “What have we done wrong?” he cried. “We have followed all of our dreams and found the good life. Why, now, when all was going so well, do the gods take our children? And what shall we do?”
The Brahman replied, “You are the victims of dark magic of your own making. Now a huge and invisible giant has descended on your kingdom. This giant eats only children. As the children go down the giant’s gullet, they disappear. This is why you have watched them disappear before your eyes.”
“Tell me what we must do to get rid of this giant,” the king implored.
“You must forget your greed for perfection, and listen to your children.”
“To what do you refer?” the king insisted. “I don’t understand.”
“Until you do,” the Brahman replied, “you will keep losing your children.”
“But we do listen to our children. We do all our work for them, to give them a perfect world.”
“Listen better. Listen to their whispers.”
Depressed and angry, the king did his
THE NOWHERE MEN
MARK: WHAT ARE THE TEN COMMANDMENTS?
JONATHAN AND HIS FRIENDS: STRAIN ON THE MOTHER-SON BOND
	We have not realized how immensely attached boys are to their mothers—even adolescent boys—because we have mistaken boys’ fierce or sullen attitudes for their true feelings. In our inability to see through our sons’ masks, we have not noticed that much of our sons’ misbehavior is often a response to feelings they have regarding a perceived lack of their mothers’ love, approval, or respect. I continually see boys, condemned as discipline problems, who are in fact afraid of their mothers dying, or not loving them, or abandoning them. We exacerbate a boy’s pain and his acting out by neglecting how primal and fragile is his bond with his mother.
	Our culture has not done well at educating mothers, fathers, and other caregivers on the neurological and hormonal development of their children, so they in turn don’t know what is required of them to be good caregivers. In the area of boys’ development, we have been especially circumspect in providing mothers and other caregivers with help.
	While adolescent boys have always hassled other boys about hugging and being loving to their mothers in public, studies at Harvard University argue that the “You’re a sissy” acculturation may be pulling our sons farther away from mothers than is healthy, and starting the mother-son psychological separation earlier than many boys are ready for it.
	Boys are increasingly getting away with disrespecting their mothers—cursing at them, yelling at them, hitting them, calling them names in public. While a little of this kind of “dissing” is within the range of normal mother-son argument, the extent to which families are now allowing boys to get away with put-downs of mothers and women is dangerous not only to the self-esteem of women but also to the ultimate respect boys and men have for their loved ones. The disrespect we are allowing in our families is only encouraged by jokes, television shows, and movies that put mothers and women down.
	We have stripped extended family and other support systems from mothers’ lives, often compelling a mother to take on, alone, the raising of a number of children when she alone cannot bond adequately with all of them.

GRANT, LES, AND TOMMY: THE TRAGIC LOSS OF THE FATHER
	We have increased, especially with the prevalence of divorce, “parental competition” between mothers and fathers—many sons lose their fathers or see them only a few days a month, and many others grow up hearing how terrible fathers and men are.
	We have spent a few centuries, especially since the Industrial Revolution, pulling men’s work so far away from sons’ lives that the boys can barely model their own life-missions from their fathers.
	We have attached men’s self-images to jobs that do not sustain them spiritually. Fathers pass on this lack of soul to sons (and daughters).
	We have created a society of male sports and entertainment figures who do not understand that it is every man’s job to be a good role model.
	We have diminished the importance of the male mentor in the lives of boys so that many fatherless boys also do not have substitute fathers.
	We have diminished the importance of “male kinship systems”—male-male friendship groups and extended-family bonds—which help men deal with life problems and be better husbands and fathers.
	In jokes, television shows, movies, and even greeting cards, we have male-bashed for so long that many young males believe that men are not necessary—a message that leads boys to grow up with the sense that they themselves, as males, are failures-in-waiting, “just like dad.”

BRANDON: THE GRADUAL LOSS OF THE EXTENDED FAMILY
WHEN THE MEDIA POISONS OUR BOYS
	If overused, visual media stimulants remove the child from reading, socializing, and other activities that develop his brain more fully than visual stimulants.
	Violent imagery “imprints” on the growing brain, causing everything from nightmares and phobias to desensitization and dehumanization of the developing male.
	Violent imagery can directly increase violent behavior among young males.
	Inappropriate sexual imagery sexualizes children earlier than they are developmentally ready. Some highly sexualized males show symptoms of sexual abuse, which include higher-than-normal incidences of sexual aggression toward females, and depression.

THE MECHANIZATION OF BOYHOOD
THE MORAL NATURE OF BOYS
	Boys and girls both want to be good, but boys more often need direct guidance in learning how to articulate and understand what “good” means.
	Boys whose nature is poorly guided during childhood are more likely than similarly neglected girls to hurt other people directly during boyhood and adolescence.
	There are very deep ways in which boys do not feel they have inborn self-worth and thus need help both in directing themselves to it and in avoiding unnecessarily dangerous and immoral paths to self-esteem.
	Boys get unfairly labeled as morally defective, hyperactive, undisciplined, or “problem children,” when quite often the problem is not with the boys but with the families, extended families, or social environments, which do not understand their specific needs as human beings and as boys.
	Boys possess a natural aggressiveness which can be very nurturing of others but which often is misunderstood.
	There is a lot of unseen tenderness and compassion in each boy that is often very well hidden—the boy’s moral development depends on our understanding and bringing it out into the open.

GOOD SON PARENTING PRINCIPLES
	Family closeness is the best way through which to raise moral, well-disciplined, and happy children.
	Closeness must always be the first priority of the family except in profoundly unusual circumstances.
	Much of what works for parenting boys can work for girls, yet some aspects of parenting will be very different for both sexes.
	Wisdom about parenting can come from traditionalism and feminism, developmental psychology and religion, conservatism and liberalism, American culture and many others from around the world. Parenting is not an exact science; rather, it is an accumulation of personal instincts and social guidance adapted to fit the needs of growing children and applied consistently.
	Boys want and need more structure, discipline, guidance, and training than our present families and culture give them.
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