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RAISING BOYS TO BE GOOD MEN





Introduction

When You’re Part of the Problem

WHEN I BECAME A FATHER IN 2008, I HAD NEVER ENCOUNtered the term toxic masculinity. Although Google searches for the term increased after the 2017 social movement of #MeToo when women in Hollywood reported Harvey Weinstein’s crimes, and public exposure to the phrase spiked to peak levels when Gillette released its now infamous commercial in January 2019 criticizing toxic masculinity, I first heard about it in 2011. I had just accepted a part-time editor position with the Good Men Project and was spending countless hours reading essays by feminist authors. I rolled my eyes initially and silently lamented the “pussification of America,” bristling at the thought that my strong, manly son would be feminized to the point of demonization. Which is ironic, since, you know, that reaction was an example of classic toxic masculinity.

But when I stopped and listened to the people in my life, who are far more intelligent and thoughtful than I am, I realized something fairly disconcerting—not only is toxic masculinity real, I was living it out on a daily basis and running the risk of passing that mindset on to my three sons.

That’s why, when my publisher suggested I write a book on raising boys in the age of toxic masculinity, the first thing out of my mouth was, “I think you’ve got the wrong guy.” I guarantee that if you tell anyone who knew me in college that I would be writing this book many years later, they’d laugh. Then they’d get really confused and angry, because I had been representative of the problem for years (and still am, at times).

Back in 2008, I remember getting upset when my wife put pink socks on my infant son because I was worried it might make other people think he was “gay” or “effeminate.” I didn’t want any of my boys to be baptized, at least in part because I didn’t like the idea of them in a christening dress (and also because of the Catholic Church’s rampant child abuse and decades of cover-ups; but that’s a different book). I would only shop in the blue-colored boy toy aisle, I scolded my oldest for throwing a baseball “like a girl,” and I frequently used the phrase “man up” in a way that was unfortunately devoid of irony.

All to say that writing a book about a problem I had clearly contributed to for a long time felt like an instant no-go and massively hypocritical.

But the flip side of that argument is: who better to reach people potentially open to change than a convert? Just like I wouldn’t want to read a book about getting sober from an author who has never had a drink in their lives, maybe all my (many, many, many) past mistakes might be recognized by readers who are in the same boat. The hope is that my experience will resonate and help readers take stock of the situation so we can start to build critical mass and fix this problem.

And yes, make no mistake, what’s happening with boys and men today is a problem. A massive one that’s silently and insidiously at the heart of so many societal ills. When I first shared the title of this book, Raising Boys to Be Good Men, a few transgender people in my circle of friends correctly pointed out that not all kids who are born male grow up to become men. I understand the criticism. But, the other side of the story is that my goal of writing this book isn’t just to teach boys to grow up to be good people; it’s about bringing them up in an environment of toxic masculinity where they must learn to survive a culture that makes dangerous assumptions and saddles them with superfluous baggage based solely on their genitals. In that way, I hope my transgender friends and I are in agreement, and I hope this book will capture the nuance that the book title can’t.

Ever look at the totality of mass shootings and pinpoint the common denominator? Virtually all men. In an FBI list of active shooter incidents in the United States from 2000 to 2017, 241 out of 250 incidents identified involved male shooters. A majority of them white, many of them suffering from untreated or undertreated mental illness, and most of them just angry at women. In fact, while analyzing mass shootings from 2009 to 2018, the nonprofit Everytown for Gun Safety found that 54 percent of perpetrators had shot a current or former intimate partner or family member.1 These are angry men with no coping mechanisms other than violence to express that rage.

The #MeToo movement? Men are overwhelmingly the perpetrators, using their systemic privilege and power as license to manipulate, harass, and abuse women to serve their own ends. These men do so without even thinking about it because it has always been the practiced “norm,” safeguarded by other men in power in almost every industry.

The onslaught of heartbeat bills to weaken and even destroy Roe v. Wade? Legislation is perpetrated by mostly male legislators to criminalize the perfectly safe and legal medical procedure of abortion and strip women of bodily autonomy, usually without even knowing how the biological anatomy they’re restricting works.

The gender wage gap? (A 2019 PayScale study finds women making 79 cents to every dollar that a similarly qualified man makes.2) Boys falling behind girls academically? Boys and men not seeking mental health treatment because of the idiotic notion that talking about your feelings is something only women do? According to the American Foundation for Suicide Prevention, men are committing suicide at a rate 3.54 times higher than women. All these problems and more—it’s all part and parcel of toxic masculinity, and it all has to stop because it is crippling our boys.

I learned this firsthand one day in October 2018 when my middle son, Sam, then a five-year-old who had just started kindergarten, came home from school in shambles. He had been teased and bullied by the children in his class because he had had the audacity to wear red nail polish to school. Despite having done this in preschool for eighteen months prior to that day, with zero problems at all, once kindergarten hit, Sam was now dealing with a larger pool of kids from all kinds of backgrounds who were clearly already well-versed in traditional gender roles and they did not take kindly to a boy stepping into the realm of “feminine” nail polish. He was told that nail polish is only for girls, to take it off immediately, and to never wear it again— because “boys don’t do that.” Up to that point, Sam had had no shame about painting his fingernails as it was something he had always done with his grandmother, my mom, a former manicurist. But after just one day of teasing and ridicule, he was ready to abandon it for fear of being seen as a girl.

I defended Sam via a Twitter thread that described what happened and talked about his innocence and the gender-neutral outlook he’d had all of his short life. My tweets included:


Sam is my middle child & he’s a terror. A “boy’s boy” as so many (not me) would say. He’s rough and tumble, he’s loud, he’s always dirty, loves trucks, plays sports and knee drops me from the couch. But he also loves a lot of “girl” things.

So he proudly wore his red nail polish to kindergarten this morning because Sam has absolutely no concept of nail polish only being for girls or reason to think anyone would possibly have a problem with beautiful nails.

But his classmates did have a problem. A big one. Sam was ridiculed for being a boy with nail polish. They called him names and told him to take it off. This lasted the entire day.

When my wife picked him up from school he collapsed into her arms and cried uncontrollably. He was devastated at how other kids turned on him, even his friends. He asked them to stop but that just made it worse. Only 1 kid stood up for him.

My son is far from perfect but he’s got a huge heart and empathy for miles. He finds beauty in everything around him and for 5 years he’s never been afraid to be different because different has never meant ‘bad.’ Until now.

I know these kids are only in kindergarten but this toxic masculinity bullshit is LEARNED. Learned most of the time from parents. So parents, I hope you’re proud. I hope this is what you wanted. I hope you’re satisfied.

My wife and I spent five years successfully preaching tolerance, acceptance, and the importance of expression and your kids unraveled that in one school day. He now feels the shame you desperately want to associate with being different.

But I want you to know I talked to Sam and I told him those other kids are just jealous of his nails. I told him to wear an even brighter shade tomorrow. And I told him to ask these kids why they’re so upset and see what they say.

I bet they don’t know. I bet their parents don’t even know. But what I do know is Sam is a goddamn fireworks show of a human being and I won’t let that be dulled for a second by this restrictive bullshit that’s been choking boys forever.

I told Sam he could take off the nail polish if he wanted but lots of guys wear it like Thor (@chrishemsworth) & Capt. Jack Sparrow. He asked if his fav football player @robgronkowski did. I’m not sure but I told him yes. Sorry, Gronk. But more importantly I told him it doesn’t matter what anyone else does because what you wear and how you look should make YOU look good. And to hell with everyone else.

After careful consideration, he’s leaving it on. Because he likes it and it makes him feel good. Then Sam’s 10-year-old brother painted HIS nails in solidarity with his sibling, at which point I nearly cried.

Intolerant parents and their offspring scored a minor victory today but they won’t win the war. I know that because the Sams of the world aren’t going to suffer this bullshit anymore. Of that I have no doubt.



The thread went super viral to the tune of more than 80,000 likes, which led me and my family to appearances on the TODAY Show3 and to be featured in positive articles in Good Morning America4, Mashable5, People6, and international newspapers like The Guardian7. But it certainly wasn’t all praise. People from all over the country also responded to tell me how terrible it is for a father to encourage a boy to paint his nails, labeling me a “beta male” and calling both Sam and me “gay.” A particular low point was landing on the front page of The Daily Stormer,8 an actual Neo-Nazi website, which tore into our physical features and denigrated me as a “beta cuck” who was ruining my son and masculinity in general. The scary part is, just a decade ago, I would’ve agreed with all the critics (well, except for the Nazis). I would’ve been horrified at the thought of my manly son wearing “girly” shit, and I would have done everything in my power to either hide it or convince him not to wear it. I had been ignorant and uninformed, and I couldn’t see with unclouded judgment the deserved criticisms of our patriarchal culture.

I wish I could pinpoint a specific moment in time when it all clicked. It was because of my job with the Good Men Project, where I edited essay after essay of thoughts on this topic. It was joining online forums and Facebook groups and getting to know the men I had been thoughtlessly mocking to realize their words had merit. But mostly, it was watching my kids get older and take up interests that didn’t align with traditional masculinity, and feeling that natural parental instinct to protect and defend the people who are most precious to you. If my kids had been star athletes and had fallen into the “normal” pathways for boys, would I be writing this book? I’d like to think so, but I’m just not sure. Unfortunately, it seems people don’t truly get it until it becomes personal when it happens to them or someone they know. That’s why I hope this book will have an impact—reading about a parent’s angst after bullies come for their son over nail polish is something that really can change minds.

We have a ton of girl power movements today, and I’m ecstatic that young girls are empowered and encouraged to lean into traditionally male-dominated fields and to be whoever and whatever they want. But that leniency is not often extended to boys. Girls are encouraged to wear pants and play sports and join the military, but watch what happens when boys try ballet. Or paint their fingernails. Or have the audacity to play with a baby doll. Add to that the sickening machismo and faux tough-guy-ism boys see from President Donald J. Trump on a daily basis, and you’re left with an uphill battle when it comes to taking on harmful stereotypes and gender norms.

That’s why I’m writing to all the parents who still tell their young sons to “rub some dirt on it” and who scold them for crying. Or who excuse clearly problematic behaviors with the response, “boys will be boys.” This book is one small attempt to reach the people still willing to listen to reason. It’s not meant to preach or shame, and it’s certainly not an orchestrated attack on masculinity itself. There’s a mistaken belief that those who criticize toxic masculinity are criticizing everything masculine—this couldn’t be further from the truth. Caring for and protecting one’s family; hard work; strength—these are some positives in men that are worthy of celebration. However, we need to reframe the discussion about what makes a “real man.” Because I guarantee you that real men cry, real men will know to seek help when they need it, and real men do stay home with their kids.

It’s not only possible to raise boys who aren’t emotionally stifled and shoved into boxes; it’s vital if we want a generation of men who can express their emotions in a healthy way, respect women, and help nurse society back to a halfway healthy place. That’s why we need to illustrate the problems and talk about the small ways in which we can work toward solutions.

I guarantee that if a stubborn idiot like me can recognize he was once part of the problem and admit he was wrong, and then took the steps to become better, anyone can. And I also guarantee that if we don’t change the way we treat and raise our boys, things are only going to get worse. Our boys are too important for us to fail, and when boys go bad, we all lose.





Chapter 1

The Bullshit Starts Before the Birth

IT’S CUSTOMARY TO START ANY STORY AT THE BEGINNING, BUT this crap starts before birth.

As a father of three boys (ages twelve, six, and four), I’m a grizzled veteran of the parenting wars. But many people reading this book might just be starting on their journeys, and if so, congratulations! And also, condolences. Because you’re about to deal with a metric ton of gendered bullshit—and it starts yesterday.

One of the very first questions you’ll be asked upon announcing your impending parenthood is: “Is it a boy or a girl?” This is very important to a great many people who just must know whether a penis is present so they can immediately start boxing your unborn child in with gendered colors and baby clothes that say wildly inappropriate and asinine things, or so they can bestow upon you countless clichés that make little to no sense.

These folks are usually well-meaning enough, but I was not prepared for how forceful they would be about demanding to know the sex. And frankly, it pissed me off.

“Well, I need to know if I’m buying pink or blue clothes.”

“I’m knitting a blanket, and I need to know the color.”

“Is it going to be a football player or a ballerina?”

Colors don’t have genders!

If the blanket keeps the kid warm, it doesn’t matter!

Boys and girls can do both those things!

Again, I know they mean well, and your Great Aunt Muriel probably isn’t purposely trying to reinforce harmful gender stereotypes. But what she probably doesn’t know is that these seemingly harmless decisions, such as color coding your baby, will have long-lasting effects and negative consequences that will stifle the potential and self-expression of your child from day zero. If this is an important issue to you (and it should be), there are some things you can do to blunt the unintended harm this kind of antiquated thinking causes.

PARENTING TIP #1: Don’t find out/tell anyone the sex of the baby

Granted, this is not for the faint of heart or the Type A personalities who thrive on planning and details. I get it. When we were expecting our oldest child in 2007, I was all in on finding out what we were having as soon as humanly possible, and I just figured that my wife, MJ, was in the same boat.

Nope.

At our eighteen-week ultrasound, the tech asked if we were ready to find out the sex. Before I could utter a word, my wife said, “No thanks, we want it to be a surprise.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing—and I’m not proud to say that I was furious. As we argued right there in the exam room in front of the increasingly uncomfortable ultrasound technician, MJ calmly explained her reasoning. This was “the ultimate surprise” that could never be replicated. Plus, it would keep all the blue/pink nonsense at bay for a little while longer, and it’d be fun to have people guess.

But I wasn’t buying it. At all. I asked her if I could find out on my own and not tell her, but she reminded me that I’m a terrible secret-keeper and that I’d spill the beans even if I didn’t mean to. I asked if the tech could write it down on a piece of paper so we could open it if MJ changed her mind, but she didn’t want to succumb to temptation. So that was nixed, as well.

Then, when she realized her arguments weren’t landing, she pulled the trump card. “Well, I’m sorry you don’t like it, but this baby is inside me and therefore it’s my decision—and we’re not finding out.”

I stared at her and saw nothing but determination. I desperately looked at the ultrasound tech, who was doing her best to shrink into the corner of the room and disappear, and I ridiculously asked her if I had any recourse, legal or otherwise, to allow me to find out the sex. That’s when she stared at me like I was a complete moron (warranted) and uttered the words, “Sorry, but she’s right.”

With steam coming from my ears, I left that office without knowing the sex. And you know what? It was a fantastic decision by my wife and one we’d end up repeating two more times.

Why did I have a change of heart? How did I ultimately come to admit that I was wrong?

First of all, it really was a surprise like no other. Being in the delivery room and watching the person you love bring another person you love into the world is already pretty damn magical, but hearing the doctor tell you that you’re having a son or a daughter after more than nine months of anticipation? Unforgettable. Sure, it would’ve been a great reveal moment right there in the exam room at eighteen weeks, too, but waiting really did make it better for us.

More important, MJ was right about how not finding out the sex delays all the gendered bullshit we parents have to face for at least a little while. Plus, it pissed everyone off to no end, which was an added bonus for this born contrarian. With the sex not yet determined, it forced people to think outside the box a little bit. The blankets people made for us were green and yellow. The clothes they gifted us at MJ’s baby shower were gender neutral. The decorations for the baby’s room were animals fit for any child rather than strictly sports-themed or princess-oriented. Hey, I’m a huge sports fan, but if I had a son, I didn’t want the pigeonholing to start even before my baby could play catch; and if I had a daughter, I refused to watch an entire bedroom be turned into a sea of Pepto Bismol pink before she could name her favorite color. Point being, the wonderful thing about babies is their limitless potential, so why place arbitrary caps on what they can be? It’s difficult to remember that your kids are going to become their own people, and not mini versions of you, but stopping yourself from boxing them in from day one is a precious gift that will pay dividends in the long run.

However, there was one weird side effect of not telling people what we were having: it unleashed the old wives’ tales. In the absence of a conclusive ultrasound, people were forced to resort to outrageous and hilarious myths they had heard from their grandparents and great-grandparents. You know, such as if you’re carrying high then it’s a girl, while boys hang low. Or if MJ was craving sweets, that meant it was a girl, but sour translated to boy (because I guess boys can’t be sweet?!).

But at least that stuff was mildly amusing. Know what’s not? The highly questionable gender-stereotypical comments that are all too often bestowed on your baby in jest, as if that meant they were okay: “If it’s a boy, this town better lock up its daughters” or “If it’s a girl, you better buy a gun.” Excuse me? So if I’m having a boy, you’re saying he’s going to exit the womb hungry for not only his mother’s breast but also every boob out there? That he’ll be a rampaging sexual beast so unruly he won’t be able to practice a modicum of self-control to the point that women will have to be locked away while in his sexually insatiable presence? And if it’s a girl, I’ll suddenly need a firearm? That now that I’m the father of a daughter, the first thing on my mind is securing an AR-15 and keeping it handy so I can scare the living shit out of some poor boy who dares to look my daughter’s way or—gasp— asks her to go on a date?

I can already hear some of you thinking: calm down, they’re just jokes. But no, they’re not. Because automatically assuming that a little boy will become a man who will be a slave to his sexual desires is setting him up to fail, and arming yourself to gatekeep your little girl’s virginity is creepy as hell. Not only are those things not funny, they’re part of a harmful set of stereotypes that continue to insidiously promote the harmful misconception that it’s OK, even acceptable, for boys to be oafish, sex-obsessed idiots, while girls are precious jewels that need to be protected from the presence of men. I imagine if you happen to be a parent of both a boy and a girl, you’ll notice how ironic these two belief systems are when placed together.

Don’t take the bait, and don’t get off on the wrong track early. If you can, it’s best to skip this portion of the nonsense altogether, which will force the people around you to think about and treat your future child a little differently—in a nongendered way that is not limited by an imagined boundary. It won’t kill anyone (and it’ll entertain you to no end watching them squirm), and it just might change their thinking ever so slightly.

PARENTING TIP #2: Avoid the gender reveal party

Maybe it’s not everyone else who needs to know the sex of the baby. Maybe it’s you who has to know—so you can engage in one of the most annoyingly narcissistic developments of this modern age: throwing a gender reveal party.

For the blessedly uninitiated, a gender reveal party is when a person or couple decides it’s not enough to just tell their close friends and family. Instead, they need to do it via a surprise reveal that is caught on video and that lifts them to internet virality in 17 seconds of fleeting fame. People cut into cakes that are either blue or pink on the inside. They open boxes with balloons that are either blue or pink. They culturally appropriate piñatas to discover their baby’s sex when—wait for it—blue or pink confetti pops out. Flares, smoke bombs, confetti poppers . . . you get the idea (although I wish no one ever had in the first place).

There was even that infamous gender reveal party in Arizona when a Border Patrol Agent found out the sex of his baby by shooting a package of colored explosive, which ignited nearby grasses and shrubs, causing the Sawmill Fire. Yup—a gender reveal party ended up scorching 47,000 acres of land to the tune of $8 million in damages after it took nearly eight hundred fire-fighters to put it out.9 Consider for a moment how ridiculous it is to include an instrument of death in a ceremony meant to honor the impending arrival of new life. It was a boy, by the way. A boy who (fingers crossed) will have other male role models to guide his way in addition to his gun-wielding, fire-starting father who just had to blow some shit up.

So, I’m not exaggerating when I tell you gender reveal parties are a legitimate threat to our planet.

But, seriously, one of my main issues with gender reveal parties is that these spectacles are predicated again on the blue-is-for-boys and pink-is-for-girls binary, which drives me nuts. Pink is not a strictly feminine color. In fact, the trade publication Earnshaw’s Infants’ Department published a June 1918 article that advised: “The generally accepted rule is pink for the boys, and blue for the girls. The reason is that pink, being a more decided and stronger color, is more suitable for the boy, while blue, which is more delicate and dainty, is prettier for the girl.”10 Now that’s problematic in and of itself, but it just goes to show you that the idea of gendered colors is a cultural construct—and that boys can like pink very much. My middle son is living proof of that, and he’s no less a boy because of it.

Another terribly sad side effect of many gender reveal parties is the sex isn’t all that’s revealed. Many soon-to-be parents hoping for one sex over the other end up having their disappointment caught on camera on a day that should be decidedly and monumentally positive.

Finally, these parties are wrongly labeled from the start. It can’t be a “gender reveal,” since parents have absolutely no idea what gender their kids will ultimately be (sex refers to the biological traits assigned at birth, while gender is an identity as expressed by an individual). All this party really does is assign kids labels before they’ve even entered the world and certainly prior to them having any opportunity to figure out their gender identity. The simple fact of the matter is your unborn child, who let’s say is born biologically male, may not identify with their assigned sex. All this to say, what’s wrong with just celebrating life instead of unnecessarily restricting kids to a gender identity that might not even stick?

If you still don’t believe me, take it from
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