The Politics of Therapy


A Presentation at the Sydney Men’s Festival, January 2003


Preface


This paper is a write-up of the presentation I gave at the Sydney Men’s Festival (SMF).  Lines in bold were points on a series of flip-charts.  The text following each point is either answers given by participants to the questions posed, or the rave I gave to expand on and link the points.


I developed this presentation after a discussion session chaired by me and Spase Karoski, in which we asked the questions: a) when does the personal become political and when does the political become personal?; and b) how does coming to SMF change society?  From that discussion I threw together this presentation in order to offer a way to acknowledge the strong theme of therapy and personal work at SMF and understand it a political activity.


Please contact me with any feedback or comments of any sort.


If you use material from this presentation, please acknowledge me as the source.


© David Wood 2003 	Ph (02) 6655 1367	dwood@midcoast.com.au


Sydney Men’s Festival info:  www.sydneymensfestival.org.au/index.html





Sydney Men’s Fest and other men’s events: Why do we come?  What do we get?


Safety�
intimacy�
community�
�
Need for change�
challenge, emotional & mental�
friends/friendships�
�
Meet people with similar path�
spirit�
inspiration�
�
Meeting people�
healing�
forming networks�
�
Male affirming�
support w life issues and life path�
deal with personal defects�
�
Deal with illusion of control�
�
�
�
Naked men�
Connection�
Support�
�
Diversity�
Reassurance of other good men�
To be challenged and confronted: “shadow” stuff�
�
Safety�
Unique energy of men�
Community�
�
Bring sons here�
Fun�
Expectations�
�
Hope�
Extremes�
Emotional presence with kids and each other�
�
Stretching open�
Learning about boundaries�
Opportunity to give�
�
Make and meet friends�
“It’s got to be better than this!”�
Mental gym – explore�
�
Love�
Joy�
Growth and learning�
�
Preach�
Risk-taking�
Sociability�
�
Walk among giants�
�
�
�
What about Politics?


Need for discussion�
Society corrupted, so need grass roots�
make a case for men�
�
If we come to SMF, the rest will be fixed�
Need to start bottom up – local level, not mass�
Cross-fertilise w other groups�
�
Fix the personal -> fixes political�
Need to change competitiveness�
Personal stuff is crucial for politics�
�
Top-down corporations need change�
We need participatory economics, esp older people�
Need women to do politics for us�
�
What are we achieving personal growth for?�
�
�
�
How does coming to SMF or men’s events change society?


Very very slowly�
Long term�
Forum for ideas�
�
Thru direct relationships�
Ideas -> new actions�
We actively think�
�
Desire to make change�
Clearer perception of problems�
Modelling healthy community�
�
Highlights needs that men have�
Provides an alternative to existing things�
Challenges traditional masculinity�
�
Gender


We are born with penises – expected to “be male” and subscribe to ideology of “masculinity”.


These expectations have considerable force, and enable us to both make sense of who we are and to find a place within our family and our community.  People born with vaginas are in turn expected to be female and subscribe to ideologies of femininity.  But these expectations to take up the ideologies are only expectations.


We partly subscribe to and partly reject the ideology of masculinity.


We don’t just take this stuff on holus bolus.  All people have a complex relationship with the major social ideologies.  I might have work as a bricklayer, but I like wearing skirts.  I may be an executive but I drive an old car.  One of the most striking examples is gay men, who may often appear to be perfectly “normal” – wearing the right clothes and making all the right gestures – but who flout the part of masculinity that says I must only put my penis in a woman’s vagina.


The ideology of masculinity has a long history, and it changes slowly.


This structure I’m discussing is a major social structure, that has roots hundreds if not thousands of years old.  All human cultures must take account of the biological sexual dimorphism of human bodies, and must make meaning of this basic fact – i.e. create structures and cultural arrangements that allow people to make sense of it, and find a place for themselves.  In Western culture, we call this “gender”, and create two positions called “masculinity” and “femininity”, which are aligned fairly directly with penises and vaginas.


I’m presenting here a very broad and very brief outline of the ideology of masculinity, in order to set our work here at SMF and in therapy groups within a context of change of that ideology of masculinity.


Key Parts of the Ideology of Masculinity


Individualism


a Western cultural concept


Individualism is a fundamental characteristic of modern Western societies.  It is a particular view of what it is to be a person, different to the view held in other cultures.  The Western view is that persons are stand-alone units that are delineated by the limits of their physical bodies.  Individuals stand alone and have no significant connections with other individuals.


This is strikingly different to, say, indigenous tribes who use totem systems of relationship.  In these tribes my totem animal or plant or landform is an integral part of me, and I am not separate from it.  In fact I am part of the (e.g.) Grey Gum totem group of beings, so that I can not only connect with this Grey Gum here at hand. In addition, I am connected with Grey Gums wherever they are.  There is a part of me that is everywhere that Grey Gums exist, so that “I” am neither confined to my physical body, nor to this current time and place.  I exist within a rich net of relationships not simply with other humans but with a web of beings.


Non-relational leads to isolation


Individuals exist completely without relationships.  To be a full individual in Western terms, I need have no relationships of any sort.  Needless to say, when relationships are so little valued, they become atrophied and narrow.  Masculinity supports “instrumental” styles of relating, based on what the parties do and the functions the parties carry out.  Other aspects of relating are corralled within femininity.  Thus, masculinity supports men to view forests as a timber resource (i.e. what a forest can “do” for me), women as sources of sex and comfort, and other men as resources to use in the course of one’s work.


As a result of how the ideology of masculinity is currently shaped, men in effect live highly isolated lives.  Our range of relating styles is very limited, event he extent to which we relate to ourselves.


2.  Individualism = male = human


Individualism arose at an historical time when to be fully human meant in effect to be male.  Prior to the feminist challenge in the second half of last century, women simply did not rate as fully legitimate members of society.  The word “Mankind” meant humans, and to be human was simply to be male.  Individualism thus has a very gendered slant to it – slanting towards people with penises far more than towards people with vaginas.  The benefits in terms of privilege and status, and the costs in terms of isolation, of individualism are also slanted much more towards men than women.


3.  Splits or dualisms


Individualism, and indeed most of the social/cultural structures of the modern period in the West, relies upon dualistic thinking in which life and things get broken up into “this” or “that”, one thing or the other, a thing and its opposite.  This leads us to see the world as a series of splits between two things, and leads us to organise especially our human world along these lines.  Out of an almost endless list of dualisms, of relevance to the ideology of masculinity are three I want to look at here.


Male/Female


It is crucial that every person can take or be given a position either side of this line.  Doubt or greyness or combinations of both male and female are fundamentally disturbing to this dualism.  It is frequently claimed that this dualism is simply biologically determined, but this is not true.  Western society/culture is obsessed with this dualism above physical fact.  People born with both sets of genitals are surgically and chemically altered to fit one or other category.  Other societies have “third” genders, or have much more complex arrangements involving kinship webs as well, so that an “uncle” may have a penis or a vagina.  Western society MUST see people as either male or female, and huge effort goes into policing the dividing point.


	b.  Public/private


Men are in essence people who exist in public.  Masculinity supports us to easily and readily take public roles, whether those roles be high-powered as politicians or executives, or ordinary like teachers or bricklayers, or even as basic as taking up space on the street.  In the public arena, men are easily recognised and well validated.  On the other hand, in the private arena – the home, the family, one’s marriage – men are not nearly as visible or confident or validated.  The private arena is the region of the feminine, where women get strongly validated and easily achieve status and recognition.  This has extended in recent decades to the area of personal growth and one’s inner life.  Since one’s feelings, dreams, memories etc are inaccessible directly in public, they are seen as “private” and strongly associated with femininity.  Thus therapy is seen as not a legitimate thing for men to do, but fine for women.


	c.  Mind/body


Descarte, the 18th century French philosopher, famously declared “I think therefore I am”.  This is a powerful cultural statement of value:  what my mind does is more important than any other part of me.  It was said at the time of scientific revolution, when the cutting edge scientists were starting to see bodies as machines, mechanical apparatuses that could be manipulated as though they were a giant clockwork.  Bodies were thus relegated to lifeless mechanism, while the mind and thinking became the most privileged and valued function of human beings.


This arrangement underpins masculinity’s support for men seeing our bodies as machines to be commanded and used until they break, and then repaired like a car when there is something wrong.  Male bodies are especially denied permission for pleasure in and of themselves.  A man experiencing another male body as pleasurable is a direct contravention of this structure.


BUT – Big Pay-off!!


I’ve cast these key parts of the ideology of masculinity as quite negative and limiting.  But although they limit some aspects of men’s lives, at the same time they allow and enable men to be very powerful in other aspects of their lives..


Masculinity and Power


Men get enormous benefits and privileges from subscribing to this ideology of masculinity.  The ideology supports men to occupy positions in society/culture which have a lot of power attached to them.  The public arena is considered to be much more important than the private arena, mental activity is considered much more valuable than physical activity, men were (up until the advent of feminism) considered much more important than women, economic activity is considered much more valuable than feelings of emotional expression.  And on and on.


There is a very major strand in the structure of Western society, going back hundreds and possibly thousands of years, that values masculinity much more than femininity.  Subscribing to the ideology of masculinity means we get the benefits of this social arrangement, in terms of easy access to power, status and control.


And this does actually work.  Society delivers on its promise.  I am white and I have a penis.  When I wear the right clothes, move in the right way, shape my relationships so they are not affectionate, use the right tone of voice, and so on, people everywhere readily and repeatedly validate me as occupying a position of power.  The result is that it becomes true.  I’m a straight white middle class educated man, and as such I AM powerful.


So what’s the problem?  We all know that there IS a problem – which is why we come to SMF and other men’s events and do men’s work.


Costs of Masculinity


Coerced into masculinity and coerced into power.  We have no choice.  


It’s hard to say that there is a problem with masculinity itself – because it works and it delivers on its promise.  But there’s a fundamental operation of society that happens as we, the people with penises, are growing up.  If I have a penis, the ONLY choice I have is to subscribe to the ideology of masculinity – or be ostracised.  The ideology is offered as a means to find a position in society – which is great.  But because it is the only one offered and all other options are condemned or marginalised, it becomes much more a matter of being coerced into accepting what is offered.  There is no range of choices about how to position oneself in society or in one’s family.  There is only one choice – which means in fact it is no choice at all.


Two examples here highlight this.  Gay white men may do all the right things – the skin colour, the clothes, the voice, the movement, the job, etc.  But as soon as they reveal they don’t put their penises into vaginas – bang!  They are ostracised.  My experience is that I did all the right things – voice, movements, job, etc – EXCEPT I didn’t do the clothes thing right – wore skirts and caftans.  Bang!  I’m out.


And this coercion is backed up by real physical force, and in some cases legal force as well.  Gay men are repeatedly beaten up, as I have been.  Gay men and other marginalised men get jailed.  And so on.  It starts with what I call the brutalisation process in the school playground, and continues from there.


So when we are coerced into masculinity we are at the same time coerced into power.  We have easy access to power and are validated when we wield power, but at the same time we have no choice but to do this.  There is nothing else that is legitimate or valid for us to do.  So there is this most extraordinary paradox, right at the heart of masculinity:  although we have good access to power, and get all the benefits of it, we have no choice about that.  We are in effect disempowered.  


When we take up power within the structure of the ideology of masculinity, at the same time we become disempowered.


Analogy of the New Car


This situation is described well by the following story.


A boy growing up, perhaps a teenager, one day answers the door to find a person who hands him the keys to a brand new car sitting in his driveway, and tells him the new car belongs to him.  The car is the flashest sports coupe, or the best 4WD, or the most powerful sedan, or whatever his favourite fantasy car is.  The boy, with great delight and pride, over time learns to drive it and becomes totally familiar with it.


But what he wasn’t told is that he has to pay for this car – but he is never told how much he will have to pay or when or how.  Oh, and the other thing is HE HAS TO ACCEPT THE CAR.  Rejecting the car is not an option.


So.  He gets the big new car, but he has no choice but to accept it, he has  to pay for it, and he is never told how much he’ll pay or when –  until it just happens.


What are the Costs? What is the price of the car?


So it’s true that we get the car.  We get easy access to power, especially middle class white men.  It’s true we get certain privileges.  What we are never told, what cannot be said, is that those privileges come at a price.


Looking at the structure of the ideology of masculinity as I’ve presented it above, we can see that the price we pay is that we are isolated – from others, from our inner world, and even from our bodies.  We get the new car, we get the privileges, at the cost of emotional richness, affectionate relating, and embodied pleasure.


Costs bring us to SMF (see list at top)


And, I want to suggest, that these are the costs that bring us to SMF and other men’s events.  What we are looking for, what is missing in our lives, what we want to add to our lives, what we want more of – the list of why we come to SMF, by and large (tho not completely) boil down to these three areas: emotional connection and expression, affectionate relating (as opposed to instrumental relating like at work), and embodied pleasure or pleasure in being in our bodies.


Costs are hidden – systematically


These things are, I am suggesting, the costs that we individual men pay in our own individual lives for the privileges we get for taking up and subscribing to the ideology of masculinity.  How come we don’t get told about these costs?  How come the deal seems to look OK?


Society and culture are organised in such a way that ideologies appear to be natural and ordinary – which is why they seem to be so convincing.    If society said “this is your car but you will have to pay $120,000 in 12 years time (plus inflation)”, or if it said “you will be blessed with wealth and status but you will lose your home and your children will hate you”, I doubt so many people will want to subscribe to that ideology.  And it is vital that the ideology of masculinity, and the other ideologies of individualism, and femininity, and science, and all the other fundamental ideologies continue to be actively and willingly supported by the vast majority of us.  Because if those ideologies are not supported, why, society will change in un expected ways and we may not all be as affluent and secure and insulated from the ravages of nature as we are now.


So these costs of masculinity are hidden carefully and systematically, so that it looks like if you have a penis, not only is masculinity the only option, not only is it an attractive option, but above all it is the natural thing to do.  This little trick means that it’s really hard to see any other possibilities, and especially, it’s really hard to see that what I am claiming are the costs of the ideology of masculinity are in any way associated with masculinity or an ideology.


Methods of Hiding the Costs


I want to look at just three methods of hiding the costs of masculinity now.  There are many other ways as well that involve interactions between multiple social structures.  I’ve chosen to look at these three methods because they are readily accessible for us in our lives, and they relate to doing therapy and self-healing work.


The seduction of power.


The thing about masculinity is that the power it offers is very seductive.  We like the new car, we want it’s shiny newness and power.  It’s almost erotic in its appeal.  And it’s a struggle to refuse it.  If we are offered more money, more status, more benefits, it’s incredibly hard to say “no thanks, I want to go for quality or substance, or pleasure or family.”  We can still be shamed by others for making such decisions.  And there’s all our own shame about not measuring up, not being good enough, not being tough enough, etc.


“You get the benefits, so what are you complaining about?”


This is a classic feminist response that also extends into portraying men as whingers if we voice our pain.  But although feminists using this line, it’s also another take on the Seduction of Power:  the implication is that we should just shut up and get the benefits – i.e. subscribe to the ideology of masculinity and pay the costs – and stop complaining!


Privatising our experiences


Lots of things we experience are not very easy to discuss, because they are supposedly parts of our “private” lives.  Things like feelings of shame or inadequacy, or sadness at loss, are not commonly welcomed in public.  


And often these supposedly “private” experiences are really enormous for us.  For me a huge step was at last starting to talk about how I use porn magazines and the sorts of fantasies I masturbate to.  Masturbation has always been a big part of my inner or “private” life – and I am supported by the culture around me to keep it hidden away.  Another friend told me how, when his mother died while he was visiting, he found it impossible to go out for a walk and cry.  He felt obliged to go into a room where no-one would be disturbed by his grieving.


More and more issues can be discussed these days, but we often discuss them from a safe distance.  Often it is not OK to enact those things we are discussing.


Individualising the problem.


Currently we are supported to approach lots of problems that face us as though they are personal problems of our own.  A great example is a moment of crisis when the realisation hits that “I have no friends” or “I have no-one to support me.”  We look back on how much energy we have put into friendships in the past, and can easily feel shame or regret or remorse about how little energy we have given them.


While this is certainly true that many of us don’t put very much energy into fostering friendships, that is not all that’s happening.  At the same time we are living in a society and culture that is “individual”-based – it doesn’t value friendship much, or indeed relationships of any sort.  And in addition there is an incredibly vibrant set of values that actively support competition, one individual opposing others.


So to make friends or to maintain friendships, in a way we not only have to act to interrupt habits within ourselves, we also take actions that disrupt widely held social/cultural values  But this part of friendship is never discussed: if you don’t have any friends, it’s your own individual problem – with the implication that it’s your own fault.


It’s certainly true that, with all of these tricks to keep the costs hidden, alongside this vast social machinery is our own personal experiences.  We are the subjects of this ideology of masculinity – so of course we experience masculinity all the time.  And our own personal experiences are things over which we have some control, and we can interpret or make meaning of our experiences in myriad ways.  What I’m saying here is that, because we are individuals within society, alongside our personal experiences or within our personal experiences, always there are social and cultural dimensions to those experiences.  I am urging here that, as well as the frameworks we already use to understand our lives and pursue our own growth and our dreams, we can come to see how what we do and what we experience is also shaped by the social and cultural web in which we live.


What can we do?


I want to suggest several things that can all be done side by side, in little or big bits, and in any order.


Keep doing what we are doing!


Coming to men’s events, doing menswork like rituals etc, and doing therapy and healing stuff, all have incredibly positive benefits for us in terms of reducing or softening the costs of masculinity.  And, as I’ll suggest later, doing this stuff also has political ramifications if we choose it to have – so that doing men’s stuff can be in itself a political statement – and a profoundly radical political statement at that.


Oppose the methods of hiding the costs


Whenever we run across them or become conscious of them, we can oppose those forces that tend to keep the costs of masculinity hidden; (a) the seduction of power; (b) “what are you complaining about”; (c) privatising our experiences; and (d) individualising our problems.


Explore how our experiences and problems are shaped by social structures


Of particular relevance for us because we have penises is the set of arrangements I am here calling the ideology of masculinity.  I have sketched how this ideology of masculinity is linked to some other absolutely fundamental structures in our society – those of power and individualism.


In this presentation I’ve sketched one way in which all these are possibly linked with personal experience, but we all have our own stories to tell and, most importantly, we all have our own perspectives to offer.  I believe it’s especially important that we discuss these links with lots of other men, in groups or one to one.  In this way we can build up very complex and pictures and understandings that are not only powerful because they are sophisticated, but in addition they are useful and effective because we will have developed them for ourselves.


Develop new bits to add on to existing structures


The social and cultural landscape is never static.  Things change all the time.  I am actually able to say all this stuff to you guys now, and it may not have been possible to say it 10 years ago.  We can be passive in this constant change process and let it happen to us.  Or we can be active, and actively engage with what is happening, and take action to shape major social structures in ways that benefit and empower us, and expand the range of choices for us and other men.


Especially we can come to understand that what we are doing at men’s events and in doing healing work is not only personal.  In addition our work can also be political.  We can be aware, when we are doing our work or when we reflect on our work, how our actions challenge and change existing social arrangements and cultural values.


Tell others what we are doing


Finally, the thing that definitely makes our work political, is to tell others what we are doing.  We need to find the language and find ways of presenting to others – other men, women, and society at large – what we do in our events and healing work.  And in that presenting, we need to be weaving in the new awarenesses we are developing about how our personal work and healing work is changing politics, is changing the definitions of individuals, of public and private, of masculinity and of power.


There are three conditions that make an action political:


Take new actions – do un-ordinary things;


Know clearly the political dimensions of those new actions; and


Tell others what you are doing and why.


SMF has been around for nearly 20 years, and men doing personal healing work has been around for a lot longer than that.  So in a sense what we do in men’s stuff is not all that new.  But it’s still pretty unusual, and often seems scary to people, especially other men.


And over the years SMF and other men’s events have gotten bits of media coverage – some positive and some negative.  Increasingly too, the media carries stories about men from various angles.  There is an increasing curiosity about men, and the media are increasingly willing to cover men’s issues.


The bit that is missing – the bit that I want to urge in this presentation – is the understanding of the political implications of men’s stuff beyond simply our own personal experiences.  In locating our personal experiences within our social and cultural context (as well as locating our experiences within the context of our personal life path and life issues), we are also locating ourselves as political actors – agents who are able and empowered to shape our society and culture (as well as shape our personal lives and personal destiny).


Not only are we empowering ourselves though.  In addition, when we are able to see how our work interacts with social and cultural arrangements and we tell others about it, they are also able to use these insights for their own benefit.  This is irrefutably true because we are all living within the one society and culture.  If we have actually identified political links that are useful for the hundred or few hundred people who come to SMF, then simply by virtue of the fact that Australians all speak the same language, live under the same government and watch the same TV programs, those links we have identified here will also be helpful for many many other Australians.


So when we empower ourselves to act by seeing how our personal work is political as well and we tell others about that, we are also empowering others to act as well.  This starts to get really exciting!.  The American-based Mankind Project says that they are “Changing the world one man at a time”.  I’ve got tell you I reckon they are way too slow.  I’m interested in changing the world thousands of men at a time, and preferably hundreds of thousands of men at a time.


This scale of change is realistic when we base our understanding of politics on our own personal experiences, and we have all those three steps in place.  All the major social change movements in the last 200 years since the French Revolution have followed the same pattern.  The key is finding how our personal experiences link with larger social arrangements and cultural values.


In a sense because we are dealing with the ideology of masculinity and it’s attendant links, we are dealing with the most central and most fundamental structures in the modern West.  So undoubtedly there are entirely new challenges for us, quite different challenges to those faced by the peasants, the working class, blacks, feminists and environmentalists.  But at the same time we have that 200 years of experience and wisdom to build on as well, as well as the resources of many others who also want to see change in current gender and social arrangements.


So after the flowery rhetoric, I want to turn now specifically to therapy and healing work, and suggest some ways in which this work challenges and disrupts Individualism, and thereby disrupts masculinity.


Therapy as Political Action


Therapy’s challenge to the Individual


Therapy and healing give new views and skills to us as individuals, thereby changing how we enact individualism.  Therapy and healing work are, in a sense, a site at which these new views and skills and learned and practiced.  One of the benefits of the therapeutic context is that it is a pretty safe and non-judgmental space in which to work on “individual” problems and reveal bits of us we’ve forgotten or kept “private”.  Therapy then supports us to come into a new relation to these bits, and often to create new syntheses that work much better for us.


In contrast to the conventional view of the Individual that I put up earlier in this presentation, therapy and healing work allow us to very concretely create and try out new views and skills in the following areas


New image of self, often with increased self-acceptance.


New views and understanding of others, often with increased compassion.


New skills to connect with our “inner” private and personal worlds:


the awareness of emotions and body sensations as our own


a language that enables us to describe this inner world to others.


New abilities to relate to others, often with increased empathy, openness and closeness.


All these things seriously disrupt Individualist conventions that support us to be isolated from others and disconnected from our inner worlds and our bodies, and that support us to compete with others.  They also seriously disrupt one of the basic tenets of Power – that there is not enough to go around and we have to fight each other to win it.


In addition to these broad brush benefits, very often the content of therapy – that is, our personal stuff – can give new insights into social and cultural arrangements as well, and suggest new ways of dealing with them or creating new arrangements. Sam Keen reckons that when we tell our own personal story in a deep way, it becomes a universal story.  In the same way, often my new perceptions of myself can help you in yours, and your new insights about yourself can help me in mine.


Presenting Therapy as political action


I hope you can see that all these new views and skills that derive from therapy are things that already are going on in the personal work we are doing.  We are already benefiting from these new things as individuals and within our men’s groups and the group that comes to SMF.  This is great, and it’s worth celebrating again and again!


This is where my presentation stops.  I’m offering this framework of ideas as a possible starting point for us to come to understand in new ways what we do at SMF and other men’s events, and to come to see how what we do when we do menswork or personal work also has political dimensions alongside the personal benefits.


I guess if these ideas are useful to you, you may want to take them further in some way.  I find them useful and I will certainly pursue them in one form or another.  I probably don’t need to say that I’m extremely enthusiastic to discuss and explore further with you any of this stuff, and I welcome any interaction about it.


Thanks


David Wood
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