Manhood, Denial, and Health

By Tom Daly


A few years back a wonderfully vital man in his early fifties, Bob Correll, died of a heart attack during the Leadership Training Program that I co-direct every Summer here in Colorado. His death knell was a wake up call for me. I had been doing lots of traveling, teaching, and generally pushing my limits. After Bob’s death I began to take note of symptoms that I’d been denying before. My heart would miss a beat now and then. I was more tired than usual and had no energy for exercise. My digestion, which had  been a problem for several years, was much worse. I had become allergic to a huge number of foods. My cholesterol levels were dangerously elevated. My acupuncturist noticed that my heart meridian was weak and she told me to take it easy. Against substantial internal resistance I went in for a check up with my M.D. He told me that I probably had Chronic Fatigue Syndrome and asked if I wanted more tests.


I had to acknowledged that I was sick, that I wasn’t just making something up. I took some time to rest and take stock. How had this happen to me? I’m a guy who’s been very health conscious most of my adult life. I’ve studied and taught massage and body work. I’ve counseled hundreds of people about alternative healing options. Now it seemed clear that I hadn’t been walking my talk. A deeper process was going on in me that my symptoms were forcing me to look at. I discovered that how I got sick in the first place, how I view medicine, how I treat my dis-ease are all intimately related to my beliefs about manhood and myself as a man.


That we men die younger than women and that we die most often of heart disease is known to most of us. A lot of men also get lung cancer, have liver problems, die violently in cars, from gunshot wounds, or work related accidents. I see an underlying pattern in these statistics. How we are trained to be men determines our relationship to our bodies, our feelings, eating habits, work, how we view medicine and how we define health, personally, socially, and environmentally.


This manhood training begins even before we are born. Our parents and our society have definite beliefs about what constitutes manhood and how male children should be raised. Regardless of race, religion, ethnicity, and economic status our male children are touched much less, spoken to much less, allowed to cry longer, and treated much more roughly than our female children. This training effects our personal health throughout our whole lives, and, I contend, influences the health of our culture as well.


The rock bottom core tenant of training boys to be men is denial. Deny your bodies and physical pain, suppress and ignore physical symptoms. Deny your feelings, especially any fear or sadness, and other qualities that might be construed as weak or feminine. Deny the importance of relationships, both with men and women. Deny your connection to your home place and affiliations to your local community; be willing to leave anything and everything. And, finally, deny death. Don’t talk about it, don’t even think about it, even though you see it everywhere.


The training progresses something like this: First we are taught to deny any feelings that might reveal weakness. Fall off your bike, get punched in the nose, have a nightmare, the message is: don’t cry, be brave, don’t let anyone know you’re hurting or scared. Through the teen years with plenty of shaming by family members, peers, coaches, and drill sergeants you learn to how to play hurt to avoid being a wimp. As a young adult the routine is, over-eat, drink, or take drugs to mask whatever symptoms you’re having, be they physical or emotional. The message over and over again is to be tough, deny whatever is going on inside, never admit you need the help of others, never admit you’re hurt, never show weakness.


Is it any wonder that we feel isolated and afraid, that we die because our hearts break, that we abuse our women and children, that we are numb to the pain of others or that we are insensitive to what we are doing to our fellow creatures and the planet? The enormous shadow of our rugged individualist training is that we have become massively dependent, addicted to alcohol, cigarettes, sugar, caffeine, and drugs, both legal and illegal. And lets not forget TV and the internet. It takes powerful chemicals and psychological numbing to keep the denial in place. Without these powerful distractions we would have to face our enormous fear and grief. And even with all our suppressants we sometimes can’t hold back the anger.


Listening to our symptoms and taking care of ourselves runs contrary to our basic denial training. It is small wonder that 80% of American men go for medical check-ups only because their mothers, spouses, or female partners take them in or make the appointment for them.


I remember the resistance I had to making and going in for the appointment with my M.D. At first I was somewhat surprised at myself and then it struck me what a trial going to a doctors office really is. What real men would willing to put up with taking half a day off work to sit endlessly in a waiting room, feeling fearful, vulnerable, and powerless. Then we must put ourselves at the mercy of another man we probably don’t know, who is at least as homophobic as the rest of us, and who is going to probe all our orifices with cold metal, sticks, and fingers.


We hate giving our power to anyone else. We don’t like admitting that we don’t know what ‘s wrong with us, and not having the answers. We don’t like having to feel our fear. We hate facing our mortality. The whole scene is a threat to our manhood.


To top it off, since the doctor won’t tell us straight out what’s wrong, we have to wait helplessly for days for the test results. And then when the bad news comes (and it’s almost always bad because we’ve waited so long to get there in the first place) we have to face the surgery, drug treatments, diet restrictions, and life changes that we don’t want to deal with.


Having insight about the code of denial didn’t seem to have helped me with my own case. I’d spent years systematically rejecting many of the unhealthy beliefs of my parents. I remember watching my dad sit immobilized for hours by the pain of his bone cancer. My mother would say, “Isn’t your dad wonderful. He never complains.” When I heard that, part of me wanted to scream at the top of my lungs at both of them, “For god’s sake, don’t do this, let your feelings out !” I never screamed; in fact, I never said a word to either of them. A more dominate part of myself wouldn’t break the family code of silence and stoicism. I knew full well that dad couldn’t do things any differently. My father and the men of his generation had this training down cold. Dad ignored his symptoms for years. He kept everything inside. In my judgment that pattern of rigidity and denial is what led to his cancer, arthritis, and heart disease.


I had vowed that I would be different, I would go against the training and pay attention to my body, to my feelings, get plenty of exercise, eat right, and pay attention to any early warning signs. Somehow my intellectual awareness didn’t get through to my unconscious. I found myself sneaking junk food, getting virtually no exercise, stuffing my feelings, working obsessively. My unconscious behaviors were totally at odds with my conscious beliefs. I was caught in an addiction loop. The more I tried to change the stronger the resistance became. I was projecting all the unhealthy patterns onto dad and the Marlboro men but now my shadow was biting me in the guts. I had to turn and face another layer of my inner work and the pattern I self-righteously thought I was beyond.


When I got past the initial wall of denial and admitted that I was sick, my next step was to begin seeing my pattern as an internal struggle between different parts of myself. Dad’s death made that much clearer. With him gone I realized that I had internalized the war that I used to have with him. It struck me that the inner war was taking as great a toll on my immune system as the crazy work schedule I was following.


To begin my deeper healing I began to look carefully at the conflict between the workaholic, stoic father in me and the sensitive, scared kid who gets sick to get a break from work. Ultimately I realized that I was unconsciously keeping dad’s pattern going in me as a way of honoring him. As crazy as it sounds, that was my way of loving him. If some part of me didn’t keep up the stoic, tough-guy role I would be betraying dad and what he stood for. That part of me wanted to be part of the male lineage in my family, and of this culture. The inner tough guy was being true to his deep desires. He didn’t want to be a wimp and lose his place in the male lineage, no matter how much the little kid and the wise healer in me wanted things to be different.


My years of rebellion against dad just drove his beliefs deeper into my shadow and ensured that I stayed stuck longer. My anger was simply a way of staying connected to him, but that ensured that the battle continued and I paid a heavy price for it. As I considered the possibility of changing things I noticed a couple of big risks. One, I might loose the power I got from thinking I was superior to him. Self-righteousness is a powerful drug. And second, if I didn’t fight him, perhaps I’d lose what connection the anger offered me. With some help from elders and teachers I also realized that the anger itself was something I was carrying for him. He was enormously angry at his own father. So I decided to take the risk, if I could love him in my very painful ways, perhaps I also had the capacity to love him that joyfully.


I have begun standing in front a picture of my dad (above eye level so it’s obvious that he is the parent and I am the child) and giving back the tough guy posture and the stoicism and the anger. It belongs to him and isn’t mine to carry. When I do that with the same love that I took it on with, I feel a deep sense of rightness and peace. I am his son, he is my father, and will always be my father no matter what he did or didn’t do for me. I bow down before him out of respect for the fate that is his alone to carry. I am free to love him now as a child, and paradoxically, that makes it possible to walk away from him to live my own life as an adult. And I know that is what he wants I his heart, because that is what I most want for my own children.


So, even though I am aware of many aspects of my denial training, I am just in the early stages of learning how to live beyond it. I still want to be “fixed” and want to “fix” other men although the urge isn’t as strong as it once was. I want to be past the fear and the immense grief I feel when I see men in their denial cages doing horrendous things to themselves, to other men, to women, to children, and to the earth. I see so called “tough guys” are trying to carry the burdens of their fathers (and mothers) out of love and that once those loads are picked up and we begin to identify with them, they become very hard to put down. We get a false sense of power, an inflation, by carrying the burdens for our ancestors. Both terrorists and those who righteously fight terrorists are carrying burdens from the past and are thus being heroes for their own people. This is clearly a very hard cycle to break. The big risk to changing that pattern is losing the connections with those we love, and being seen as a betrayer. For most of us men this is too big a risk, we can’t put down that righteous sword. It is little wonder that we spend so much time and energy keeping our denial in place. The pain in the world is enormous and we have few positive ways of coping with it.


I see now that the price is equally great which ever way I turn. If I put off facing myself I am dooming my grandchildren and their grandchildren to the same or worse fate. Anything I keep in shadow comes back all the more savage and toxic. On good days when I feel courageous, I make another hole in my denial and awaken to what I am doing. On other days I’m right back in it and lost in being a victim. That is when I need my friends the most, when I can’t find my way out of these vicious cycles.


All our symptoms are a call for change. They are allies in our healing process. When we deny our symptoms, suppress them with addictions, or look for the heroic quick fix, we only drive the pathologies deeper. My lesson was that true healing comes by honoring and finding a way to include all my parts, especially the ones I deny and repress.


I believe that personal, social, and environmental health are inseparable. Our willingness to face our own denial and get at the pain beneath is central to all healing. This will require tremendous courage and cooperation and a fundamental shift in what it means to be a man. For any of us to make these changes, we must have support. Fortunately I have seen courageous men of all races, classes, ages, and religions who are standing together, who are finding the will to bless and support one another in stepping into that fear and grief and joy. I thank you. And my children’s children thank you.
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