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THE SON,
THE MOON, AND
THE STARS

The Promise of Postwar Zmb_roo&

WHEN I LISTEN TO THE $ONS BORN after World War II, born to the
fathers who won that war, I sometimes find myself in a reverie, conjured
out of my own recollections and theirs. The more men I talk to, the
more detailed this imagined story becomes. It is the storv of a boy in
bed pretending to sleep, waiting for his father. Tonight, the father has
promised to reveal to the son a miraculous inheritance: the transit of an
artificial star.

The door opens, and the hall light streams in, casting a cutout shadow
man across the bedroom floor. For a moment, from the boy's vantage
point, his father seems almost unreal, a flattened spéctral image. Then
the shadow moves forward iote the room, hustling the boy into a jacket
over his cowboy pajamas, arming him with a big chrome flashlight, dig-
ging out his Keds from under a heap of clothes in the closet. The hoy
pulls the coat around him and, even though it is August, fecls wrapped
in a delicious and unexpected comfort, enveloped in his father’s hushed
exuberance.

Earliex that evening, while his mother was busy scraping dishes in
the kitchen, the boy and his father had hunched conspiratorially over
the latest issue of Life magazine, the father pointing out features of the
fantastical orb they were to observe, just the two of them, at an hour
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later than the boy had ever been allowed to be awake: Ten stories high!
Seven times as bright as the North Star! His father said the satellite was
really more of a balloon, a “satelioon,” and told him how it had been
clamped down with huge clothespins and folded into an egg-shaped mag-
nesium sphere for the launch; how the shell had hatched open, right on
time, when it reached its orbit, a mighty man-made explosion giving
birth to a big, shiny beach ball called Echo. His father had said Echo’s
okin was half the thickness of the cellophane wrap on his cigarette pack;
a metcorite could puncrure it, cven the sun’s rays might discuth its
course.’ It could collapse at any moment! And it was this that would linger
in the boy’s mind: that something so powerful could be so fragile.

The boy, chutching his flashlight and his Davy Crockett cap, races
after his father along the shadowy upper hallway past the bedroom where
his mother lies slecping, then down the stairs and through the living
room where the blank eye of the new Philco TV gazes coolly upon their
passage. On a sticky July evening a menth ago, he had sat in front of
the Philco with his parents and watched a young presidential nominee
on a confetti-strewn proscenium turn his face ceremontally to the west
and call on the “young men” of a “new generation” o join “a race for
the mastery of the sky.” It was up to boys like him, the man had said,
to save pot just the Earth but the “far side of space” from a Communism
that had already “penetrated into Asia.™

He follows his father through the kitchen, the Frigidaire thrumming
in the darkness, out the screen door and down the steps, where the
aluminum patio furniture and the shiny globe of the barbecuc grill phos-
phoresce like flying saucers come in for a Janding, They are on the black-
green quarter acre of clipped lawn now. His father hends, spreading his
old navy peacoat like a blanket op the buzz-cut grass. ‘The man and the
boy in his raccoon cap knecl on the scratchy wool, two pioneers of the
crabgrass prairie, and then the father snaps off the boy’s Aashlight. All
the familiar mootings drop away and they are swept up, a father and a
son, into the bright sky. The father touches the boy’s shoulder and di-
rects his vision to a faraway glimmer. The boy looks up, knowing that
his father is pointing out more than just an object; it is a beacon of pride
and secret knowledge, a paternal gift rocketing him into a future his
father has helped to launch. At first, all he secs is the blanket of stars
spreading out cold and vast between the trees. But then, there it is at
last, a pinpoint of light crawling across the firmament, infinitcsimally
tiny, impossibly bright.
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1 KNEW THIs BOY. Like everyone else who grew up in the late 19505 and
early 19605, T knew dozens of him. FHe was Bobby on the corner, who
roamed the neighborhood with his cap gun and holster, noﬂc:.NEm‘u_ girls
and household pets. He was Ronnic, who wore his Superman suit way
past Halloween and, sure he could fly, leaped from his living-room stairs
one day and cracked his head open on the fover linoleum. He was Frank-
ie, who blew off part of his pinkie while trying to ignite a miniature
rocket in the schoolyard. Even if he wasn’t brought out into the backyard
and shown an American satcllite glinting in the sky, he was introduced
to the same promise and the same vision, and by such a father. "The
fathers of that era often seemed remote, as unreal “5 those perfect dads
on television, though not intentionally so. They were just fathers in the
era after the war, living in brand-new suburbs with wives and children
they barely knew, working at brand-new jobs on brand-new corporate
“campuses,” miles from their brand-new aluminum-sided houses. Which
is to say that the life of the postwar father was altogether too newly out
of the box for him to understand it, much less explain it to his son.
Many of these fathers were veterans of World War II or Korea, but
their bloody paths to virility were not ones they sought to pass on, or
usually even discuss. Because the fathers offered few particulars m_o,ocn
their “baptisms” at Normandy or Midway or Heartbreak Ridge, war was
a remote romance that each boy had had to embellish with details culled
from Sergeant Rock and his combat adventures in IDC comics, or Ser-
geant Bilko and an endless procession of television war series (Crusade in
Europe, Crusade in the Pacific, Victory at Sea, The Big Picture), or later, GI
Joe and his miniature arsenal.’ Not that patcrnal knowledge of the “.,ﬁ:.
even if shared, could have helped thosc sons, whose male ﬁnoi:mm
grounds were to be on peaceful terrain. This was to be the era of man-
hood after victory, when the pilgrimage to masculinity would be guided
not by the god of war Mars, but by the dream of a Tmc.nnninm trip to the
planct Mars. ‘The satellite: here was a visible patrimouy. And so Echo,
with its reflective shell floating one thousand miles ahove the earth, he-
came a remote point of triangulation connecting one generation of men
to 1..5 next, and a visual marker of vavlting technological power and
progress to be claimed in the future by every baby-boom boy. The men
of the fathers’ generation had “won” the world and now they were giving
it to their sons. Their nation had come into its own, powerful, wealthy,
dominant, in control of the greatest destructive force ever imagined. The
fathers had made their sons masters of the universe and it felt, as in the
time of Alexander, that what they had created would last forever,
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. I. The American Century Versus the Century of the Common Man

FOUR DECADES LATER, as the nation wobbled roward the millennium,
its pulse-takers seemed to agree that a domestic apocalypse was under
way: American manhood was under siege. Newspaper editors, TV pun-
dits, fundamentalist preachers, marketeers, legislators, no matter where
they perched on the political spectrum, had a contribution to make to
the chronicles of the “masculinity crisis.” Right-wing ralk-radio hosts and
left-wing men’s-movement spokesmen found themselves uncomfortably
on common ground. MEN ON TRIAL, the headlines cried. THE TROUBLE
WITH BOYS, ARE MEN NECESSARY?, MAYBE MANHOOD CAN RECOVER, Peri-
odicals of every political stripe from the conservative Weekly Standard
(THE CRISIS OF MANLINESS) to Newsweek (WHITE MALE PARANOIA) to the
progressive Utne Reader (MEN: IT'S TIME TO PULL TOGETHER) bannered
the crisis on their covers.+ Newspaper and broadcast journalists raced vo
report on one young-male hot spot after another: Tailhoak, the Citadel,
the Spur Posse, South Central gangsters, high-desert skinheads, militia-
men blowing up federal buildings and abortion clinics, schoolyard shoot-
ers in Arkansas, Mississippi, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Oregon, and
Colorado.

In the meantime, the media’s softer lifestyle outlets happily turned
their attention to male-crisis-/ite: the retreat to “gentlemen’s” cigar clubs
and lap-dancing emporiums, the boom in male cosmetic surgery and the
abuse of steroids, the bonanza of miracle hair-growth drugs and the brisk
sales of Viagra. Soctal scientists from right, left, and center pontificated
on “endangered” young black men in the inner citics, Ritalin-addicted
white “bad boys” in the suburbs, “dcadbeat dads” everywhere, and, less
frequently, the anguish of downsized male workers. Social psychologists
and researchers issued reports on a troubling rise in male distress signals
stretching over the last several decades—anxiety and depressive disor-
ders, suicides and attempted suicides, physical illnesses, certain criminal
behaviors—and a “mortality gap” that was putting the averagc man in
his grave seven years before the average woman. And by century’s end
political pundits seemed incapable of discussing anything ut the presi-
dent’s supposedly dysfunctional masculinity; they contemplated Bill Clin-
ton’s testosterone level and manly credentials (Teo much or not enough?
Office lech or military virgin?) as if his Y chromosome was the nation’s
greatest blight.

Pollsters investigated the electoral habits of a new voting bloc they
called “the Angry White Male” and researched the shopping choices of
an emerging men-in-crisis demographic they had dubbed as early as the
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late cighties “the Contenders” or, less charicably, “the Change Resisters.”
Marketeers hastened to turn the crisis into entertainment and profies—
from TV shows like Men Bebaving Badly to sporting-goods sales of T-
shirts that proclaimed DESTROY ALL GIRLS OF WIFE BEATER (a retail phe-
nomenon described in one newspaper headline as CASHING IN ON THE
BAD BOY IMAGE) to advertising campaigns meant to salve the ¢risis-ridden
male’s wounds like Brur’s aftershave slogan for the nineties, “Men Are
Back!” And by the hundreds of thousands, men without portfolio con-
firmed the male-crisis diagnosis, convening in Washington for both the
black Nation of Istam—ied Million Man March and a-largely white,
cvangelical-led Promise Keepers rally entitled, hopefully, “Stand in the
Gap.™

If so many concurred in the existence of a malc crisis, conscnsus
collapsed as soon as anyone asked the question: Why? Not that there
was a shortage of responses. Everyone proposed a favorite whipping
boy— or, more often, whipping girl—and blame-seekers on all sides went
after their selected culprits with righteous and bitter relish.

As a feminist and a journalist, 1 began investigating this crisis where
you might expect a feminist journalist to begin: at the weekly meetings
of a domestic-violence group. Wednesday evenings in a beige stucco
building a few blocks from the freeway in Long Beach, California, I
actended a gathering of men under court order to repent the commission
of an act that stands as the emblematic masculine sin of our age. What
did I expect to divine about the broader male condition by monitoring
a weekly counseling session for batterers? That men are by nature brutes?
Or, more optimistically, chat the efforts of such a group might point to
methods of managing or cven “curing” such beastliness? Either way, T
can see now that T was operating from an assumprion both underex-
amined and dubious: that the male crisis in America was caused by some-
thing men were doing unrelated to something being done to them, and
that its curc was surely to be found in figuring out how to gect men to
stop whatever it was, | had my own favorite whipping boy, suspecting
that che cusis of masculinity was caused by masculinity on the rampage.
If male violence was the quintessential expression of masculinity run
amok, out of control and trying to control everything in its path, then
a domestic-violence therapy group must be at the very heart of this
particular darkness.

In my defense, 1 wasn’t alone in such circular reasoning. Shortly after
declaring my intention to investigate American masculinity, T was be-
sieged with suggestions along the same lines from journalists, femi-
nists, antifeminists, and other willing advisers. Wamen’s-rights advocates
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mailed me news clips about male office stalkers and computer harassers.
A magazine editor urged me to explore the subject of men on offshore
oil rigs —*“a real bastion of retregrade masculinity!” he said with curious
cnthusiasm. A fellow reporter, also a man, repeatedly called to alert me
to horrific acts of male criminality he had spotted in the paper; serial
rapists and killers were particular favorites. That I was not ensconced in
the courtroom for O. J. Simpson’s murder trial struck many of my vol-
unteer helpers as an appalling lapse of judgment. “The perfect case study
of an American man who thinks he's eatitled to just control everything
and everybody,” one of them suggested.

But by the time of the Simpson trial, I had already been attending
the domesric-violence group for several moaths—the very group O, J.
Simpson was, by coincidence, supposed to have attended but avoided
with the promise that he would speak by phone to a psychiatrist —and
it was already apparent to me that whatcver the crisis was, it did aot
stem from a preening sense of cntitlement and control. The two coun-
selors whe ran the group, which was called Alternatives to Violence,
worked hard to make “control” a central issue. Each new member would
be asked to describe to the group what he had done to a2 woman, a
request that was generally met with sullen reluctance, vague references
te “the incident,” and invariably the disclaimer “T was out of control.”
The counselors would then expend much energy showing him how he
had, in fact, been in control the entire time. He had chosen his fists,
not a knife; he had hit her in the stomach, not the face; he had stopped
before landing u permaneutly injurious blow, and so forth. One session
was devoted to reviewing “1'he Power and Control Wheel,” a mimeo-
graphed chart that coumerated the myriad ways men could victimize
their mates. No -doubt the moment of physical contact for these men
had grown out of a desire for supreme control fucled by a need to dom-
inate. T cannot conceive of a circumstance that would cxonerate such
viplence. By making the abusive spouse tuke responsibility for his ac-
tions, the counselors were pursuing a worthy goal. But the logic behind
the violence still remained elusive.

A serviceman who had turned to nigheclub bouncer jobs and pastry
catering after his military base shut down seemed to confirm the coun-
selors’ position one evening shortly before his “graduation” from the
group. “I denied it before,” he said of the night he pummeled his girl-
friend, who had also worked on the base. As he spoke he studied his
massive, callused hands, lying uselessly on his lap. “T thought T’d blacked
out. But looking back at that night when I beat her with an open hand,
I dide’t black out. I was feeling good. I was in power, I was strong, I
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was in control. I felt like a mun.” But what struck mc most strongly was
what he said next: that moment of contro! had been the only one in his
recent life. “That feeling of power,” he said, “didn’t last long. Only until
they pur the cuffs on. Then I was feeling again like I was no man at all.”

He was typical in this regard. The men I got to know in the group
had without exception lost their compass in the world. They had lost or
were losing jobs, homes, cars, families. They had been labeled outlaws
but felr like castoffs. Their strongest desire was to be dutiful and to
belong, to adhere with precision to the roles sociecy had set out for them
as men. In this respect, they were prototypical modern wife beaters,
who, demographic research suggests, are commonty ill equipped to fulfill
the requirements of expected stereotypical sex roles, men who are so-
cially isolated, afflicted with a sense of ineffectuality, and have nothing
but the gender rule book to fall back on.”

There was something almost absurd about these men struggling, week
after week, to recognize themselves as dominators when they were so
clearly dominated, done in by the world. “That ‘wheel” is misnamed,” a
laid-off engineer ruefully told the counselors. “It should be called the
Powerlessness and Qut-of-Control Wheel.” The men had probably felt
in control when they heat their wives, but their everyday experience was
of feeling controlled—a fecling they had no way of expressing because
to reveal it was less than masculing, would make each of them, in fact,
“no man at all.” For such men, the desire to be in charge was what they
felt they must do to survive in a nation that expected them to dominate.

Undetlying all the disagreement over what is confusing and unnerving
to men runs a2 constant line of thinking that blinds vs—whatever our
political beliefs —to the nature of the male predicament. Ask feminists
to diagnose men’s problems and you will often get a very clear expla-
nation: men arc in crisis because women are properly challenging male
dominance. Women are asking men to share the public reins and men
can’t bear it. Ask antifeminists and you will get a diagnosis that is, in
one respect, similar. Men are troubled, many conservative pundits say,
because women have gone far beyond their demands for equal treatment
and now arc trying to take power and control away from mcen. Feminists
are “feminazis,” in their view, because they want to command every
sphere once dirccted by men, from. deportment in the boardroom to
behavior in the bedroom. The undeslying message: men cannot be men,
only eunuchs, if they are not in control.

Both the feminist and antifeminist views arc rooted in a peculiarly
modern American perception that to be a man means to be at the con-
trols and at all times to fecl yourself in control. The popular feminist
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joke that men are to blame for everything is just the flip side of the
“family values” rcactionary expectation that men should be in charge of
everything. The problem is, neither of these views corresponds to how
most men feel or to their actual positions in the world. The year I spent
at the domestic-violence group, as it turned out, wasn’t a diversion. Tt
illuminated a dynamic in men’s lives that indeed causes trouble, but it
was the reverse of what I expected. Everywhere men look, even in a
therapy session intended to offer men “alternatives to violence,” they are
told that there is no alternative: they must be at the helm.

The man controlling his environment is today the prevailing American
image of masculinity. A man is expected to prove himself not by being
part of society but by being untouched by it, soaring above it. He is to
travel unfettered, beyond society’s clutches, alone —making or breaking
whatever or whoever crosses his path. He is to be in the driver’s seat,
the king of the road, forever charging down the open highway, along
that masculine Mibius strip that cycles endlessly through a numbing
stream of movies, TV shows, novels, advertisements, and pop tunes. He's
a man because he won't be stopped. ITe'll fight attempts to tamp him
down; if he has to, he’ll use his gun. It seems to us as if ir has always
been thus, ever since the fitst white fronticrsman strode into the New
World wilderness, his rifle at the ready.

But a look at our history, long since buried under a visual avalanche
of Marlbore Men and Dirty Harrys and Rambos, suggests a more com-
plicated dynamic, one in which from the nation’s carliest frontier days
the man in the community was valued as much as the loner in control,
homely society as much as heroic detachment. Even in the most arche-
typal versions of the original American male myth, a tension prevailed
between the vision of a man who stood apart from society and the man
who was a part of society; the loner was not the ideal. The “Indian
fighter” was ultimately a homesteader. In its genesis, the story of Daniel
Boone was not simply a tale of a frontiersman taming the world with
his tifle and knife. Essential to the myth of his journey into the wilder-
ness was his return from it to retrieve his family and establish a new
community. John Filson, the author who first mythologized Boone’s life
in the late eighteenth century, was adamant on this point, as frontier
historian Richard Slotkin observes: “For Filson, Boone's solitary hunting
trips are, not ends in themselves, but means to a social end. Solitude has
value in the Boone narrative only insofar as it contributes to the uitimate
creation. of a better society; hunting is noble only insofar as it clears the
way for husbandry.” Or, in words attributed to Boone in his as-told-to-
Iiilson autobiography of 1784: “Thus we behold Kentucke, fately an howl-
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ing wilderness, the habitation of savages and wild beasts, become a
fruitful field; this region, so favourably distinguished by nature, now be-
come the habitation of civilization.” Conquering “savages” on that un-
cultivated frontier was only half the story, and not necessarily the
important half, “Soon after,” Boone recounted of his earlicst forays into
the hinterland, “T returned home to my family with a determination to
bring them as soon as possible to live in Kentucke, which 1 esteemed a
second paradise, at the risk of my life and fortune.”™ The risk only had
meaning because it meant something for che future of his family and his
society. .

Historian E. Anthony Rotunde has observed in Awmerican Manbood
thar men of the colonial and Revolutionary eras “especially were judged
by their contribution to the larger commuaity. Before 1800, New En-
glanders saw a close link between manhood and ‘social usefulness.’. ..
Men who casried out their duties to family and community were men
to admire.” A study of heroic male figures in late-eightcenth-century
periodicals similarly found that the perceived key to masculinity was
“publick usefulness.” The hunter in the saddle, untethered from public
life, was regarded as only half a man. He was the outrider. whose blood-
letting served no social purpose, the lone killer who kept on killing be-
cause there was nothing else to do. He was the “frontier wastrel,” as
literary historian Vernon Louis Parrington wrote of Davy Crockett in
1927, “but one of thousands who were wasting the resources of the Inland
Empire, destroying forests, skinning the land, slaughtering the deer and
bear, the swarms of pigeons and turkey, the vast buffalo herds. Davy the
politician is a huge western joke, but Davy the wastrcl was a hard, un-
lovely fact.™

In industrializing nineteenth-century America, however, the wastrel
would begin to gain a certain renown as an emblem of virility, his ra-
paciousness evidence of his ambitious, rags-to-riches drive, his heaps of
dead pelts the equivalent of the tycoon’s consolidated fortunes, his killer
instinct compensating for the loss of service to a community. To be a
man increasingly meant being ever on the rise, and the only way to know
for surc you were rising was to claim, control, and crush everyone and
everything in your way. “American manhood becaine less and less about
an inner sense of self, and more and more about a possession that needed
to be acquired,” Michael Kimmel has obscrved in Manbood in America.
Davy Crockett was elevated to the masculine pantheon, along with Wild
.mE Hickok, Jesse James, and Captain Carver, the last famed in his time
for slaughtering more buffalo in one day than any other man ever had—
and leaving miles of caccasscs behind him. Long forgotten was the final
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appeal ro God by the Quaker-bred Daniel Boone in his autobiography,
to “banish the accursed monster, war, from all lands, with her hated
associates, rapine and insatiable ambition,™

Even as the ethic of solo ambition gained ground, social utility re-
mained a competing index of American manhood. The federal govern-
ment would call on it in times of national emergency, and the quality of
“publick usefulness” would continue to be longed for, however quietly,
in the hearts and imaginations of individual men. At the tail end of the
Gilded Age, novelist Frank Norris critiqued the prevailing culture in
MeTeague, the story of 2 giant-size, inept dentist driven by a predatory
“ambition” - “to have projecting from that corner window a huge gilded
tooth, a molar with enormous prongs” —who meets his demise in Death
Valley chained to the corpse of the rival he has murdered. Norris ex-
pressed what many believed privately about the new idcal of Darwinian
manhood — thar it led to a sterile and self-destructive violence, that the
“survival of the fittest” when applied to modern man might mean the
survival of no one.™

But such critiques were in the minority, and later in our century would
be nearly drowned out by images of virility generatcd by H_.._n over-
powering new mediums of film and television. In his incarnation as a
cleaned-up Walt Disney television character in 1955, Davy Crockett
would eclipse Daniel Boone for good. TLis “appearance” in a three-part
seties on the popular program Diésneyland sev off a real-life mass slaughter,
as the marketplace raced to meet the runaway demand for raccoon hats
by doing in much of the continent’s raccoon population. In the popular
imagination, Boone had dissolved into Crockett; actor Fess H.umnwﬂ would
portray them both for Disney, each in a coonskin cap, oblivious to the
fact that the real-life Boone had declined to wear what he viewed as the
haberdashery of the uncivilized brute.” The new King of the Wild Fron-
tier would rule his era along with his advertising doppelgidnger, the Marl-
boro Man, who was likewise no settler, just a mute icon presiding over
an emptied-out Western landscape. In the new mass-marketed wilder-
ness, a cast of heroic outriders triumphed over and over against the
backdrop of Death Valley and Monument Valley and all the other never-
to-be-populated valleys of the Wild West. They were men judged by
their ride out into the wasteland, not their return; they were measured
by the control they achieved over their environment through gunplay,
not hushandyry. "The essential question to be resolved, in episode after
episode, mmm:..& after sequel, was not whether our hero had been mon.mm_@
engaged and useful, but whether he had maintained control mb& survived,

And so modern debates about male angst are invariably diverted by
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that old issue of control in the wilderness. What gets discussed is how
men are exercising or abusing their control and power, not whether a
fack of mooring, a lack of context, is causing their angunish. sARe MEN
REALLY THAT RAD? was how Téme magazine sniffily defined the central
question in a 1994 cover story, memorably illustrated by a man sporting
a business suit, a wedding ring, and a pig’s snout for a face.* While the
image indicted a swinish wallowing in dominance, it left unexamined the
American man’s more common experience of fear at losing the job that
requires the business svit, the family for whom he wears che ring, any
context in which to embed his life. If men are the masters of their fate,
what do they do about the unspoken sense that they are being mastered,
in the marketplace and at horme, by forces that seem to be sweeping
away the soil beneath their feet? If men are mythologized as the anes
who make things bappen, then how can they begin to analyze what js
bappening to them?

More than a quarter century ago, women began to suspect in their
own lives “a problem with no name.” Even the most fortunate wornan
in postwar, suburban America, maneuvering her gleaming Hoovermatic
aCToss an expansive rcc room, sensed that she’d been had. Eventu-
ally, this suspicion would be expressed in hooks—most notably Betty
Friedan’s The Feminine Mpystigue —that traced this uneasiness back to
its source: the cultural forces of the mass media, advertising, pop psy-
chology, and all the other “helpful” advice industries. Women began to
free themselves from the box in which they were trapped by feeling their
way along its contours, figuring out how it had been construceed around
them, how it was shaped and how it shaped them, how their reflections
on it mirrored walls distorted who they were or might be. Women were
able to take action, paradoxically, by understanding how they were acted
upon. “Women have been largely man-made,” Fva Figes wrote in 1970
in Patrigrchal Attitudes.+ What had been made by others women them-
selves could unmake. Onee their problems could be traced to external
forces generated by a male society and culture, they could see them more
clearly and so challenge them.

Men feel che contours of a box, too, but they are told that box is of
their own manufacture, designed to their specifications. Who are they
to complain? The box is there to showcase the man, not to confine him.
After all, didn’t he build it~and can’t he destroy it if he pleases, if he
is & man? For men to say they feel boxed in is regarded not as laudable
political protest but as childish and indecent whining. How dare the
kings complain about their castles?

Women’s basic gricvances are seen as esseatially reasonable; even the
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most blustery antifeminist these days is quick to say that, of course, W.m
favors equal pay and equal opportunity. dqrm_” women are challenging is
something that everyone can see. Men’s grievances, by mcnﬁnmmﬁ mmwﬁ
hyperbolic, almost hysterical; so many men seem o be doing Um_.ﬂ_o wit
phantoms and witches that exist only in their own oﬁﬂ&wmﬁm& imagina-
tions. Women sce men as guarding the fort, so they don’t see how the
culture of the fort shapes men, Men don’t see how they are influenced
by the culture either; in fact, they prefer not to. If they did, they would
have to let go of the illusion of control, . :

“Today it is men who cling more tightly to their illusions. They would
rather scc themsclves as battered by feminism than shaped by the _m_hmﬁ.
culture. Feminism can be demonized as just ao “unnacural” m_.“.nnm trying
to wrest men’s natural power and control from their grasp. Pc_wﬁﬁ by
contrast, is the whole environment we live in; to acknowledge its sway
is to admit that men never had the power they imagined. To say that
men are embedded in the culture is to say, by the current mnmbamﬂm ..u*.
masculinity, that they are not men. By casting feminism as the villain
that Eamn\_qm defeated to validate the central conceit of modermn man-
haod, men avoid confronting powerful cultural and social expectations
that have a lot more to do with their unhappincss than the latest sexual
harassment ruling. o .

The very paradigm of modern masculinity—that it is ail mw,os_“ being
the master of your universe — prevents men from thinking their 4..5_% .o_”un
of their dilemma, from taking active political steps to ammw?a wrm: Crisis.
If they are the makers of history, not the subjects of E.mﬁo_unm_ m_ﬁnmw_
then how can they rise up? Even those most sympathetic to Enﬂ. s aft-
guish recoil from sceing their problems politically. ITerb A.wo_&u.wnm 51977
book The Hazards of Being Male was among the mhm.ﬁ in ,,ﬁ.?u Smn.:”
distress genre to acknowledge that men lead HWQ,H lives “in harness.
Nanetheless, Galdberg typically rejected any solution that would mbm_@
the harness. “There could be no movement for men like the women's
movement,” he wrote in a foreword ro the S:&:mﬁn?mmmm@ edition, To
hold out hope “that men’s problems could be solved ﬂ:._& »wﬁmnﬁ& an-

swers and solitions,” he warned, was just “fueling m::”mm_nm” i
Goldberg, like others, assumed men’s problems to vm internal. Yet
clearly masculinity is shaped by society. Anyone wondering how EE,mEn
it is need only look at how differently it is expressed :bmo.a the Hmr_umb
in Kabul or on the streets of Paris. Witness men walking é:r,ﬂrm:” arms
wrapped around cach other in Istanbul or .ormm_.dn the gﬁm_nmb mndg__-
grant to Los Angeles whose manhood is so :.:_mm& wc supporting a family
chat any job, even a busboy’s, holds a masculine pride. As anthropologist
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David D. Gilmore demonstrated in Manhood in the Muking, his compre-
hensive cross-cultural survey of masculine ideals, manliness has been ex-
pressed as laboring-class loyalty in Spain, as diligence and discipline in
Japan, as dependence on life outside the home in the company of men
in Cyprus, as gift-giving among Sikhs, as the restraint of temper and the
expression of “creative encrgy” among the Gisu of Uganda, and as cn-
tirely without significance to the 'I'ahitians. “Manliness is a symboaolic
script,” Gilmore concluded, “a culeural construct, endlessly variable and
not always necessary,”s
It should be self-evident thar ideas of manhood vary and are contin-
gent on the times and the culture. Despite that, contemporary discussion
about what bedevils men fixes almost exclusively on the psychological
and the biological. Whatever troubles 4 man must be an cssential aspect
of that individual, a problem of testostcrone sutges, sperm counts, Ri-
talin dosages, or the scars of inadequate mothering. To alleviate his dis-
tress, he need only get a prescription for Viagra or a lifetime gym
membership or reconnect with the Wild Man “lying at the bottom of
his psyche” or “The King Within,” as two popular books that typify the
fare in the new “men’s studies” sections instruct. {The coauthors of The
King Within, a therapist and a Jungian psychoanalyst, even advised male
readers that to remasculinize themselves they should colleer pictures of
Egyptian pharaohs and “imagine yourself inside the pyramid, or inagine
it inside of you, perhaps in the chest area.”y” The man in crisis need
only picture himself a monarch, pump up, armor himself, g0 up against
the enemy, and prove that he's in concrol.

Women faced their problem-with-no-name by breaking their isolation
and organizing. The solutions offered to men generally require them to
see themselves in ever more isolated terms. Whatever troubles the
American man, the outlets of mass culcure from Hollywood to pop psy-
chology to Madison Avenue tell him, can be cured by removing himself
from society, by prevailing over imaginary enemics on an tmaginary land-
scape, by beating a drum in the woods until he summons the “deep
masculine,” by driving ever faster on an empty road. Instcad of collec-
tively confronting brutalizing forces, each man is expected to dramatize
his own strugglc by himself, to confront arbitrarily designated cnemies
in a staged fight—a fight separated from society the way a boxing ring
is roped off from the crowd. Tt is a fight that society watches and may
applaud bur does not participate in and has no influenee over.

Popular accounts of the male crisis and male confusions arc almost
unrefievedly ahistorical. The conditions under which men live are ignored
and men themselves are reduced to a perennial Everyman

Q8 Women
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were a century ago, when the phrase “the Woman Question” was in-
voked to refer to their perplexing sex in the ethereal singular. How would
men’s problems be perceived, though, if we were to consider men as the
subjects of their world, not just its authors? What if we put aside for 2
time the assumption of male dominance, put away our feminist rap sheet
of men’s crimes and misdemeanors, or our antifeminist indictment of
women’s heist of malc authority, and just looked at what men have ex-
pericnced in the past generation? God is the only being who has no
history. Even the most “powerful” man has had at least as much happen
to him as he has made happen.

WHAT LID ITAPPEN to the men of postwar America?

Tirnie Pyle might have told us. He was the World War II journalist
whose storics from the front turned the GT for a time into an American
male ideal. If the French revolutionarics of the 1790s cast their struggle
in iconographic terms that were essentially maternal — Marianne as Lib-
ety in Delacroix’s later painting, breast hared and bearing her standard
into battle— Americans of the 1940s scxed their icons the other way. A
hand of marines struggling to erect a flagpole in the flinty ground of Iwo
Jima would become the supreme expression of the nation’s virtue. A
team of anonymous, duty-bound young men successfully completing che
mission their fathers and their fathers’ fathers had laid out for them,
defeating a vile enemy and laying claim to a contested frontier—this
would be the template for postwar manhood. The United States came
out of World War IT with a sense of itself as 2 mascufine nation, our
“boys” ready to assume the mantle of national authority and international
leadership. The nation claimed an ascendancy over the world, men an
ascendancy over the nation, and a male persona of a certain type ascen-
dancy over men.

There was nothing fancy about that type, not in the beginning at
icasc. Ernie Pyle chose to sing not of the silk-scarfed fighter pilots but
of the unsung infantrymen, “the mud-rain-frost-and-wind boys,” as he
called them in his daily columns, which, more than any of the other
wartime dispatches, determined how Americans saw and remembered
the Second World War. The appellation was made visual in Bili Maul-
din’s wartime cartoons of Willie and Joe, his “dogface” sokdiers, char-
acters for whom, as the artist noted, “the bags under their eyes and the
dirt in cheir ears are so similar that few people know which is Willie
and which is Joe.” Mauidin, himself an infantry “doggie” during the Ital-
ian campaign, “loved to throw hooked cartoons” at the glamorous image
of the Air Corps “fying boy.” In his classic World War T memoir, To
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Hell and Back, Audie Murphy, the most decorated soldier of the war,
recalled how he and his GI buddies literally threw hooks {of the left
and right variety) at a group of drunken airmen they cncountered in a
café in Rome, after meocking them with a serenade of their version of
“Tunior Birdman™:

And when they make a presentacion,
And hand out those wings of tin,
You too can be a Junior Birdman —
If you'll send those box tops ine

For Ernie Pyle, though, something more than home-team chauvinism
inspired his praise of the men on the ground. “Goddamn alf big shots,”
he once said to a fricnd, summing up his view of men who call attention
to themselves, who make public spectacles out of their individual
“achievements.” Prewar, Pyle wrote what was probably the nation’s ficst
aviation column in the Washington Daily News, and cven then he was
suspicious of macho displays: his daily air-flight reports eschewed the
antics of stuntmen and speed-demon record hreakers for the quiet ded-
ication of the men who braved storms and poor navigational equipment
to deliver the mail, Pyle also loathed writing about Hollywood. “Tt’s all
I can do te face a movie star,” he told a friend. “They make me sick.”
During the war, he refused to dote on airborne Ea__u,,ﬁ\uoanom@:m heroes.
Let the rest of the media go gaga over the glictering “fiyboy.” For Pylc,
the mud-caked private was more man than any pilot would cver be. “War
makes strange giant creatures out of us little routine men who inhabit
the earth,” Pyle wrote, speaking of himself as much as of the men with
whom he marched. “They live and die so miserably and they do it with
such determined acceptance that your admiration for them blinds you
to the rest of the war.”= )
Pyle’s view became the official one. Government radio propaganda
‘dubbed the conflict the “little guys’ war.” At war’s end, (General Dwight
D. Eisenhower pronounced: “All in that gigantic fighting machine mmn..mm
in the selection of the one truly heroic figure in that war. He is GI
Joe.... He and his platoon leaders have given us an cxample of loyalty,
devotion to duty, and indomitable courage that will live in our hearrs as
long as we admire those qualities in men.” By Eisenhower's voice and
Pyle’s typewriter, the foot soldier was elevated into a masculine em-
blem —a man who proved his virility not by individual feats of showy
heroism but by being quietly usefu/ in conducting a war and supporting
the welfare of his unit. “We are all men of new professions out in some
strange night caring for each other,” Pyle wrote. Fach “little routine
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man” was part of a team that shared a common Emwww.o:_ Emaﬂﬂu&ooa
coming from contributing to something bigger &::.. .?.H:mm_m. e .Bmz
didn’t talk any,” Pyle wrote of the 9th Hn@bHQ Division as he mnronnw
panied the unit during its assault on the port city of Owﬁ_woﬁ.mw .bom
of the Normandy beachheads. “They just went. They weren't rmnowmmﬂ g-
ures as they moved forward one at a time, a few seconds apart. . .. ﬂm
weren't warriors. . . . They were American boys who by mere owm_bnn °
fate had wound up with guns in their hands. ... H?.w% were afraid, but M
was beyond their power to quit. They had no choice. They were goo
M,
coum” the forge of his daily columns, Ernie Pyle Sww _&nmm m:mr”mamwa
good boys and made them, in the cyes of nrnvnmﬂou. into En:._ e
templace for this man-making process was Pyle’s most famous column,
“The Death of Captain Waskow,” 2 tribute to a beloved, ﬁmmmnum_. com-
pany commander. “After my own father,” Eﬂm.mﬂomnp one of ww_w m...wM
geants as testifying, “he came next.”* The Eﬁam_.rﬁm narrative fashione
from the battlefronts of World War 11, laid out in countless no_Ed.zm_
newsreels, and movies, was a tale of successful fatherhood E.a Bm?d_#zn
cransformation: Boys whose Dépression-era fathers could neither provide
for them por guide them into manhood were placed under nﬁm _un:,.%o-
lent wing of a vast male-run orphanage called H,ra army and scnt Mﬁc
battle. There, Grm but kindly senior officers acting as w.:hncm.mﬁm fathers
watched over them as they were tempered into men in the rmmm Omrm
heroic struggle against malevolent enemies. A mmnro?mc.: rupture in N_ M
nation had been healed: the boys, saved and molded into ﬂmn_ WO
return to find cheir wives, form their families, and take their places as
adult men in the community of a nation taking its place as a grown-up
i world. .
tc%mmpbéwmﬂrn story America told itself in dozens of war movies in
which tough but tenderhearted no:.:sm_:&b,m, m.-»,mmmnm _unmﬁmqn”m_ m:w_n ap-
preciative “boys” 1o assume their responsibilities in male socicty. 1t was

the theme of the 1943 film Guadalcanal Diary, where the boys ship out,

tussling playfully with one another like a vc:nr o‘m B.anﬁn_._mm Eﬁm:m,
and then shed their differences in a marine family wnﬁ_iwm over wa
fatherly captain and a fatherly Father. wﬁnm“ﬂh bunch wm _Q_mmm Fat Nw
the captain says proudly to the priest. “They ‘= do mb right. AMQ was the
theme behind the 1949 flm Sands of Inwo Fima, é.:w John mﬂ:n s
Sergeant Stryker, a stern papa melding his awﬂ.vngngérw-oﬁm c Ema.
into a capable and adult fraternity. “Before I'm ﬂbﬂwcmr with you, wm_m.w
gonna move like one man and think like one man,” rm tells them. '
can't teach you one way, I'll teach you another, but ['m gonna get the
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job done.” And he does, fathering a whole squad of youngsters into com-
munal adulthood.

It was the dream of a male socicty to minister to its boys in the
context, ironically enough, of war, and turn them into men through ten-
derness, not brutality. A nation that had becn birthed by metaphorically
orphaned Sons of Liberty, and a nation in which, more recently, a gen-
eration of unemployed fathers had hecn unable to provide for their fam-
tlies, emerged from World War IT with the conviction that it had at
last forged a father-son bond strong enough to prove a foundation for
the domestic peace to come,

The transition was cclebrazed on August 14, 1945, V-] Day, when the
war ended in victory over Japan. President Harry Truman declared a
two-day holiday. Across the country, joyous citizens welcomed returning
troops with impromptu parades, spontaneous street dancing, and chris-
tenings of shredded-phone-book confetti, champagne, and water.
Women raced to shower the GIs with “kissing from coast to coast,” as
Life put it in a famous two-page photo spread on “the osculatory gamur.”
In Manhattan, two million celebrants crammed into Times Square, while
in Brooklyn, Italian-American mamas and papas set up tables on the
street and plied ctheir young heroes with food and wine. “We are faced
with the greatest task we've ever been faced with,” the president declared
from the lawn of the White ITouse to cheering throngs. Ile called on
the nation’s returning men to tackle the responsibilitics of rebuilding a
- free nation and world. “It is going to take the help of all of us to do ic.
' T know we are going to do it.”» Was there ever such a national moment
of masculine certainty, so ringingly recognizing the American boy’s trans-
port into a state of manhood—a statc where his passage was cheered,
his contribution called essential, the nation’s faith in his ability to kecep
on “doing it” boundless?

By lionizing the grunt, Ernic Pyle inadvertently became an architect
of what many hoped postwar manhood would become. The promise was
that wartime masculinity, with its commaon mission, common enemy, and
. clear frontier, would continue in peacetime. By 1950, a quasi-militarized
peacetime economy and a national sccurity state had arisen in America.
Within the context of the cold war, the postwar man, too, scemed to
share with his cohorts a common mission of prevailing in a struggle
against Communism on the battlements of Europe, throughout Asia, at
‘home, and even on the frontiers of outer space, Like GI Joe, he would
e judged not on his personal dominance but on his sense of duty, his
Yoluntary scrvice to an organization made up of equally anonymous men.
The dog soldier would continue to have his day.
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WORLD WAR 11, HOWEVER, would prove not the coronation of this sort
of masculinity but its last gasp. The model Ernie Pyle limned in his
columns he had crafted during the Great Depression, while touring
small-town and rural America chronicling the quiet struggles of Alabama
sharecroppers and Mississippi shrimp-cannery workers, Oklaboma ditch-
diggers and Great Plains Dust Bowl farmers trying to survive the nation's
economic devastation. In fact, Pyle’s vision owed more to the New Deal
than it did to the Normandy invasion. Before he praised the Gls he was
praising peacetime grunts like “the CCC boys,” the young Civilian Con-
servation Corps workers who were showing “what man can do with
mountains.” The literary figure he emulated was John Steinbeck, and,
leng before World War 11, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was his
hero for the war he waged on poverty and on his own polio-paralyzed
body. Observing one day in Rapid City, South Dakota, as the visiting
president lifted himself into his leg braces on “his powerful arms,” an
emotiona! Pyle wrote, “I have never seen a man so straight.”

The idea of a manhood embedded in and useful to an embattled so-
cicty seeking to foster social welfare and equity was promoted by a New
Deal America and brought to life in such mammoth efforts as the federal
Works Progress Administration, which invested billions of dellacs in
massive projects: building schools, constructing waterworks and sewage
plants, electritying rural areas, controlling floods, reforesting the dis-
tressed land. The WPA also employed small armies E, artists, writers,
actors, playwrights, and musicians, whose legacy is still with us in ex-
traordinary murals on public buildings, literate regional and state guides,
and classic plays and music. The New Deal’s masculine ideal was the
selfless public servant whose “satisfaction derived from sinking individual
effort into the community itself, the common goal and the common
end,” Roosevelts attorney general Francis Biddle wrote at the time.
“This is no escape from sclf; it is the realization of self.” And the real-
ization of a manly self. As an artist with the Public Works of Art Project,
a prototype for the WPA, wrote to President Roosevelt, this was the
era when American art finally “took on a virility,” because of “chis golden
opportunity to do our best work for our fellow countrymen,” New Deal
‘historian Arthur Ekirch, Jr., has observed, “No longer was competition
considered superior to cooperation and association.” The New Deal’s
master builder himself spelled out this newly minted masculine concep-
tion in & 1932 speech. “The man of ruthless force had his place in de-
veloping a pioneer country,” Rooscvelt declared, but now he is “as likely
to be a danger as a help”’—a danger because “the lone wolf . . . whose
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hand is against every man’s, declines to join in achieving an end recog-
nized as being for the public welfare.”

This ethic was promoted most strongly by Roosevelt’s secretary of
agriculture and, jater, vice president Henry Wallace, an Iowa pmnmmqah
who spun a progressive dream for the nation’s future around the heroic
figure of the “Common Man.” Wallace imagined an army of ordinary
workingmen who, if given a shat at decent educations, jobs, and housing,
could be a force on “the new frontier” for cxpanded production, well-
being, and democracy not only in the nation but throughout the world.
The “Century of the Common Man,” as Wallace dobbed it in a famous
speech in May 1942, was to include both sexes, but he defined it in
quintessentially masculine terms. Wallace saw America as “a boy of cigh-
teen” who could no longer “avoid becorning a man by énﬁw.;m short
panes” and whe could mature into a “grown-up United States™ by stoi-
cally “shouldering our responsibility,” by contributing to the needs of
the world rather than simply aspiring to dominate it.*» America’s mission,
he said, only half jokingly, should be to ensure “that everybody in the
world has the privilege of drinking a quart of mitk a day.” He was guided,
as historian John Morton Blum has written, by “his belief in the possi-
bility of brotherhood and the inherent virtue of hushandmen.™

It was chis faith in the dignity and moral decency of Common Men
who would shoulder responsibility for one another —not just respond to
the war cry of “Kill Krauts and Japs™ -that Ernie Pyle was struggling
to keep alive first on the European and then an the Pacific front, and
was hoping would survive the war. *We have won this war because our
men are brave, and because of many other things,” he wrote at the end
of the European conflict. “We did not win it because destiny created us
better than all other peoples. T hope that in victory we arc more grateful
than we are proud. . .. The dead men would not want us to gloat.”s*

On April 18, 1945, in the final months of the war, Krnie Pyle made
the mistake of poking his head out of a trench on Okinawa for 2 quick
reportorial look around; a Japancse machine-gun bullet pierced his left
temple, The “slightly used sccondhand man,” as Pyle referred to himself,
was dead.® The day he died could well have heen the day Ernie Pyle's
stoical man died and the Century of the Common Man was stillborn,
Only nobedy knew ir yet.

Toward the end of the war, two visions of postwar America vied for
attention on the national stage in a battle over the nation’s future that
has long since been forgotten. One contender was Wallace's Common
Man century; the other was Ienry Luee’s American Century. The fate
of the world, broadcaster Edward R. Murrow wrote in ?ﬁ_mcmﬁ 1942,




22 STIFFED
hinged on whether the vision of Henry Wallace or Henry Luce would
become “the forerunner of the American policy of tomorrow.”* Luce,

the founder and editor of Time and Life magazines, saw America as a
masculine nation whosc manifest destiny was to loom like 2 giant on the
global stage. He proposed the average man acquire a grander sense of
himself by association with a nation that would dominate the world
through unapologetic force. 1f Wallace’s manly ideal was all about pa-
cental care and nurturance, Luce’s was all about taking control —and,
even more important, displaying it.

“The fundamental trouble with America,” Luce asserted in a classic
1941 call to arms to policy makers, which he published in Life and cailed
“The American Century,” was that its citizens had “failed to play their
part as a world power.” Luce’s argument had its merits in a nation 1e-
luctant to respond to Hitler. But Luce’s “cure”—“to exert upon the
world the full impact of our influence, for such purposes as we see fit
and by such mecans as we sec fit” —would prove a postwar prescription
for aggression. The price for failing to flex the national muscle, he
warned repeatedly, would be a terrifying loss of virility: “the virus of
isolationalist sterility” would infect America, he wrote; we must domi-
nate the world “or else confess a pitiful impotence.™

Wallace responded to Lucc’s call for a domineering America with his
own warning: “Force is important —but it is not enough. Force without
justice would sooner or jater make us into the image of that which we

have hated in the Nazis.” Alrcady, he observed in the early forties, such

o mentality was taking its toll: “The symboals of collective security are

heing used to build collective aggression, the unity of the great nations -

against fascism is becoming a unity of the nations against communism,
the ideals of the defeated have been taken over by the victors.” Would
we, he asked plaintively, enter a “century of blood or milk’?*

This question had been lingering in the wings since at Jeast the early
an American man cstablish his merit by nursing
ing the world’s? Was he Daniel Boone come
“rockett sallying forth

nineteenth century. 1%d
his nation’s people or by gor
home to tend to his community’s affairs or Davy
to cake his pelts? The years following World War 11 were not, of course,
to usher in 2 “century of milk” and Henry Wallace himself would be one
of the first victims of the rising appetite for blood. As his campaign to
create sixty million jobs, support labor and civil rights, and challenge big
business ran afoul of a conservativizing “get tough” Congress, Wallace
would be dumped from the vice presidential ticket and replaced by Ilarry
Truman in 1944, Four years later, after Wallace mounted an ill-advised,
disastrous third-party bid for the presidency, he was decmed a Com-
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upe an et
" _uwomnnmm?ﬂmwnwz% retired to the slag heap of suspect, out-
owwﬂommm..ww H_mﬁ ng_..ﬂanp Century SoJE masquerade as a blood brother
el 2 m_w\nnmw e Mn:scb Man; it would appear to be designed to
hep 2 nes _m ‘ ion of men .wnno_.:n the caring good fathers that Wal-
¢ and Pyle had envisioned—and that the men themselves yearned t
be. ‘Hr.m 42‘..“35,,.. of World War 1T were actually more Enmuu,\wﬁ to q,. M
a continuation of a common-man ethic than was the general publi M”H '
were eager to embrace a masculine ideal that revolyed E.o:nm non‘.g. .
rather than dominating. Their most important experiences nﬂﬂﬁ”&:ﬁ
the support and comfort they had given one another in the war, : mo.:
was this that they wished to preserve, “Rather than being SESL.&M w:
HrnM, ém_.‘ wﬁwwincnm,: historian Paul A. Carter observed in ha&ww h&w
M.Hn. Mmmwz 2‘7. ﬁ”n Gls wo a 8_,.”.51320 cxtent had civilianized the armed
orees which they scrved.” As artilleryman Win Stracke told oral
k mH.OEEm Studs Terkel in The Good War, he came back from th :
vEEE.H_.w concerned with making a living to support my new f; ; ﬁ_ﬁm
N.dm bearing this most cherished memory of his service omdnmnmm.mww_mw“
P ME m%ﬂm.: m:wm,érc for the mnwn .%Em in their lives werc not living in a
competitive society. ... There’s a job to be done and everyone pitches
MM_ moEmrn._o?” Hr,m,_: others, For the first time in their lives, they could
p eac other without fear of losing a commercial advantage. With
n:mﬂ_hm mmnﬂoﬂrmmm throat or trying to put down somebody W_m.n HTMOMMM
a boss or whatever. . .. T had realized it was th ¢ of ition
and boundaries and all those phony ux.mzn_EA_mnﬂﬂ_MMmM_HMMHM*._no%,.m_mﬁ,Ecm
loved about the army.”s e thine ]
Hmmm_ WM Hﬂwwﬂ M&o had bought into the mﬂﬁ.m Pyle ideal of heroically seif-
anhood, the fathers who would sirc the baby-boom gencrati
MH_.“M try to %mmm that experience of manhood on intact to H%&H ao:mo_.nw
. sos and 1960s. The “routine little ” : ,
liberated the world came home to the mxhﬂmwmnmw””rﬂ”_”ww wﬂmnﬂm Mﬂm
erate the country by quict industry and caretaking. Their nrmwunmmcom el :
wwa M_HMN_Q% been .,mu.nwmiw reduced with President Truman's mvm:moEsMMH
Mb._ M Hn un_wpon,nmwm New Bill of Rights,” which would have guaranteed,
g other things, full employment and equal access to food, health
care, w&:nm.ﬁc:. and housing. But the vets made the most of what E.:m:, N M
nrw GT Bill of Rights, by which unprecedented numbers of th 5w..
m_EHmm college degrees, job skills, and homes. The vets threw th m:.,_m_.ﬂ
into their federally funded educations, and later their ammaumm.mﬂhm
Moﬁ_nwmwwo Eﬂ qumsnac:.r:o jobs, and their domestic lives in Veterans
istration—financed tract homes. White men from midwestern
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small towns and black men from the rural South moved west toward the
promising oasis of southern California :u_:mhw._umn_nwm _o_u.m H‘& mmmo:m_.
able home ownership. They were hopeful that their dedication, their
anonymous service, their humble loyalty to nrn. team would add up to
something larger, something sturdy and generative that they could pass
50nS. .

obvmucHMaﬂﬂmh a century earlier, Alexis de Tocqueville had ﬁcm..umnn_ over
a singularly American paradox. The nation’s citizenry wnﬂbm& eaten up
with longing to rise, but hardly any of them seem ro mbﬂw:m:n very mnmm
hopes or to aim very high.”»* Now it seemed that >Em3.mmn men wou
all rise together, with the greatest of hopes and the highest m.n.. aims,
When, in 1961, the nation’s helm was taken by a young president, a
World War II vet, the nation’s aims seemed to rise as Emr.mm nrn) Moot
Men were buoyant with the expectation that the gnﬂnmu Century
would be their century. They were eager to show their sons Wcawq the
postwar bounty would one day soon be theirs. ,Hrnu.w made a promise to
their boys and they planned to make good on it. Like Sergeant .mﬁ\wﬂ.
in Sands of Iwa Fima, they vowed: “If I can’t teach you one way, Il eeac
you another, but I'm gonna get the job done.”

Il. The Unpassed Torch

THE AMERICAN PERIOD OF SOARING EXPECTATIONS that mczo.anm the
clase of World War 11 is conventionally known as the “n_u&_uw.\ boom” era,
as if its defining traits were the nesting and diapering habirs of young
mothers. But truly it was the era of the boy. It was the culture of ﬁa,&%
Knows Best and Leave It to Beaver, of Pop Warner rituals and Westing-
house science scholarships, of BB guns and rocket clubs, of football prac-
tice and lettered jackets, of magazine ads where .@UN&: seemed always
to bc beaming down at his scampy, cowboy-suited younger son or
proudly handing his older son the keys to a _unmba.-hﬁw nﬁ_..mbbwa con-
vertible, It was a father-son Eden showcased in Life with pictorials like
the one where Dad shows Rill, nine, and Raob, eleven, “how to remove
an old stoker moror from the furnace in the cellar.”™” It was a word
where, regardless of the truth that lay behind each mmnmmn.mmﬂmu popular
culture led us to believe that fathers were spending every _Q‘mann moment
in rounds of roughhouse play and modct-airplane construction and back-
yard catch with their beloved boys. .

In the aspiring middle-class suburb where I nﬁ..nm of mmw, t E”m ﬁrwm
no mistaking the belief in the boy's preeminence; _ﬂ.i,mm evident 5 the
solicitous attentions of parents and schoolteachers, in the n.mznw&:..w of
coaches and Cub Scouts and Little League, in the community life that
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revolved around boys' contests and boys’ championships and boys’
scores—as if thesc outposts of tract-home America had been built
mainly as exhibition rings for junior male achievement, which perhaps
they had. It was evident in the periodic rampages of suburban boys that
always seemed to go unchecked, the way they rore up the lawns with
their minibikes or hurled rocks at newcomers with impunity or tor-
mented the girls at the public swimming pool; inherent in their behavior
was the assumption that this was their birthright —to be imperial bullies
over their miniature dominions. To 8row up as a girl in this era was to
look on with envy, and to see the boy as being automatically entitled
and powerful. Surely when we were grown, he would have the control,
He would dispense the gifts, The boys believed that, too.

The specch that inaugurated the shiny new cra of the 1960s was the
youthful John F. Kennedy’s address to the Democratic National Con-
vention, 2 month before the launch of Echo, The words would become,
along with his inaugural oration, a hauating refrain in adolescent male
consciousness. He spoke not of the populace at large but principally of
“young men” -~ “young men who are coming to power,” “young men who
can cast off the old slogans and the old delusions.” What Kennedy im-
plicitly presented was not so much a political platform as a new rite of
passage for an untested male gencration. “[Tlhe New Fronticr of which
t speak is not a set of promises,” he told them, “It js a set of challenges.”
Kennedy understood that it was not enough for the fathers to win the
world for their sons; the sons had to feel they had won it for themselves,
H the fathers had had their chance to be G1 Joes, then Kennedy would
ensure that at least a few of the sons would have their shot at being
Green Berets. If the fathers had their Nazis and “Nips,” then Kennedy
would sce to it that the sons had an enemy, too. He promised as much
on Inauguration Day in 1961, when he spoke vaguely but unremittingly
of Communism’s threat, of “the prey of hostile powers,” of the “hour of
maximum danger,” of “a fong twilight struggle,” and most memorably of
a country that would be defined by its readiness to “pay any price” and
“oppose any foe.” The fight was the thing, the only thing, if America
Was to retain its manhood, “And let every other power know,” Kennedy
decreed in his inaugural address, “that this hemisphere intends to remain
the master of its own house.” What Kennedy was seiling was a
government-backed program of man-making, of federal masculinity in-
surance. As author Norman Mailer observed at the time: “The President
has commissions and commissars and bureaus and agents and computer
rachines to calculate the amount of schooling needed to keep America
healthy, safe, vigorous, proof against the Russians. To keep America up
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[his emphasis]. Virility is the unspoken salesman in American political
programs today,”#

The promise the president made to his nation of young men was the
one the father made to the boy, the aerospace corporations made to their
gray-fanneled male employees, the mission-control officials made to their
astronauts, the expanded armed forces made to their cold warriors, the
Boys’ Life editors made to the readers they addressed as “space conquerors”
and “rocket riders,” the aeronautical-engineer dad Fred MacMurray made
on TV to his three sons, the Mattel toy makers made to the young buyers
of their water-powered, two-stage plastic missiles. The promise was of a
spectacular ascension, a vertical demonstration of prowess that would
concentrate all of the masculine force and beauty of battle into one
breathtaking explosion of exploratory power and muscle. At the same
time, the promise was supposed to reprise Ernic Pyle’s war, in which the
anonymous work of dutiful men would add up te one glorious and visible
victory on a faraway frontier, a vicrory that would belong to all men. Ad-
mittedly, no army of GI brothers would fight on that frontier. “Bur in a
very real sense, it will not be one man going to the moon,” President Ken-
nedy declared. “We make this judgment affirmatively — it will be an entirc
nation, for ail of us must work to put him there.”» Just to get astronaut
John Glenn into orbit for the first time, Time reminded its readers in EQN_‘
requircd “nearly 35,000 people”: “Besides his fellow astronauts and a staff
of 2,000 at Cape Canaveral, 15,000 men stood by for recovery or rescue
operations on ships stretched across the Atlantic, 500 technicians manned
18 tracking stations on four continents and two oceans, and 15,000 scien-
tists, technicians and factory workers who had labored for nearly four
years on the space program left their imprint on the flight.”+

‘The promise was a mission to manhood. 1t bosrowed its blueprint
from the time-tested tenets of what might be called the national male
paradigm, which had four aspects: the promise of a frontier to be
claimed —the American Wild West and the wartime fronts would now
become the frontier of space; the promise of a clear and evil enermy to
be crushed —instead of an Indian or a Nazi, the enemy would now be a
Communist; the promise of an institution of brotherhood in which msw:.
ymous members could share a greater institutional glory —in ﬁﬁnm ow_mb
army of foot soldiers it would now be 2 brotherthood of erganization
men, enginecrs, middle managers, and bureaucrats, as typified by mwm
National Aeronautics and Space Agency; and finally, the promise of a
family to provide for and protect—for the working war wives had now
become housewives who waved from train plarforms as their husbands
shipped off, not for the front, but for their offices.
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It took some preparation to convert the World War 11 model to a
peacetime setting, but it was done: the federal money that had poured
into airpower to win the war now poured into rocket power to win the
peace; the government that financed construction and roads to support
its male military force now underwrote suburban construction and high-
ways to support its male bureaucratic workforce (and to transport cold-
war troops and evacuate citics in the event of a nuclear attack).* That
the peacetime model was intended to convey a wartime urgency was
evident in the name the government assigned to the domestic road-
construction program: “The National System of Intcrstate and Defense
Highways.” The peacetime GI was issued an education, a swatch of land
and a housc in strip developments like Levittown, New York, and Lake-
wood, California, and, often enough in an ever-expanding defense in-
dustry, a subsidized job. Rosie the Riveter, the wartime woman worker,
was demobilized and sent home to become an aspiring consumer who
would depend on and spend the demobilized soldier’s postwar wages.
Their sons would be made educationally combat-rcady thanks to the
National Defense Education Aet, which promised $634.4 million worth
of science and math training to create a generation of rocket and missile
warriors.#* And every new recruit on the cold-war domestic team would
fearn how to cheer on his side from the bleachers of the many brand-
new, goverament-subsidized football stadiums. Implicit in afl of this was
a promise of loyalty, a guarantee to the new man of tomorrow that his
company would never fire him, his wife would pever leave him, and the
team he rooted for would never pull up stakes,

‘These, then, were the cold warriors representing the most powerful
country in the world with the strongest economic pulse recorded in all
history. Wouldn't a boy in such a world have every faith in his father’s
patrimony, bis father's promise? Wouldn't he take for granted that he,
too, would be in charge of his own destiny—and his nation’s?

WILEN 1 TALK WITH MEN WHO GREW UP DURING THE BABY BOOM, this
myssion to manhood shows wp in their minds not as promises met but
as betrayals, losses, and disillusionments. It is as if 2 generation of men
had lined up at Cape Kennedy to witness the countdown to lifroff, only
to watch their rocket—containing all their hopes and drcams —burn up
on the launchpad. ‘There had been so much anticipation, so much ex-
citement, so many assurances that nothing could possibly go wrong. But
somehow, it all had.

"The initial disillusionment was with the frontier. In 1957, the Russians
orbited Sputnik, the first satellire, and in the United States panic ensued.
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It was a “crisis,” a showdown between superpowers for the control of
the heavens that was supposed to have all the gravity of the Second
World War. This stratospheric confrontation, the “father of the hydro-
gen bomb,” Edward Teller, told a TV audience, was “a battle :.__oﬂm. im-
portant and greater than Pearl Harbor.” The Reporter magazine ﬁﬂﬁ.ﬁam
that Sputnik “is to Pearl Harbor what Peart Harbor was to the sinking
of the Maine” A Life magazine editorial went even further, equating
Sputnik with “the shot heard round the world” at Lexington. The most
powerful U.S. scnator at the time, Lyndon B. Johnson, went verbally
airborne in his declaration of high noon in the heavens. “Cantrol of space
means contrel of the world,” he intoned. “From space the master of
infinity would have the power to control the earth’s weather, to causc
drought and flood, to change the tides and raise the levels o,m. wTo.mnm, n.o
divert the Gulf Stream and change temperare climates to frigid. That is
the ultimate position: the position of total control over earth thar lies
somewhere in outer space.”¥ .

Space, however, turned out to be a place not much worth conquering.
What the promoters of space exploration did not or chose not to un-
derstand was a frontier’s role. It was not simply an empty field where
men left behind civilized comforts and faced danger; it was a place where
men faced peril for a reason. They were there to claim .r.mwi__w_odq to be
occupied by a domestic population that would mo:.uﬁ.m Hw,um :SEH: to
primitive conditions on a continually advancing frontier _En., as Fred-
crick Jackson Turner put it in his famous lament over the closing of _mFm
West in 1890, created the conditions for a “perennial nn_uﬁmzlm rolling
rite of passage in which male pioneers become settlers and pillars of new
communities.*

But space was a sterile environment, not a place where women and
children could or would want to settle. To explore space was to n_,n.l.m:.
the way for no one, to be cut off from a society that had no ww& n-
vestment in following. Nor was space a place of initiation, of virile se-
crets, of masculine transformation. There was no one there to r.wﬁu ma.oﬁ
or to fight. It was a void that a man moved through only passively, in 2
state of almost infantile regression. The astronaut was a dependent
strapped to a couch in a fetal position, bundled in swaddling ,n_Onrmm. H..Hm
made it through space only by never breaking the apron strings of mis-
sion control back on Mother Earth. An astronaut returned from space
unchanged by the experience, because there was no experience. No won-
der that, for all the promotional effort expended on space, by the time
Neil Armstrong stepped on the moon, Americans were already suppress-
ing a yawn over the adventures of their new heroes.
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When the boy got older, he was at last presented with his own war,
in Southeast Asia, but it was hardly the crucible of courage against a
clear and visible enemy that his father had faced. There was nothing
clear about any of it, not the natare or the identity of the enemy, not
the mission, not where they should be shooting or who was shooting at
them, and certainly not the meaning of victory. Nor was this a “mas-
culine” war in the World War 1f mode, There were no landings, no
front lines, no ultimate objectives. It was esscntially a war against a do-
mestic population, against familics, where huts were burned with Zippo
lighters, cattle slaughtered, children machine~-gunned—a war in which
the most remembered grant leader was not a benevolent Captain Was-
kow but Lieutenant William Calley, a callow young man known only for
going on a murderous rampage of monstrous proportions at My Lai. Tt
was a war in which the most remembered pronouncement was a U.S.
major’s explanation for the obliteration of Ben Tre: “Tt became necessary
to destroy the town to save it,” :

Then the boy came home —whether from Saigon or Kent State—to
the domestic continuation of a guerrilla war. Now the contested village
was his own, the village he thought he was defending. He was greeted
on his return by women not blowing kisses but indifferent or even hostilc
to his efforts. These women did not leave their jobs upen his arrival;
many of them didn’t accept or accepted only resentfully a renewed de-
pendency upon him, because about the time the men were off tiying to
prove their manhood by liberating an “oppressed” people or clashing
with the National Guard, their wives and girlfriends had decided to lib-
erate themselves. The oved one whom the man imagined himself sup-
porting and protecting was often doing just fine on her own, and she
didn’c much appreciate his efforts to assert his authority. In fact, some-
times his wife now saw him as the oppressor.

And finally, as the boy grew oldcr, the institutions that had promised
him a masculine honor and pride in exchange for his loyalty double-
crossed him. In truth, the fix was in from the start: corporate America’s
promise to continue the World War [I GT's wartime expericnce of be-
longing, of meaningful engagement in a mission, was ncver authentic.
The massive bureaucracies of postwar “white collar” employment, es-
pecially the defense contractors fat on government largesse, were replete
with make-work jobs with inflated titles. Their vast middle managements
were filled with functionaries who often didn’t even know what they
were managing, who suspected they weren't really needed at all. What
these corporations were offering was a secure job, not a vital role. And
ultimately even that would prove a lie. There was to be no lifetime
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security at McDonnell Douglas or Lockheed or .:wz or even in %MM
military itself. There were to be no iron-clad union vaonmnﬂmnww The
postwar grunts’ submission to the umzo:&-m,mncnnw state %M: , M te ’
prosperous period of historically brief duration, be rewarded wit _MM
carity and pink slips, with massive spasms of mogm_m_s.m“ H.qu.cnnchﬁ rmmm
union-breaking, contracting-out, and ocﬁwo:nn._bm. The _.meEEonm
men had identified with ne longer identified with H.TQ.D. rﬁu,roannoém
sports teams repaid their fans’ devotion by hurriedly _umnwccm :M. mbm
racing te other cities dangling brand-new, Qm_:u.ﬁ, and rent-free stadivm
and a 100 percent take on tickets and concessions.

The frontier, the enemy, the institutions of brotherhood, the Sﬂa.nb
in need of protection—all the elements of the old formula for mﬂnmmw_”m
manhood had vanished in short order. The boy who had _um.mb. _H“.. M
was going to be the master of the universe and mm‘_“rﬁ was UE FM o_.u,:a
himself master of nothing. How had this happened in such a brief perio
of time?

IIl. The Violent and the Perfumed

IN 19§7, THREE YEARS before boys across the country %mﬁn.rnn_:mm mMﬂﬂw
passed overhead, another small American male was nwﬁmrﬁ in r.w e Hmn !
musing on the heavens. He was the lead nrﬁmnn.ﬂ. :._Jm ,awG..m film re Mmmmz
in the year of Sputnik’s launch. In The Incredible Shrinking E&B_._, co

Carey has a good job, a suburban home, a pleasure boat, a v,_.mnnw\ H%_Mm-
wife. ITis is the quintessential life envisioned by the GI WE of I _mrﬂ
and underwritten by the benchcence of a brotherly corporation |m5 t _._5
case, literally so; Scott Carcy works for his ,w:dnrn_.. >:n_ u.,.nn._ a H,Q. m M
passes through a mist of atomic radiation ir_,_n on 4 ,vcmn_.pm fw_mwnow_

the Pacific, something happens. As he tells his wife in horror, “I'm get-

i er, Lou, every day.” .

Q:WM MMMQ Carcy n._ENn. literally shrinks, the ﬁno:_”mmmm Bmmm .».o. him E.m“,
broken onc by cne. The employer whe was to give r:: lifctime nnm_
nomic security fires him. His wife, Louise, becomes his vnonnﬂﬂwa me:
he gets lost in the cellar of their rccm.n_ and she _uwmm_.:jmmm e’s 08
gobbled by their house cat. He is left with only feminine defenses—

hide in a dollhiouse, to fight a giant spider with a sewing pin. And it .

turns out that the very source of his diminishment is .p.B@_wnEu\ a EEWQ
atomic test by his own government. His only hope, his brother Mn_—mu\ Md
as he lays him off, is to turn himself into a nm_m_u_.mﬂmn_. m.mmW an , mm, , is
story to the media. “I’'m a big man!” Scott Carey says with _uwnﬁnn vﬂaomvnm‘
“I'm famous! . .. One more joke for the world to laugh at.” In the end,
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the shrinking man finds himself, like the boy in my reverie, beneath a
vault of stars, gazing into the gelaxy. But he is alone and the firmament
he beholds is empty, without evidence of man’s technological promise.
No blip of man-made light blinks reassuringly across the night sky.
“What was I?” the shrinking man beseeches the silent heavens. “Was I
still 2 human being? Or was I the man of the fature?”

The more Scott Carey shrinks, the more he strikes out at those
around him. The tinier he gets, the greater his combativeness becomes
and his desire for a combarant to defeat. His obsession with regaining
dominance turns him into, as he Pputs it, a “caricature” of a man, “Every
day I became more tyrannical,” he comments, “more monstrous in my
domination of Louise.” Tt's a line that would ring a bell for any visitor
to the Alternatives to Violence group and for any observer of the current
male scene. As the male role has diminished amid a sea of betrayed
promises, many men have found themselves driven to more dominecring
and some even “monstrous” displays in their frantic quest for a mean-
ingful showdown.

If few men would do what Shawn N elson did one evening in the spring
of 1995, many could relate. A former serviceman whose career in an army
tank unit had gone nowhere, a former plumber who had lost his job and
whose tools had been stolen, 2 former hushand whose wife had lefe him,
the thirty-five-year-old Nelson broke into the National Guard armaory,
commandeered a fifty-seven-ton M-6o army tank, and drove it through
the streets of San Diego— flattening fire hydrants, crushing forey cars,
downing traffic lights and enough urility poles to cut off electricity to

five thousand people. He was at war with the domestic world that he
once thought he was meant to build, serve, and defend. His world had
turned inside out. He was going to drive that tank he had been meant
to command if it killed him. And it did. T he police shot Shawn
Nelson to death through the turret hatch, even though his tank had
ground to a halt, stuck on a three-foot-tall concrete highway divider,
even though he was unarmed. The police explained to the press later
that if he had gotten the rank undes way again, traffic would have been
“endangered.”

If a man could not get the infrastructure to work for him, he could
at feast tear it down. If the nation would not provide an cnemy to fight,
he could g0 to war at home, If there was to be no brotherhood, he
would take his stand alone, Shawn Nelson’s scnse of desperation, if not
his actions, were shared by many men of his generation. Like the in-
credible shrinking man, they could feel their seature dwindling along with
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their spheres of influence —any day now, they feared, they would wake
to find themselves misplaced in the cellar. If so many men seemed to
be sceking an encmy to subdue, it was because they could conceive of
no other path that might lead them up and out of their present mess.
All the pillars of the male paradigm had fallen, except the search for the
enemy.

From the start, that search had been at the heart of Luce’s American
Century. It was, ultimately, what the American Century was all about.
By century’s end, it had turped into 2 scarch for someone to blame for
the premature death of masculine promise, The longer the search went
on, the more frantic and desperate the scarchers became. W hat began
in the 1950s as an intemperate pursvit of Communists in the government
bureaucracy, in the defense industries, in labor unions, the schools, the
media, and Hollywood, would eventually become a huat for a shape-
shifting enemy who could take the form of women at the office, or gays
in the military, or young black men on the street, or illega! aliens on the
border, and from there become a surreal “combat” with nonexistent
black helicopters, one-world government, and goose-stepping U.N.-
peacekeeping thugs massing on imaginary horizons. A handful of men
would attempt to gun down enemies they imagined they saw in family
court, employee parking lots, McDonald's restaurants, the U.S. Congress,
the White House, a Colorado schoolhouse, and, most notoriously, a fed-
eral office building in Oklahoma. A far greater number would move their
destruction of the elusive enemy from the real world to the fantasy
realm—to a clear-cut and controllable world of action movies and video
combat, televised athletic toutnaments and pay-per-view ultimate-
fighting bouts.

But none of it would satisfy, because the world and the fighe had
changed. In Ernie Pyle’s terms, the real fight was no longer between the
GIs and the Nazis, but between men on the same side — the mud-caked
soldiers and the glamorous pilots. And this fight hadn’t tumed out the
way that Pyle would have liked.

Pyle’s legacy includes a film about his exploits that lives on in the
American consciousness, The Story of G.I. Joe. The journalist to whom
(as his editor once said) “the very word ‘Hollywood' meant fraud” would
be celluloided.#* During wartime, Pyle found his rising celebrity back
ome a horrible burden. The mobs of autograph seckers and phetogra-
phers, the offers of lecture tours and radio programs, the prying ques-
tions of Time editors preparing a cover story about the man they catled
< sort of prose Charlie Chaplin,” the demands to endorse cigars, sit for
sculptors, and pose for layouts in women’s beauty magazines, the whole
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.@..Hmbﬁaa goldfish life” sent the man whe owned ondy one suit and rolled
his own smokes fleeing back to the army.» In front of the spotlight, he
felt strangely depleted. But soon aftcr his burial, the man who rm”nma
Hollywood became a Hollywood icon.
Originally, the movie based on Pvle’s collected columns (for which
Arthur Miller was hired to write the screenplay’s first draft) was sup-
homma to honor the grunts who the army contended had been slighted
in Hollywood's depictions of wartime heroics.” The grunts—even the
grunts in the movie —were aware of being shortchanged. “The flyers are
the guys you guys always write about, tight?” a GI observes nm_“_mmnmzw
to Pyle as the movie opens. “The Hollywood heroes. We're just the
_EEH..M along for the ride. That's all, just for the ride.” While they ap-
preciate Pyle’s attentions and understand him to be a grunt sympathizer.
they also know that he is a journalist and so a new kingmaker, a nn_mva&“
mbn.&:nnn whether he wants to be ot not. And this is the story the movie
unintentionally tells. As the grunts trudge by, they call out to Pyle, “Hey
how do I get my namec in the paper?” They look to him as a Uamn_mm z,.”
the world of recognition, but also fear that the bridge is not for them
When Pyle wins the Pulitzer Prize for his coverage, the soldiers’ r:aom.
have an acid aftertaste. They crumple up the congratulatory telegram
and toss it at him, then bow down and address him mockingly as “our
hero.” They sense that he is becoming one of the flyboys, that they will
lose him to the world of glamour. The Story of G.T. Joe turned out to be
less about the fight between Allies and Axis than about the postwar
battle to come over who would be the Man of the Century, the grunt
or the flyboy, the Common Man or Superman, anonymous men expect-
ing the mantle of masculine henor for their loyalty to a comunon cause
or a few glamorous men who understood intuitively that in the coming
media and entertainment age the team of men at work would be replaced
by the individual man on display,

The handful of men plucked arbitrarily from the anonymous crowd
and elevated onto the new pedestal of mass media and entertainment
glamour were unreachable. That wasn’t because they were necessarily
arrogant or narcissistic, though some would surely become so; they sim-
ply existed in a realm from which all lines to their brothers had been
cut, In this sense, the astronaut was emblematic, the most celebrated
postwar flyboy. He was supposed to be the represcntative man, cxperi-
encing space for all his brethren. But the many men who supported him
MS:E no more share the experience or the limelight than would the

organization men” whose company [oyalties turned them into wallpaper,
unseen backing for the corporation’s real star: its brand name. The &umnn.
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shot would launch only a handful of big shots iato the media heavens;
the rest would fall off the monitors of mission control, consigned to the
outer space of noncelebrity.

The fathers had led the sons to believe that space exploration would
hold up a mirrer into which any American man could look and see him-
self reflected in enlarged form. Echo, like its pamesake, the nymph of
Greek mythology who fell in love with Narcissus, was supposed to glorify
them by beaming around the globe their every word. Like the other
technalogical achievements of NASA, McDonnell Douglas, and military-
industrial America in general, the satellite and the rocket were supposed
to magnify the average man’s presence in the world. Some of the sheen
from the huge new machines put out by huge new institutions was sup-
posed to make him feel huge, too. But the images in thosc mirrors turned
out to have a televisable life of their own and the best that any man
could do was try to reflect them. The night the boy had watched the
satellite arc over his backyard, his father had told him that Sputnik was
the enemy—an enemy America would vanquish. But decadcs later, as the
grown son gazed out his window into his own backyard, where a beached
satellite dish brought him ninety-nine channels and no opportunities for
stardom, a more likely scenario began to take shape in his mind: perhaps
Lcho had vanquished bim.

If the failure to find a new frontier or a clear enemy or women in
need of protection was devastating, it was accompanied by yet another
problem for which the gront fathers had never prepared their sons. The
men of the new generation had not simply lost a utilitarian wortld; they
had been thrust into an ornamental realm, and the transformation had
proved traumatic. I'm not speaking simply of the economic shift from
industry to service, which is a shift from heavy-lifting “masculine” labor
to “feminine” aid and assistance, nor about 2 shift from a society organ-
ized around industry to one set up around clectronic technology. And
I'm not speaking simply about the irony of men supporting a massive
military-industrial effort to produce machines — computers, robots, smart
bombs— that ultimately would replace them, lifting them Tnto space
while making them increasingly expendable on the ground. Those
changes were only surface symptoms, for we have changed fundamentally
from a socicty that produced a culture to a culture rooted in no real
suciety at all. The culture we live in today pretends that media can nur-
ture society, but our new public spaces, our “electronic town squarcs”
and “cyber-communities” and publicity milis and celebrity industries, are
disembodied barrens, a dismal substitute for the real thing. Where we

once lived in a society in which men in particular participated by being
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useful in public life, we now are surrounded by a culture that encourage
people to play almost no funcrional public roles, only decorative or MMHM
sumer ones. The old model of masculinity showed men how to be part
of a larger social system; it gave them a context and it promised HMmE
that their social contributions were the price of admission to the rcalm
of ma:_.a manhood. That kind of manhood required a socicty in order to
prove itself. AHl of the traditional domains in which ankﬁﬁmcmm at-
thority and power—potitics, religion, the military, the communi d
the houschold —were socicral. _ e
Ornamental culture has no such counterparts. Constructed around
nn._m_ulq .ﬁ.& image, glamour and entertainment, marketing and szmdb,_k
crism, it is a ccremonial gateway to nowhere. Its essence is not just the
selling act but the act of selling the self, and in this quest every man i
essentially on his own, a lone sales rep marketing his own ima, Mﬂiﬁr o
paternal Captain Waskows to guide him. In an age of no_nmvl ﬁwo
father has no body of knowledge or authority to transmit to &N.n y
Each son must father his own image, create his own Adam .
. Onm_E.:m:_nm_ culture has proved the ultimate expression o.m the Amer-
tcan Century, sweeping away institutions in which men felt some sensc
of belonging and replacing them with visual spectacles that ﬂr,mﬁ can onl
ﬁumﬁnr and that benefit global commercial forces they nmbnmn mm:._cuw\
Celebrity culture’s effects on men go far beyond the obvious mroin.min .
of action heroes and rock musicians. The ordinary man is no fool: rm
knows he can’t be Arnold Schwarzencgger. Nonetheless, the nc:::w. re-
shapes his most basic sense of manhood by telling Eb_g as much as it
tells the celebrity that masculinity is something to drape omnm the _uo&H
not draw from inner resources; that it is personal, not societal; ﬁrww
manhood is displayed, not demonstrated. The -,;_“Q:m._ Q:m_:an..m onn,n said
to embody manhood — surefootedness, inner strength, confidence c.m ur-
pose—are merchandised te men to enhance their manliness d%rma
passes for the essence of masculinity is being extracted and _um.vnn_mal
and mw.E back to men. Literally, in the case of Viagra.

It is not, as conventional media wisdom would have it, that concem-
porary men arc vain or the products of a “self-absorbed” sixries genera-
tion that didn’t appreciate their fathers’ war-forged discipline and
sacrifice, but rather that the culture they live in has left Bm% Mﬂr litele
other territory on which to prove themselves besides vanity. The culture
they are stranded in was birthed by their fathers’ generation | What gets
left out of the contemporary nostalgia of baby-boom Bn‘: for %oﬁ.
A.xwoh,ﬁ War I fathers —evidenced in the huge appetite for the film Saz-
ing Private Ryan and books like Tom Brokaw’s The Greatest Q«amwﬁmea, —is
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what those fathers did after the war. When Dateline NBC produced a
special documentary hased on Brokaw's book, cclebrating the World
War II “tougher than tough” heroes, especially relative to their pam-
pered sons, the troubling and peshaps unintentional subtext was how
devastatingly wntathered those sons were, how unnourished and bow in-
adequately prepared for manhood they fele they were by the “heroic”
men who were their fathers. One of those sons in the documentary,
Frank Kilmer, moved across the country and into a Buddhist monastery,
trying desperately to blaze his own way to manhood, eventually becoming
a plumber, but he was stiil haunted by the knowledge of the patrimony
denicd him by a “distant” father: “T'o be bratally hosnest, I have been a
major disappointment to him,” he said of his fathers* Left implicit was
how deeply his father may have disappointed him.
The younger Kilmer's disappointment was presaged in, of all places,
a John Wayne film, Sands of Two Jima, made, like many of the actor’s
war films, in the years affer the war. At closer inspection, the character
repeatedly played by Wayne personifies less the World War 11 officer
than the postwar father figure: remote, unreadable, an enforcer of con-
formity, 2 cold-war man. As Garry Wills astutely observed in Fobn
Wayne's America, Wayne’s on-sCrecn persona may have appealed to so
many postwar boys both because he’s an implacable authority figure and
hecause “an affective link” is formed between Wayne and his young
costars “precisely from the refusal to show affection.” Silence supposedly
conveys love, his films suggest, “Wayne was both an alternative to that
parent and an excuse for him,” Wills wrote. And unlike many of their
fathers, Wayne often dropped his guard and revealed a touch of human-
ity in the final frame. When Wayne’s Sexgeant Stryker dies in the closing
scene of Sands of Two Fima, his grunes find in his pocket an unfinished
{ecter to his son. It is the beginning of a paternal confession: as a father,
Stryker testifies in the note, “I've been a failure in many ways.” These
are the words that real postwar sons like Frank Kilmer so necded to hear.
In truth, despitc all their wartime heroics, the fachers abandoned their
sons, however inadvertently, in an image-based, commercial-ruled world
that they had largely created in their postwar haste to embrace the good
life. The fatbers had their reasons— years of deprivation in the Depres-
sion followed by the brutal hardships of World War 11 —but what they
bestowed was 2 culture where the sons could not exercise the sorts of
tradicional manhood that the fathers so judgmentally endorsed. Symbel-
ically speaking, what the fathers really passed on to theit sons was not
the G1 cthic but the GI Joe “action figure,” a twelve-inch shrunken-man
doll whose main feature was his ability to accessorize.
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The fathers did give the sons a New Frontier, but it was a land made
sterile by the onrush of mass consumerism. The more productive aspects
of manhoed, such as building or cultivating or contributing to a society
couldn’t establish a foothold on the shiny flat surface of a noa,ananmmm
culture, a looking glass before which men could only act out a crude
semblance of masculinity. And what act could be more crudely and ste-
reotypically masculine than a show of violence? But while violence uscs
all the visible aspects of male urility —strength, decisiveness, courage
even skill —-its purpose is oaly to dismantle and destroy. <‘5Hmm~nm mnﬁ.&w_
in for action but is also an act of concealment, a threatening mask that
rﬂ.&mm a lack of purpose. In a way, our cufture replicated Davy Crockett’s
wilderness, where a man had nothing to do but consume (in Crockett’s
nmmw, wild animals), and no way to make that consumption scem mas-
culine except to present it as an aggressive triumph. Crockett, too, was
putting on a show; his boasts—r105 bears killed in a year! Embaé_o-m:
combat with a twelve-foot-long “monstratious great Cat-Fish”!—were
propaganda in an early image war.ss .

As carly as 1963, Norman Mailer observed glimmerings of the new

Mmmﬁﬂm&o mandate, “[I]t was almost as if there were na peace,” he wrote

unless one could fight well, kill well (if always with honor), love én:.
and love many, be cool, be daring, be dashing, be wild, be gw.:% be rc-
sourceful, be a brave gun. And this myth, that cach of us was muca: to
w.a. free, to wander, to have adventure and to grow on the waves of the
violent, the perfumed, and the unexpected, had a force which could not
be tamed. ... Indeed a quarter of the nation’s business must have de-
pended upon its existence.™* As men’s utilitarian qualities were de-
throned, as their societal roles diminished, violence more and more came
to serve as the gang leader for a host of roguc masculine traits.

By the end of the American Century, every outlet of the consumer
world — magazines, ads, movies, sports, music videos—would deliver rhe
message that manhood had become a performance game to be won in
the marketplace, not the workplace, and that male anger was now part
o,m the show. An ornamental culture encouraged young men to sce sur-
liness, hostility, and violence as expressions of glamour, a way to show-
case themselves without being feminized before an otherwisc potentiall
girlish mirror. But if celebrity masculinity enshrined the pose of the :mumw
boy,” his rebellion was largely cosmetic. There was nowhere for him to
take a grievance becanse there was no society to take it to. In a celebrity
culture, earnestness about social and political change is replaced b a
pose om. “irony” that is really just a sullen and helpless paralysis. ’

The images produced by the culture, however, still ﬁHoEo.«n the model
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of an American man who dominates his world. If anything, such images
have becn inflated as supcrstars prevail, again and again, on athletic
courts, the batticfields and cityscapes of giants. For the ordinary man,
however, there is less and less to control beyond his remote-control de-
vice, and ever fewer venues in which he can harness the energies of his
masculinity productively. He is still expected to dominate, but when
mastery of a trade and mastery over one’s life fade as possibilities, all
that may seem to be left s raw dominance. The urge to control, unhar-
aessed and unmoored, soon spins out of control. Without a sociery,
Danicl Boone would have been just a killer. It was this dead end that
faced not only the many men who got shoved aside by celebrity culture
but the few who were elevated in it. Boxer Mike Tyson equated that
clevation with imprisonment. As he remarked from the penitentiary after
he had been convicted of raping Desiree Washington: “Maybe I don’t
think T want to be a big star no more. ... 1 don't like living where—
which T found out here —everybody is a porential enemy.”

It's often been observed that the economic transition from induscry
to service, or from production to consumption, is symbolically a move
from the traditional masculine to the traditional feminine. But in gender
terms, the transition is far more than a simple sex change and, so, more
traurnatic for men than we realize. A society of utility, for all the indis-
putable ways that it exploited men’s health and labor, and in an industrial
context broke the backs and spirits of factory workers and destroyed
the lungs of miners, had one saving grace: it defined manhood by char-
acter, by the inner qualities of stoicism, integrity, reliability, the ability
to shoulder burdens, the willingness to put others first, the desire to
protect and provide and sacrifice. These are the same qualities, recoded
as masculine, that society has long recognized in women as the essence
of motherbood. Men were publicly vseful insofar as they mastered skills
associated with the private realm of maternal femininity. Like mothers
tending selflessly to their babes, men were not only to take care of their
families but also their society without complaint; that was, in fact, what
made them men. Masculinity as “a nurturing concept” was one of the
few continuities anthropologist David Gilmore found in his cross-
cultural study.s® A maternal conception of manhood was preciscly what
Henry Wallace had in mind when he compared the Commen Man who
served in World War II to “a she-bear who has lost a cub.”™

In a culture of ornament, by contrast, manhood is defined by appear-
ance, by youth and attractiveness, by money and aggression, by posture
and swagger and “props,” by the curled lip and petulant sulk and flexed
hiceps, by the glamour of the cover boy, and by the market-bartered
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“individuality” that sets one astronaut or athlete or gangster above an-
other. These are the same traits that have long been designated as the
essence of feminine vandzy, the public face of the feminine as opposed
to the private caring, maternal one. The aspects of this public “feminin-
ity” —objectification, passivity, infantilization, pedestal-perching, and
mirror-gazing—are the very ones that women have in modern times
denounced as trivializing and humiliating qualities imposed on them by a
misogynist culture, No wonder men are in such agony. Not only are they
losing the society they were once essential to, they are “gaining” the very
world women so recently shucked off as demeaning and dehumanizing,

The old American male paradigm can offer no help to a man com-
peting with ghostly, two-dimensional armies of superarhletes, gangsta
rappers, action heroes, and stand-up comedians on television. Navigating
H.rn ornamental realm, much less trying to derive a sense of manhood
from it, has become a nightmare all the more horrible for being virtually
unacknowledged as a problem. At the close of the century, men find
themselves in an unfamiliar world where male worth is mecasurcd only
by participation in a celebrity-driven consumer culture and awarded by
fady luck. There is no passage to manhood in such a world. A man can
only wait to be discovered; and even if he lucks out, his “achicvement”
is fraught with gender confusion for its “feminine” implications of glam-
our and display.

The Ernie Pyle movie was right. The man of the future was to be the
flyboy, not the grunt. Ernie Pyle’s model of manhood would not hold
past the Eisenhower presidency. Eisenhower would be replaced by a PT-
boat captain who had sought duty on a vessel where he could be the
lone star, rather than service on a big ship where he would have been
anonymous. Kennedy's one wartime “rescuc” mission would be repack-
aged to market the first ITollywood-style glamour candidacy, bot that
was only the beginning of the transitions® By 1980, the new president
would be Ronald Reagan, a man who only went to war in the movies.
By 1996, Bob Dole, a candidate who had been GI Joe incarnate, would
lose the presidential race to a man who famously didn’t go to war at all.
That election was not an embrace of a man’s considered decision to
refuse military service, for which Bill Clinton was excoriated, but a re-
jection of the foot soldier as a scrviccable model of American manhood.
By the waning of the nincties, despite all the celebrity encomiums ro
the Private Ryans and their “greatest generation,” it was patently evident
that this exemplar of masculinity would have no place in the century to
come. Bob Dole was consigned to shilling erectile-dysfunction cures. Few
could deny now what john Kenneth Galbraith had asserted three
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decades earlier in his book The New Industrial State: “By all but the

pathelogically romantic, it is now recognized that this is not the age of
the small man ™

IV. Cause Without a Rebel

A QUESTION THAT HAS PLAGUED FEMINISTS like myself is the nature
of male resistance to female change. Why are so many men so disturbed
by the prospect of women’s independence? Why do so many men seem
to begrudge it, resent it, fear it, fight it with an unholy passion? The
question launched my inquiry. But in the end, much to my surprige, it
was not the question that most compelled me. It is not the question,
finally, that drives this book. Because the more I explored the predica-
ment of postwar men, the more familiar it seemed to me. The more I
consider what men have lost—a useful role in public life, a way of earning
a decent and reliable living, appreciation in the home, respectful treat-
ment in the culture —the more it seems that men of the late twentieth
century are falling into a status oddly similar to that of women at mid-
century. The fifties housewife, stripped of her connections to a wider
world and invited to fill the void with shopping and the ornamental
display of her ultrafemininity, could be said to have morphed into the
nineties man, stripped of his connections to a wider world and invited
to fill the void with consumption and a gym-bred display of his ultra-
masculinity. The empty compensations of a “feminine mystique” are
transforming into the empty compensations of a masculine mystique,
with a gentlemen’s cigar club ro more satisfying than a ladies’ bake-off,
the Nike Air Jordan no more meaningful than the Dior New Look.

And so my question changed. Instead of wondering why men resist
women’s struggle for a freer and healthier life, I began o wonder why'
men refrain from engaging in their own struggle. Why, despite a cres-
cendo of random tantrums, have they offered no methodical, reasoned
response to their predicament? Given the untenable and insulting nature
of the demands placed on men to prove themselves in our culture, why
don’t men revolt?

Like many women, I was drawn to feminism out of a desire to chal-
lenge the silence of my sex. It has come to secm to me that, under all
the rantings of men secking to drown out the female voice, theirs is as
resounding a silence. Why haven’t men responded to the series of be-
trayals in their own lives —to the failures of their fathers to make good
on their promises —with something coequal to feminism? When the
frontier that their fathers offered them proved to be a wasteland, when
the enemy their fathers sent them to crush turned out often to be

-

SUSAN FALUDI 41

women and children trembling in thatched huts, when the institutions
their fathers claimed would buoy them downsized them, when the
women their fathers said wanted their support got their own jobs, when
the whole deal turned out to be a crock and it was clear that they had
been thoroughly stiffed, why did the sons do nothing?

The feminine mystique’s collapse a generation earlier was not just a
crisis but a historic opportunity for women., Women responded to their
“problem with no name” by naming it and founding a political move-
ment, by beginning the process of freeing themselves. Why haven't men
done the same? This seems to me to be the real question that lurks
behind the “masculinity crisis” facing American society: not that men
are fighting against women’s liberation, but that they have refused to
mobilize for their own-—or their society’s—liberation. Not that tradi-
tional male roles arc endangered, but that men themselves are in danger
of not acting,

Many in the women’s movement and in the mass media complain that
men just “don’t want to give up the reins of power.” But that would
seem to have little applicability to the situations of most men, who in-
dividually feel not the reins of power in their hands but its bir in their
mouths. What’s more likely is that they are clinging te a phantom status.
A number of men I intervicwed, as they argued for the importance of
having a male head of the houschold, tellingly demoted that to an hon-
orary post: it's important, they would say, that every home have a “fig-
urehead.” But even the natural reluctance to give up a position of
putative superiority, ne matter how compromiscd, is not enough to ex-
plain a deeper male stlence.

To understand why men are so reluctanc to break with the codes of
manhood sanctioned io their childhood, perhaps we nced to understand
how strong the social constraints on them are. It’s not just women who
are bombarded by cultural messages about appropriate gender behavior,
In the past half century, Madison Avenue, Hollywood, and the mass
media have operated relentlessly on men, too. The level of mockery,
suspicion, and animosity directed at men who step out of line is pro-
found, and men respond profoundly —with acquiescence. But that is not
a wholly satisfying explanation either, for haven't women, the object of
such commercial and political manipulation, kicked over these traces
successfully?

If men do not respond, then maybe it is because their soctety has
proposed no route for them to venture down. Surely the culture has not
offered an alternative vision of manhood. No ene has: not the so-called
men’s movement, which clings to its dusted-off copies of Grimmy” Fairy
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Tules and its caveman clichés; not conservative or liberal political leaders
who call for a remilitarized model of manhood with work camps and
schools run by former generals; not the Promise Keepers or Nation of
Isiam ministers, whose programs of male contrition and resurrection are
fantasies of past fantasies; not a gay culture, which, as it gets increasingly
absorbed into the larger commercial culture, becomes increasingly muted
in its challenge of masculine roles; not even the women’s movement,
which clamors for men to change but has yet to conceptualize that
change. But then, did feminists wait upon men to craft their revolution
for them? Didn’t the women’s movement make its own way, without any
assistance —no, with much resistance—from the dominant culture? So
why can't men act? The ultimate answer has deep ramifications not only
for men but for feminists. Eventually I came to believe that, far from
being antagonists, they were each poised at this hour to be vital in the
other’s advance. Bur that answer came at the end. First I had to begin.

V. Ground Zero

AT THE START, guided by the most visible flares of troubled masculinity,
I visited and eventually moved to southern California. In the early 1990s
it seemed like the epicenter of “toxic masculinity,” to use a phrase then
much favored in the press. And it proved a good place to be, just not in
the way I had initially imagined.

When T first arrived in southern California, the economy was in tat-
ters. The downsizing in the region was harsher than in many other areas
of the United States. The recession was deeper and had gone on longer
in an economy dependent on a relatively small number of enormous
defense-related corporations. California’s trials were useful exaggera-
tions, as were other signals from the margins of male experience, whether
the rage of deserted Midwest football fans or the militia vengefulness
over the immolated Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Fexas. One
man consumed with that latter event, a self-described “patriot” and avid
fisherman, once explained this societal dynamic to me in terms of a river:
“If you want to see what’s happening in the stream called our society,
go to the edges and look at what’s happening there, and then you begin
to have an understanding—if you know how a stream works — of what's
going on in the middle,” he said. “You have to be very careful not to
mischaracterize what you're witnessing as ‘fringe elements,’ thus assuring
the listener that he’s okay because it’s not zbout him, which is bulishit.”
And so the stories of the underemployed, contracted-out, and laid-off
men of southern California, and their counterparts in other regions I
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visited, illuminated more general male losses, losses that the later “boom”
economy would to some extent conceal, but not cure,

The economic improvement spelled little relief for the men I had
come to know at job clubs, “retraining” agencies, family-service centers
on military bases, and outplacement offices set up by aerospace com-
panies like McDonnell Douglas. It was little relief even for those men
who finally found jobs. Something had been broken inside them, and it
wasn’t going to be made right by a boom based on inflated stock-market
prices and temporary personnel—a boom that yielded great wealth to
the already affluent and deeded to the average man an insecure job, a
rise in status anxiety, and a mound of credit-card debt (which, by 1998,
had contributed to a sevenfold increase in the rate of personal bank-
ruptcies since 1980).%¢ A categorical shift had occurred and it threatened
bedrock concepts of American manhood. A social pact between the na-
tion’s men and its institutions was collapsing, mest prominently but not
exclusively within the institutions of work. Masculine ideals of lovalty,
productivity, and service lay in shards. Such codes were seen as passé
and their male subscribers as vaguely pathetic. Loyalty meant you were
too slow or too stupid to skip out on the company before it skipped out
on you. Productivity was something corporations and their shareholders
now measured not by employee elbow grease but by how many employ-
ees the company laid off. And service meant nothing more than con-
sumer assistance, exemplified by a telemarketer trapped in a cubicle, a
phone glued to his ear, his have-a-nice-day conversations preformulated
and monitored. Such a profound and trauvmatic transformation affected
all men, whether they lost their jobs or simply feared losing them,
whether they drowned or floaced in the treacherous new currents. In
the course of my travels, | would meet men amply rewarded by the
quicksilver, image-based new cconomy, men who, nonetheless, felt, as
they would say to me time and again, “emasculated” by the very forces
that elevated them.

I dido’t, however, move down to Los Angeles to interview unem-
ployed adult men. What actually brought me there and preoccopied me
initially was the misbehavior of boys. The adults, their fathers, were
almost a curious afterthought, even if an inevitable one. You could say
that I stumbled on the fathers by way of the sons. At first, the fachers
were like the unmentioned missing persons in boys’ adventure tales. The
sons I mer seemed to exist in a strange self-generated bubble. The fa-
thers, when enlisted for comment, seemed more often like baffled on-
lookers than interested parties. It was as if they were passing some
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horrible wreck on their way to work. The fathers and sons appeared to
be Jiving in parallel universes. And because our image and media culture
is fascinated with youth, the sons’ universe was the one that attracted
the camera crews.

Judging by the headlines, Los Angcles was the prime exporter of car-
cinogenic young manhood, from the sexually predatory Spur Posse to
the parent-killing Mcnendez brothers, from teenage gang warriors to the
youthful-looking ski-masked bank rabbers who blazed away with AK-
475 on a North Hollywood shopping strip.5 Sometimes, the “bad boy”
was seen as a literal LA, cxpert. YOUTH GANGS FROM WEST COAST BECOME
ENTRENCHED IN NEW YORK, the New York Times warned its readers in
the summer of 1997; the Bloods were “slowly but surely . . . migrating
castward,” using the city’s jails “as a beachhead,” and had already com-
mitted “at least 135 random slashings on the city streets as part of their
initiation rite.” (Six months later, the paper admitted to a false alarm:
“Police officials, sociologists and gang experts say there is no real gang
presence in the city,” the Times reported, attributing the hysteria to
mysterious “widespread rumors.”)® But the bad boy was just as fre-
quently a shipment wrapped in celluloid and airbrushed in advertising
campaigns, where what had just been demonized about him could now
be glamorized, his exaggerated criminality repackaged for profit, the sex-
ual predator made sexual object. The media’s pightmare visions of “wild-
ing” bays with Mac-tos would become the commercial daydreams of
ILollywood and Madison Avenue, as snarling young gangsters and rapists
re-formed into long-Jashed Tupac Shakur matinee idols and sulky-lipped
Marky Mark pinups. The Nike-shod thug with his predatory “attitade”
and the bare-chested Calvin Klein poster boy with his gigantic tented
underwear rivaled the Marlboro cowhoy’s spurs for precminence along
the Sunset Strip's billboard gulch. The perfumed junior hoodlum became
the prevailing male icon, lord of the unzipped flies.

A legion of media reports titillated readers with overwrought eales of
bad-boy marauders. Time's September 1994 cover story WHEN KIDS GO
1D presented an apocalyptic portrait of a system overwhelmed “by pint-
size drug ranpers and by 16-ycar-old gunmen.” One such pipsqueak, un-
identified, posed for another Time cover story, A BOY AND HI$ GUN,
clutching a firearm, his face covered by an outlaw bandanna. Newsweek
beat the same drum with a cover story, WILD IN THE STREETS, warning
of “a virtual ‘epidemic’ of youth violence.” A U.S. News & World Report
cover story, KIDS WHO KILL, gasped at “the stone-hearted ethos of an
astonishingly large segment” of tcenage boys. The story would be the
same no matter what pewspaper or magazine you read it in. A Fort
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Lavderdale Sun-Sentine/ headline intoned, THE MISBEHAVIOR OF BOYS HAS
TURNED INTO A SCARY NATIONWIDE CRISIS, while Cleveland’s Plain Dealer
deplored “a generation that some dub ‘the young and the ruthless’” and
Long Island’s Newsduay served up RouGH BOYS, a feature article filled with
youngsters who offered such quotes as, “It’s ‘like I'm a beast.’ 7%

Boys preoccupicd politicians. Federal hearings were convened to de-
nounce the lawless behavior of young men. Congress pursued military
solutions, doubling the number of junior ROTC programs in high
schools and pumping millions of dollars into boot camps for dropouts
and mini-military acedemics on inner-city campuses.* State legislators

. drafted paddling bills; government officials backed curfews and “ m,ﬁ
tough” policies that made possible the prosecution of teenage U&@mm»
adults.”s And Los Angeles led the way, with its city attorney at one _uow:,ﬂ
mmm_&_ﬂm a dusk-to-dawn curfew and even a “pass law” for ._.Ewa.Hom and
its cops swooping down on the streets as part of Operation Emanwﬁ. a
dragnet that, between 1988 and 1991, in combination with similar Q@.oﬂwa
by the sheriff’s department, picked up tens of thousands of young mij-
nority men. The arrests were often for dubious reasons: in at least one
sweep, after the media departed, the police released more than om er-
cent of their “suspects” without charges.*s '

In his 1994 State of the Union address, President Bill Clinton singled
out the beastly boy as a prime source of national moral decline. “We
cannot tenew this country,” he said, “when thirtcen-year-old boys get
semiautomatic weapons to shoot nine-year-olds for kicks.” In public-
opinion polls, Americans expressed a conviction that the greatest cause
of crime and violence was young men; a majority called for the execution
of teenagers convicted of homicide.> |

While youth crime was indeed on the rise, it was hardly at the “cpi-
demic” levels or of the vicious quality that the media had claimed. Ju-
veniles were arrested for less than 13 percent of the murders and mwocﬁ
18 percent of violent crimes in the 1990s; and in spite of massive press
coverage of schoolyard shootings, FBI statistics showed no actual in-
crease in children arrested for murder As social scientist Mikc Males
found in The Scapegoar Generation, arrests of teenage boys were iﬂ.ﬂm far
Eoﬁ.&ﬁb their actual crimes, and the increase in nl:,ﬂnm was actually a
function of increasing poverty, not youth. In the eighties and nineties
young people disproportionately suffered the most dramatic rise in _u.u:r,
erty.® Yet the public fathers were determined to crack down on their
“criminal” sons. Recrimination seemed the last abiding tie in a time when
_&n worlds of fathers and sons were drifting apart like separating con-
tinents, when an entire generation of male elders seemed to have litcle
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to bequeath their boys in the way of masculine skill and mastery and
community leadership, when the fathers were alene in the new world,
too, and knew omnly that they were expected to dominate.

While boys may not have been the murderous monsters painted by
media’s demonclogists, they were clearly in some sort of trouble and
anxicus te admit cheir transgressions in the confessionals of the press.
What lay behind these transgressions, however, was barely examined.
The economic and social roots of young male pathology were largely
overlooked by a media that preferred other calpries: testosterone, drugs,
“permissive” or neglectful working parents (which, either way, almost
always meant Mom), or, increasingly by the decade’s end, feminism. The
women's movement was a favorite target when the press and its pundits
turned their attention to the troubles of white hoys. (Black and Hispanic
boys, by contrast, were generafly seen as a gun-and-crack-dealing army
assaulting an innoceot nation.) “With all the attention devoted to our
daughters over the past decade, are our sons falling by the wayside?”
Newsweek fretted in a caver story, BoYS WILL BE BOvs. The New York
Times invoked the same bugaboo in HOW BOYS LOST OUT TO GIRL POWER.
"Fhe problem, the article concluded, may well be that “the wrong sex is
getring all the attentien in school.” The media found plenty of “expert”
witnesses to support this view among the bumper crop of books pub-
lished on the bad-boy crisis in the lace nineties. By provoking mothers
o denigrate their sons, feminisr articudes can “creare boys that are either
murderous or suicidal,” maintained Don and Jeanne Elium, coauthors of
the popular Rassing a Son.

The Ellums were right in one regard, anyway— the problem of what
boys were doing to the world was vooted in what the world was doing to boys.
[ realized this myself as T dutifully followed the restless searchlight of
the nineties media casting its powerful beams on one male trouble spot
after another, The men were always young, their troubles always with
girls, drugs, or guns. The location was, more often than not, southern

"California. I attended a weekly “gang prevention” class at Millikan

High School in Long Beach, about twenty miles south of Los Angeles,
where kids sat in a portable unit (what passed for a classroom facility in
the financially strapped public-school system) and watched videos about
the baneful influence of graffiti artists and street cliques. I rode with the
truancy police as they chased down young male fugitives from the
barbed-wire locked compounds of Los Angeles public schools, pscudo-
cops who liked to impress me with Polaroids they carried of scowling
adolescent thugs, their versions of the Nation's Most Wanted posters.
(One such wanna-be G-man carried his snapshots in a family-style phote
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album.) I sat in on a Los Angeles County “Youth Summit,” held in the
banguet room of a woefully underfunded community hospital, where a
panel of impoverished male adolescents—and no adults — discussed how
to combat the threat that the older society satd they posed.

As elsewhere, boy trouble was just the surface manifestation of boys
in trouble. That trouble wasn't simply indulgent or neglectful parents or
harridan feminists, but a culture that had the boys and their elders by
the throat. The injurics borne by successive generations looked different,
but they were inflicted by the same trauma.

The common burden of fathers and sons struck me as T found myself in
the fall of 1993 at what any newspaper would have called ground zero of
the American masculinity crisis: in a town a few miles east of Long Beach
called Lakewood, seated in 2 molded plastic chair at a chain restaurant,
chilled air and Muzak flowing through the vents, talking to Billy Shehan,
the sex-“points” champ of the nationally notorious bad-boy pack called
the Spur Posse. A half year past his media fame, Billy was trying to figure
out where his young life had taken such an unsavory turn, and he was be-
ginning to make a connection that had efuded his many journalist inter-
viewers. They largely wrote off the Spurs as arrogant high-school athletes
who had let all the glory go to their heads. But Billy Shehan suspected that
sports was just the most visible sign of a deeper problem, one that had less
to do with high-school trophies and more to do with history. “The parks
arc here because of [the aerospace corporation] Mconnell Douglas,” he
said to me. “Pop Warner's here because of Douglas. So we have to be
products of our society somehow, don’t we?”

So they do, and so do their fathers, and ali the men who have been
buffeted by the collapse of that society’s promisc. This is the story of a
feminist’s travels through a postwar male realm, a journey that began in
Los Angeles but led through an America deeded by the fathers, inhabited
by the sons, but belonging in the end to neither. It is also a reflection
of my own mental journey as I struggled to understand the perilous
voyage to manhood undertaken by the men I once knew as hoys—boys
who were shown. a satellite, and vnderstood in its transit that the world
would soon be theirs.
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