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tional male role have taken a lot of flak and men are confused and casting porners and all women secretly siding against? (I think not; there are lots of
around for an acceptable way of being male (and, in some cases, not getting | men who don’t think that running their true love through the Cuisinarto'
much comfort from women on that score), this must be at times a pleasing the best way they can think of to spend a Saturday night, and they're just is
thought. | pauseated by films of someone else doing it as women are.) Is pornogra }?S
It would be naive to think of violent pornography as just harmless enter. merely an expression of the sexual confusion of this age or an active clz)ny
tainment. It’s also an educational tool and a powerful propaganda device, | tributor to it? ’
What happens when boy educated on porn meets girl brought up on Harle. | Nobody wants to go back to the age of official repression, when eve
quin romances? The clash of expectations can be heard around the block. She | piano legs were referred to as “limbs” and had to wear pantaIO(;ns to be d:
wants him to get down on his knees with a ring, he wants her to get downon | cent. Neither do we want to end up in George Orwell’s 1984, in which
all fours with a ring in her nose. Can this marriage be saved? pornography is turned out by the State to keep the proles in a state’ of torpor,
Pornography has certain things in common with such addictive sub. sex itself is considered dirty and the approved practise it only for reproz
stances as alcohol and drugs: for some, though by no means for all, it induces duction. But Rome under the emperors isn’t such a good model either.
chemical changes in the body, which the user finds exciting and pleasurable, If all men and women respected each other, if sex were considered joyful
It also appears to attract a “hard core” of habitual users and a penumbra of and life-enhancing instead of a wallow in germfilled glop, if everyone were in
those who use it occasionally but aren’t dependent on it in any way. There are love all the time, if, in other words, many people’s lives wete more satisfactor
also significant numbers of men who aren’t much interested in it, not because for them than they appear to be now, pornography might just go away on itz

they’re undersexed but because real life is satisfying their needs, which may own. But since this is obviously not happening, we as a society are going to have

not require as many appliances as those of users. to make some informed and responsible decisions about how to deal with it

For the “hard core,” pornography may function as alcohol does for the
alcoholic: tolerance develops, and a little is no longer enough. This mayac
count for the short viewing time and fast turnover in porn theatres. Mary
Brown, chairwoman of the Ontario Board of Film Censors, estimates tha ‘ Mark Gerzon
for every one mainstream movie requesting entrance to Ontario, there is on —_—
porno flick. Not only the quantity consumed but the quality of explicitnes .
must escalate, which may account for the growing violence: once the big dea Manhﬂ [] d' The EIHSIVH [i [' al
was breasts, then it was genitals, then copulation, then that was no longe )
enough and the hard users had to have more. The ultimate kick is death
and after that, as the Marquis de Sade so boringly demonstrated, multipl

death. » Mfaf::e(;z;or;e jt:,t;rer;}alisrt(; jc;i\;ivs:,hcsnf:ultantt,) 1e‘cturer, 'an.d writer, has spenf much of his fife trying to reconcile

The existence of alcoholism has not led us to ban social drinking. On the le Word s Wa toghin; p )”ounl ;/;entL el;afs, }:/'S Joumey started lW'th the publication in 1969 of The

other hand, we do have laws about drinking and driving, excessive drunken dby-boom generation antlj their a!;enlz{] " s;t oulS Disse Whlcr.] enplored t.h ° conflict.t?etween the

ness and other abuses of alcohol that may result in injury or death to others w06t 2 “global nevspaper” wih iontr'b generz‘lton. ;—le spent the sevenfcs cofou.ndmg and editing Worlo-
This leads us back to the key question: what's the harm? Nobody knows ',The Changing Faces of Ameri I tllwmghe rors rom the 'cultures offour cor}tlnents. In A Ghotce of He-

but this society should find out fast, before the saturation point is reached STt with the emeraing men's ean e Ofd' plubhshed in 1982, Gefzon tried to connect the feminist

The Scandinavian studies that showed a connection between depictions o pisode fom his oun gthg ) movement. n this excerpt from 4 Choce of Heroes, Gerzon recounts an

sexual violence and increased impulse toward it on the part of male view youth and contrass it wifh modem expectations for men.

would be a starting point, but many more questions remain to be raised

well as answered. What, for instance, is the crucial difference between m

who are users and men who are not? Does using affect a man’s relationshi There is no steady unretracing progress in this life. . . . Once gone

with actual women, and, if so, adversely? Is there a clear line between ¢ through, we trace the round again; and are infants, boys, and men, and Ifs
3

ica and violent pornography, ot are they on an escalating continuum! Is ¢ eternally, ‘
a “men versus women” issue, with all men secretly siding with the p HERMAN MELVILLE. MOBY Dick
Y
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IT WAS NOT COINCIDENCE THAT WHEN LOVE ENTERED MY LIFE so did violence. |
fell in love for the first time with a high school classmate, Diana. She was 3
cheerleader, the most feminine of all roles. Even now, almost twenty yeats
later, I think of her when I see cheerleaders practicing. In one cheer, they
would shout each letter of each member of the starting lineup’s name as they
ran onto the basketball court heralding them as if they were heroes. They had
mastered the art of feminine support: they remained on the sidelines while ac.
claiming the men who played the game.

In this, Diana was wholehearted, In winter, her face would glow when the
ball swished through the hoop; she would look crestfallen when it fell short.
In autumn, chanting “Hit "em again, hit "em again, harder, harder,” her body
pulsed to the rhythm of her words. Even if she was not the most beautiful
cheerleader, she was certainly the most magnetic. She made us feel like men,

Before she and I started dating, she went with a fellow two years my senic,
a leading figure in one of the male clubs known for its toughness. Since he
and Diana had broken up (or so she said), I felt no qualms when our study
dates became romantic. Soon she and I were together almost constantly,
When she invited me to a party sponsored by her club, I accepted. After all,
she was “mine.”

Midway through the evening, however, her former beau arrived with sev-
eral of his hefty club brothers behind him. “They want you,” a friend warned
me, then quickly disappeared. My strategy, which was to pretend that I had
not noticed their arrival, became impractical when three of them had me cor.
nered. And I had no club brothers to back me up.

“Let’s go outside,” said Diana’s old beau.

“What for?” 1 was still playing dumb.

The purpose of out outing was to settle with our fists who Diana belonged
to. He obviously felt that he had staked his claim first and that I was tres

passing on his territory. I believed that she had the right to choose for herself

to whom she wanted to belong. Neither of us, perhaps not even Diana her
self, considered it odd that at the age of sixteen she should belong to anyone.
As it turned out, the other boyfriend and I didn’t fight, at least not that

night. “Why'd you let him talk you out of it?” one of his buddies asked him. .
He was outraged at being deprived of what was to be the high point of his

evening.

A few weeks later, after a basketball game, my adversary and I passed eac
other under the bleachers. Without warning, he punched me hard in my righ
eye. My fist was raised to return the blow when several arms pressed me bad
against the wall.

“Whatsa matter!” he shouted at me contemptuously. “Are you gonna cryl

The impatient crowd pushed us in opposite directions. Stunned, 1 felt m
eye to check if it was bleeding. Only then did I feel the tell-tale moistness. Al
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though no tears trickled down my cheeks, they were still evidence against my
manliness. First, [ had weaseled out of a fight. Next, I let him hit me without
ever returning the blow. But the most damaging evidence of all were my barely
averted tears. To be hit and to cry was the ultimate violation of the code of
masculine conduct.

That happened half a lifetime ago. I no longer see my unwillingness to fight
as an indictment of my character. Had I been as old and as tough as my adver-
sary, pethaps I would have handled our conflict differently. Perhaps I would
have fought. Perhaps I even might have won. Instead, aware of my relative weak:
ness and inexperience, I chose not to. I wanted to protect my eyes, my mouth,
my groin. [ thought I might need them in the future. But the deeper reason had
iothing to do with self-protection but with love. 1 could not understand what
the winner of a fight would gain. Would Diana accept the verdict of our brawl?
Like a Kewpie doll at the fairgrounds, would she let herself be claimed by
whichever contestant came out on top! If her love could be won by vielence,
was not sute I wanted it. I wanted her to love me for who I was, not for how 1
fought.

My problem, my friends told me then, was that I was too sensitive.
Strange how things change. The image of manhood against which I am
measured has changed so much that now, almost twenty years latet, [ am told
[ am not sensitive enough. When tensions build in our relationship, Shelley
will admonish me for being out of touch with my feelings. “You are always so
defensive, always trying to protect yourself,” she will say. “Why can’t you be

‘more open to your feelings?”

How can I explain it to her! How can any man explain it to any woman?
Women are not raised to abort all tears. They are not measured by their
toughness. They are not expected to bang against each other on hockey rinks
and football fields and basketball courts. They do not go out into the woods
to play soldiers, They do not settle disagreements by punching each other. For

them, tears are a badge of femininity. For us, they are a masculine demerit.

Nothing has made me see this more clearly than talking with Richard
Ryan, a former alcoholic. Sitting in the sun one afternoon by a lake near his
home, Richard reminded me of a masculine rite of passage I had almost for-
gotten.

_ “After [ gave this rap about alcoholism at the high school, this kid came
up to me and said, ‘Can 1 talk with you privately, Mr. Ryan?” Usually that
means that either the kid’s parents are alcoholic or he is. But not this kid. He

said to me, ‘Mr. Ryan, I've never been drunk, never smoked a joint. What's

rong with me!’

“So I said to him, ‘Nothing’s wrong with you, man. You're doin’ fine.’
“But why do I feel I have to lie to my friends about it?” he asked. ‘If they
ew I didn’t drink or smoke they'd make fun of me.”
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“What you thinking about?” [ asked, not knowing a better way to probe,
He laughed. “Oh, I'was just thinking about Grandma’s funeral. You know
what? Every one of those pallbearers cried.”

Richard Ryan rolled over onto his stomach as he finished the story. Either
the sun or his emotions made him hide his face.

“1 always felt like I had to lie as a kid,” Ryan told me. “I liked to bake cook
ies. I liked to watch my kid brothers and sisters. I liked to write poetry. But my
dad made me feel that was wrong somehow. So I started to pretend I didn’
want to do it,”

I had heard the lament so often now that I pushed him for specifics. “But
what did your dad do? Did he walk in and say, ‘Get out of the kitchen’ or
‘“That’s women’s work’?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. It was more subtle.” He thought for a mio-
ment. “For example, when my mother’s mother died, I wanted to be her pall.
bearer. Grandma had been very special to me. I felt like she'd carried me al|
my life. When she died, I wanted to carry her once. So I asked my dad if |
could be a pallbearer. He said, ‘Only if you promise not to cry. Pallbearers
can’t cry!’ I knew if I lied and said I wouldn’t, he’d let me. But I felt like that'd
be betraying her. How could I go to her funeral and not cry? Since I wouldn't
promise, my dad refused to let me do it.”

Now in his mid-thirties, Ryan runs a project called Creative Drug Educa-
tion. He visits high schools and talks about alcohol and drug abuse. But he
doesn’t preach. He tells his own story:

“When I used to go out and get bombed, guys would say, ‘He drinks like
a man’ or ‘He holds it like a man.’ Being drunk, I really felt like I was some-
thing great. The other guys and I, we were like a pack, and drinking was our
bond. We'd get together and, because we drank, we’'d say stuff and hug each
other and do all sorts of things we'd never let ourselves do if we were sober.”

Only after reaching the age of thirty did Richard realize he was an alco-
holic. “I've only recently felt I can be who I am,” he continues. “All those
years I felt I had to blot out a whole side of myself. I used alcohol to make
myself feel good about myself, After I quit drinking, I thought I was free. But
then I realized 1 was addicted to smoking. And I mean addicted. My with-
drawal from nicotine was almost as bad as from booze—the shakes, sweating,
couldn’t sleep. I found it hard to be around people without a cigarette in my
hand. It was the whole Marlboro man thing—it made me look cool, made
me feel like a man. When a friend told me 1 should stop, 1 told him, ‘Any.
body can quit smoking. It takes a real man to face cancer.’ I said it as a joke,
but I meant it. That’s how sick I was.”

‘Richard no longer looks sick. He is big and muscular. We swam out to th
middle of the lake and back and, when we dried off, he wasn’t even out of breat
He is respected by the people with whom he works. Teachers tell me he is mon
effective with young people who use drugs than anyone they've ever met.

As we walked back to the car, [ saw a sadness in him, a wound that ha
not yet healed. '

In Western societies, there are clearly no longer any rites of passage. The very
existence of terms such as teenager (the German word is Halbwiichsiger, half.
grown) shows that the absence of this social institution results in an in-between
stage. All too often adult society avoids this whole question by regarding those
in their teens in terms of the high school health book definition. Adoles-
cence, it says, is the period when the person is no longer a child, but not yet
an adule, This is defining the concept of adolescence by avoiding it altogether.
This is why we have a youth culture. It is where adolescents go (and sometimes
stay) before they become grownups.

Despite the absence of any established initiation rite, young men need
one. By default, other institutions take the place of these missing rites. Some
commentators on growing up in America point to sports or fraternities for ex-
ample, to demonstrate that our culture does have various kinds of initiation
tites. But they are wrong.

Sports, for instance, can hardly serve as the means for gaining manhood.
Sports are games. Except for the professionals who make their living from
them, these games have little connection with real life. Moreover, only a small
minority of males in American high schools and colleges can participate in
athletics. As dozens of articles document, sports play a key role in enabling
boys and young men to test their physical prowess, but they do not alone make
a boy a man.

Fraternities, too, are a painfully inadequate means for gaining manhood.
Except for token community service projects once a year, most fraternities are
disconnected from society. How can they provide a socially recognized initia-
tion rite when they involve only members of the younger generation! Frat
mémbers do not go off into seclusion with the adults of the “tribe.” They go
off into seclusion with themselves. They are initiated into youth culture, per-
haps, but not into the wotld of adults.

The young man facing adulthood cannot reach actoss this great divide. He
- has only rites of impasse. There is no titual-not sexual, economic, military, ot
_ generational—that can confirm his masculinity. Maturity eludes him. Our cul-
ture is famous for its male adolescent pain. From James Dean in Rebel Without a
Cause and Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate to the more recent box office hits
Breaking Away, My Bodyguard, and Ordinary People, young men try to prove they
ate grown men. But to no avail. None of the surrogate initiation rites—car duels,
college diplomas, after-work drinking rituals, first paychecks, sports trophies—an--
swers their deepest needs. None has proven to be what William James called the
“moral equivalent of war.”
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The only rituals that confirm manhood now are imitations of war. The
military academies, for example, like boot camp itself, involve many of the in.
gredients of primitive rites of passage. Young men are secluded with older
men. They must endure tests of psychological or physical endurance.

Pat Conroy’s novel The Lords of Discipline, which depicts life in a southern
military academy, and Lucian K. Truscott IV’s Dress Gray, which portrays
West Point, showed how boys are turned into men—the kind of men the mil.
itary needs. But, as we have recognized, the Soldier is no longer the hero, The
Vietnam war was “billed on the marquee as a John Wayne shoot’em-up test
of manhood,” wrote Mark Baker in Nam, but it ended up “a warped versios
of Peter Pan . . ., a brutal Never Never Land where little boys didn’t have to
grow up. They just grew old before their time.” Similarly, the heroes of Con.
roy’s and Truscott’s tales are not the brave soldier but the dissenter. Never:
theless, because military service is the only rite of passage available, men ate
drawn to it like moths to light. We need to prove our manhood and will take
whatever paths our culture offers.

With the option of going to war foreclosed, young men seek to prove
themselves by performing other manly deeds. The most obvious surrogates for
war often involve violence too. It is not directed at the enemy, but at each
other, and outselves,

Each week, the news media overflow with accounts of young men between
the ages of fifteen and twentyfive who have committed acts of violence. Too
old to be boys, too young to have proven themselves men, they are finding
their own rites of passage. Here are three, culled from the newspapers:

A Boy Scout leader smashes his new car on a country road at 100 miles
per hour: he is “showing off” to the four scouts who were riding with him,
Now they are all dead.

A sixteen-yearold who lives in a comfortable suburb throws a large rock
from a freeway overpass through the windshield of a car. The victim, a thirty.
onevyear-old housewife, suffers a concussion but survives, “You do it for the
thtill,” the boy says. “It’s a boring town,” says one of his classmates.

A teenage boy is so upset that his girlfriend has jilted him that he threat
ens to kill himself. Talking to her on the phone, he says he will drive ovet to
her house and smash his car into the tree in her front yard if she will not go
out with him. She refuses, So he does it, killing himself, V

Many movies are made as surrogate rites of passage for young men. Theyate.
designed for the guy who, in actor Clint Eastwood’s words, “sits alone in the
theater. He's young and he’s scared. He doesn’t know what he’s going todo
with his life. He wishes he could be self-sufficient, like the man he sees up ther
on the screen, somebody who can look out for himself, solve his own prob
lems.” The heroes of these films are men who are tough and hard, quick to-us
violence, wary of women. Whether cowboys, cops, or superheroes, they dom

pate everything~women, nature, and other men. Young men cannot outma-
neuver the Nazis as Indiana Jones did in Raiders of the Lost Ark, or battle Darth
Vader, or outsmart Dr. No with James Bond’s derring-do. To feel like heroes
they turn to the other sex. They ask young women for more than companion-
- ship, or sex, or marriage. They ask women to give them what their culture could
not—their manhood.

Half the nation’s teenagers have had sex before they graduate from high 45 |
school. The easiest way to prove oneself a man today is to make it with a girl. |
First we make out or put the make on her. Then we make it. We are not, like
our “primitive” forebearers, joining together with a woman as adults. We are
coming together in order to become adults, if not in society’s eyes, then in our
own. ,
“You in her pants yet?” one of the high school jocks asks his classmate in 4
Ordinary People, the Academy Award-winning movie directed by Robert Red-
ford. We prove our manhood on the football field or the basketball court by
scoring points against other men. We prove our manhood in sex by scoting
with women.

The young man, armed with lines like “Don’t you love me?” is always ready 47
for action. He wants to forge ahead, explore new territory. After all, he has
nothing to lose. He has no hymen, no uterus. He is free to play the role of
bold adventurer, coaxing the reluctant girl to let him sow his wild oats in her
still virgin land. “ love you, but I don’t feel ready,” she may say. She may be
afraid that her refusal may jeopardize her relationship with her young ex-
plorer, but she is even more afraid to get pregnant. She may feel less mature
than her sex-hungry companion. But the emotional reality may be precisely
the opposite. Certain of her femininity and of her pregnability, she dares to
wait until the time is right. Insecure about his masculinity and obsessed with
proving it—to himself and his buddies, if not to her—he needs to score in order
to feel that he has made the team.
Sonny Burns, the sexually insecure hero of Dan Wakefield’s Going All the
Way, finds himself engaged in an amorous overture on a doublé date. But he
admits to himself, and to a generation of readers, that he is doing so not be-
cause he finds his date exciting. On the contrary, she bores him. He does so
because he wants to impress his buddy in the front seat. He must prove he is
a man, and a man takes whatever “pussy” he can get, Pretending to be pas-
sionate, he thinks about the high school rating system, according to which
boys reported their sexual scores: “The next day, when the guys asked you
what you got the night before, you could say you got finger action inside the
pants. That wasn’t as good as really fucking but it rated right along with dry-
humping and was much better than just the necking stuff like frenching and
getting covered-tit or bare-tit. It was really pretty much of a failure if you
Parked with a girl and got only covered-tit.” .
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49 Even if he wins, the victory is private. There are no fans in the bleachers
as he crosses home plate and scores. He has not proved himself a man to adult
males, as did young men in traditional rites of passage. His sexual conquest is
a rite of passage only in his own mind. If adult society were to pass judgment
on these back-seat gymnastics, it would probably be negative. The responsible
adult would ask him if he was ready for marriage. Could he support her if he
had to? And of course the answers are no. He has become an adult sexually,
not socially. He has proved his virility in the dark of night. By the light of day,
the proof has vanished. ‘

As Margaret Mead pointed out in Male and Female, our culture leaves ado-
lescents in a quandary. We give them extraordinary freedom but tell them not
to use it. “We permit and encourage situations in which young people can in-
dulge in any sort of sex behavior that they elect,” wrote Mead a generation
ago. “We actually place our young people in a virtually intolerable situation,
giving them the entire setting for behaviour for which we then punish them
when it occurs.” It is a cultural arrangement for which some young women
pay an awful price.

Whether veiled in fiction or tevealed in autobiography, women recall the
ritual of modern courtship with caustic humor at best, more often with bit.
terness. So objectified do they feel that they develop a detached attitude to-
ward their bodies. Reports the cheerleader heroine in Lisa Alther’s Kinflicks:
“Joe Bob would dutifully knead my breasts through my uniform jacket and
padded bra, as though he were a housewife poking plums to determine theit
ripeness.” Later, she would observe him sucking “at my nipples while I tried
to decide what to do with my hands to indicate my continuing involvement
in the project.”

But Alther’s good-natured response is not typical. Other sagas of carseat
courtships and apartment affairs leave their heroines harboring a deep dis-
taste for men, Some declare themselves feminists or lesbians. Some become
depressed. Others, as in Judith Rossnet’s Looking for-Mr. Goodbar, are killed by
their lovers. And a few, after great turmoil, find a man who will treat them
gently, with genuine care.

The movie theater, that public living room for a nation of young lovers, re-
flects this yearning too. For those who have grown weary of the macho hero
whose physical prowess is enough, Hollywood has provided a countertype. For
those who are not infatuated with the Soldier, there are now movies about the
antisoldier. “In what may be an emerging genre in the movies,” wrote Paul

Starr in his review of Coming Home, An Unmarried Woman, and Alice Doesn’t

Live Here Anymore, “there appears a character who exptesses in his personality

and in his relations with the heroine a new idea of masculinity. He might be

described as the emotionally competent hero. . . . He is the man to whom
women turn as they try to change their own lives: someone who is strong and
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affectionate, capable of intimacy . . . masculine without being dominating.”
The new hero, though perhaps not rugged and tough in the familiar mold,
can be intimate. He can feel. “The new softer image of masculinity seems to
represent what is distinctive and significant in recent films, and I expect we
will see more of the postfeminist hero because the old, strong, silent type no
longer seems adequate as lover—or as person.”

Who, then, is to be the young man’s hero? The gentle, post-feminist figure
extolled by the new genre of films and by the roughly five thousand men’s con-
sciousness-raising groups across Ametica? Or the selfsufficient, hard-hitting
tough that Eastwood tries to embody and that the military breeds? Faced with
such polarized and politicized choices, how does a boy become a man! By
being hard ot by being soft!

From the sensible to the absurd, we have answers. We have so many shift-
ing, contradictory criteria for manhood that they confuse rather than inspire.

American boys coming of age encounter sexual chaos. A chorus of libera-
tion advocates, now with bass as well as soprano voices, encourages them to
free themselves from the oppressive male role, to become softer, and to con-
sider themselves women’s equals, But another vociferous group beckons them
in another direction. For every profeminist man, there is his counterpart,
who denounces those “fuzzy-headed housemales, purporting to represent
‘men’s liberation,” but sponsored by NOW.” One Minnesota men’s rights
leader argued, for example, that men who support women'’s liberation are “eu-
nuchs,” motivated by an “urge to slip into a pair of panties.” According to him
and his followers: “Men’s liberation means establishing the right of males to
be men, not to liberate them from being men.”

The hard-liners and softliners both have their respective magazines, orga-
nizations, and conferences, Repulsed by the cacophony, most young men try
to ignore it. But the questions gnaw at them anyway. Although the pro- and
anti-feminist activists irritate them, young men cannot deny their own uncer-
tainty. They are caught between the competing ideals of chauvinism and lib-
eration. The old archetypes do not work; the new ones remain vague and in-
complete. If we are not to be John Wayne, then who?

Into the vacuum created by the demise of the old archetypes rush myriad
images. Each hopes to inspire a following. Masculinity becomes the target for

everyone from toothpaste advertisers to Hollywood superstars. These sales-
men of selfhelp all have their diagnoses for the young man struggling to find
his own identity. Some take the pose of proud aging lions, defending the tra-
ditional masculine role as Western civilization enters a precipitous, psycho-
sexual decline. In Sexual Suicide, George Gilder warned of the imminent fem-
inization of man and masculinization of woman and called on men to reassert
their superiority.

Others do not oppose liberation but rather seem to exploit it. Cynically 59
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catering to masculine insecurity, they describe the world of white-collar com.
muters as a stark and brutal asphalt jungle in which men must constantly flex
their aggressive personalities in order to survive. According to Michael Korda,
author of Power! and Success!, life is nothing more than a series of encounters
in which one dominates or is dominated, intimidates or is intimidated,
achieves power over or is oneself overpowered. “Your gain is inevitably some:
one else’s loss,” philosophizes this latter-day Nietzsche, “your failure someone
else’s victory.”

There are also the advocates of liberation who seek to free us from the
manacles of machismo. Although they are constructive in intent, they too in:
crease the confusion. In their attempt to free us from one-sidedness, they dou.
ble our load. They now want us to be “assertive and yielding, independent and
dependent, job and people oriented, strong and gentle, in short, both mascu:
line and feminine.” The prescriptions are not wrong, just overwhelming, Their
lists of do’s and don’ts, like Gail Sheehy'’s Passages, seem too neat, too tidy.
They write of “masculinity in crisis” with such certainty. They encourage us to
cry with such stoicism. They advise us to “be personal, be intimate with men”
with such authority. It is all too much.

Whichever model young men choose, they know the traditional expecta-
tion of their culture. At least until the seventies, Americans of all ages and of
all educational and income levels were in wide agreement about what traits
are masculine. According to one study, based on more than a thousand in:
terviews, men are expected to be very aggressive, not at all emotional, very
dominant, not excitable, very competitive, rough, and unaware of others’ feel.
ings. And women are expected to be more or less the opposite.

If this is what maleness is, then a young man must find ways to demon-
strate those traits. Without a rite of passage he can only prove what he is not;
Not a faggot, a pussy, a queer. Not a pushover, a loser, or a lightweight. Not a
dimwit or a dunce or a jerk or a nobody. Not a prick or a pansy. Not, above
all, anything that is feminine. Indeed, without clear rites of passage, the only
way to be a man is essentially negative: to not be a woman.

If we are to be masculine, then they must be feminine. We convince out
selves that women are vielding, that they are more interested in our careets
than in their own, that they are interested in sex whenever we are, that they
are fulfilled by raising children. That, we assume, is who they are. Should one
of them act differently, then something is wrong, not with our assumptions;
but with her. ‘

Having entered physical manhood, we are nevertheless emotionally un-
sure of ourselves. The more unsure we are, the more we stress that we are not
“feminine” and the more we are threatened when women act “masculine.” We
try to rid ourselves of any soft, effeminate qualities. We gravitate toward all
male cliques in the form of sports teams, social clubs, or professional groups.

When we are with a woman, it is virtually always in a sexually charged atmos-
phere. To be merely friends is nearly impossible because it suggests that we
hav'e some.thm'g in common, We are trying, after all, to prove precisely the op-
posite, which is why so many marriages fail.

Paul Theroux

Being a Man

Novelist, teacher, and master of the travel narrative, Paul Theroux {b. 1941) received an early education in writ-
ing from the novelist V. S. Naipaul, who was a faculty cofleague of Theroux when he was teaching English at
Makerere University in Uganda. Theroux has traveled all over the world, usually taking copious notes of both
the people and places he visits. Both Theroux's novels and his travel narratives miake extensive use of those

notes. In “Being a Man,” Theroux applies the skills honed from years of travel and observation 1o a subject
much closer to home: the American male.

THERE 1S A PATHETIC SENTENCE IN THE CHAPTER “Fetishism” in Dr. Norman 1
Cameron’s book Personality Development and Psychopathology. It goes, “Fetishists
are nearly always men; and their commonest fetish is a woman’s shoe.” I can-
not read that sentence without thinking that it is just one more awful thing
about being a man—and perhaps it is an important thing to know about us.

I have always disliked being a man. The whole idea of manhood in Amer 3
ica is pitiful, in my opinion. This version of masculinity is a little like having
to wear an illfitting coat for one’s entire life (by contrast, 1 imagine feminin-
ity to be an oppressive sense of nakedness). Even the expression “Be a 'man!”
strikes me as insulting and abusive, It means: Be stupid, be unfeeling, obedi-
ent, soldierly and stop thinking. Man means “manly”"—how can one think
about men without considering the terrible ambition of manliness? And yet
itis part of every man's life. It is a hideous and crippling lie; it not only insists
on difference and connives at superiority, it is also by its vety nature destruc
tive, emotionally damaging, and socially harmful. The youth who is subverted,
as most are, into believing in the masculine ideal is effectively separated from
women and he spends the rest of his life finding women a riddle and a nui-
sance, Of course, there is a female version of this male affliction. It begins
with mothers encouraging little girls to say (to other adults) “Do you like my
new dress?” In a sense, little girls are traditionally urged to please adults with
a kind of coquettishness while boys are enjoined to behave like monkeys to-
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wards each other. The nineyearold coquette proceeds to become womanish
in a subtle power game in which she learns to be sexually indispensable, so-
cially decorative and always alert to a man’s sense of inadequacy.

Femininity~being ladylike—implies needing a man as witness and se-
ducer; but masculinity celebrates the exclusive company of men. That is why
it is so grotesque; and that is also why there is no manliness without inade-
quacy—because it denies men the natural friendship of women.

It is very hard to imagine any concept of manliness that does not belittle
women, and it begins very early. At an age when I wanted to meet girls—let’s
say the treacherous years of thirteen to sixteen—I was told to take up a sport,
get more fresh air, join the Boy Scouts, and I was urged not to read so much.
It was the 1950s and if you asked too many questions about sex you were sent
to camp—boy’s camp, of course: the nightmare, Nothing is more unnatural or
prison-like than a boy’s camp, but if it were not for them we would have no
Elks’ Lodges, no pool rooms, no boxing matches, no Marines.

And perhaps no sports as we know them. Everyone is aware of how few in
number are the athletes who behave like gentlemen. Just as high school bas-
ketball teaches you how to be a poor loser, the manly attitude towards sports
seems to be little more than a recipe for creating bad marriages, social misfits,
moral degenerates, sadists, latent rapists and just plain louts. I regard high
school sports as a drug far worse than marijuana, and it is the reason that the
average tennis champion, say, is a pathetic oaf.

Any objective study would find the quest for manliness essentially right
wing, puritanical, cowardly, neurotic and fueled largely by a fear of women. It
is also certainly philistine. There is no bookhater like a Little League coach.
But indeed all the creative arts ate obnoxious to the manly ideal, because at
their best the arts are pursued by uncompetitive and essentially solitary peo-
ple. It makes it very hard for a creative youngster, for any boy who expresses
the desire to be alone seems to be saying that there is something wrong with
him.,

It ought to be clear by now that I have something of an objection to the
way we turn boys into men. It does not surptise me that when the President
of the United States has his customary weekend off he dresses like a cowboy—
it is both a measure of his insecurity and his willingness to please. In many
ways, American culeure does little more for a man than prepare him for mod-
eling clothes in the L. L. Bean catalogue. I take this as a personal insult be-
cause for many years I found it impossible to admit to myself that I wanted to
be a writer. It was my guilty secret, because being a writer was incompatible
with being a man. There are people who might deny this, but that is because
the American writer, typically, has been so at pains to prove his manliness that
we have come to see literariness and manliness as mingled qualities. But first
there was a fear that writing was not a manly profession—indeed, not a pro-
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fession at all, (The paradox in American letters is that it has always been eas-
jer for a woman to write and for a man to be published.) Growing up, I had
thought of sports as wasteful and humiliating, and the idea of manliness was
a bore. My wanting to become a writer was not a flight from that oppressive
role-playing, but I quickly saw that it was at odds with it. Everything in stereo-
typed manliness goes against the life of the mind. The Hemingway personality
is too tedious to go into here, and in any case his exertions are wellknown,
but certainly it was not until this aberrant behavior was examined by feminists
in the 1960s that any male writer dared question the pugnacity in Heming-
way's fiction. All the bullfighting and arm wrestling and elephant shooting di-
minished Hemingway as a writer, but it is consistent with a prevailing attitude
in American writing: one cannot be a male writer without first proving that
one is a man.

It is normal in Ametica for a man to be dismissive or even somewhat
apologetic about being a writer. Various factors make it easier. There is a
heartiness about journalism that makes it acceptable—~journalism is the man-
liest form of American writing and, therefore, the profession the most inde-
pendentminded women seek (yes, it is an illusion, but that is my point). Fic-
tion-writing is equated with a kind of dispirited failure and is only manly
when it produces wealth—money is masculinity. So is drinking, Being a drunk-
ard is another assertion, if misplaced, of manliness. The American male writer
is traditionally proud of his heavy drinking. But we are also a very literal-
minded people. A man proves his manhood in America in old-fashioned
ways. He kills lions, like Hemingway; or he hunts ducks, like Nathanael West;
ot he makes pronouncements like, “A man should carry enough knife to de-
fend himself with,” as James Jones once said to a Life interviewer. Or he says
he can drink you under the table. But even tiny drunken William Faulkner
Toved to mount a horse and go fox hunting, and Jack Kerouac roistered up
and down Manhattan in a lumberjack shirt (and spent every night of The Sub-
terraneans with his mother in Queens). And we are familiar with the lengths
to which Norman Mailer is prepared, in his endearing way, to prove that he
is just as much a monster as the next man.

When the novelist John Irving was revealed as a wrestler, people took him
to be a very serious writer, and even a bubble reputation like Eric (Love Story)
Segal’s was enhanced by the news that he ran the marathon in a respectable
time. How surprised we would be if Joyce Carol Qates were revealed as a sumo
wrestler or Joan Didion active in pumping iron. “Lives in New York City with
her three children” is the typical woman writer’s biographical note, for just as
the male writer must prove he has achieved a sort of muscular manhood, the
woman writer—or rather her publicists—must prove her motherhood.

There would be no point in saying any of this if it were not generally ac-
cepted that to be a man is somehow—even now in feministinfluenced Amer-
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ica—a privilege. It is on the contrary an unmerciful and punishing burden,
Being a man is bad enough; being manly is appalling (in this sense, women/s
lib has done much more for men than for women). It is the sinister silliness
of men’s fashions, and a clubby attitude in the arts. It is the subversion of
good students, It is the so-called “Dress Code” of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in
Boston, and it is the institutionalized cheating in college sports. It is the most
primitive insecurity.

And this is also why men often object to feminism but are afraid to explain
why: of course women have a justified grievance, but most men believe—and
with reason—that their lives are just as bad.

Marie Winn

TV Addiction

Cookies or Heroin?

Born in Czechoslovakia, Marie Winn emigrated to the United States as a child. She has been a writer all her
ife, writing children's books, translating plays from her native Czech, and éven writing a column on bird
watching for the Wall Street Journal. \n 1977, The Plug-in Drug, her first book for adults, gained her a national
reputation as a careful observer of human nature.

THE WORD “ADDICTION” 1S OFTEN USED LOOSELY and wryly in conversation,
People will refer to themselves as “mystery book addicts” or “cookie addicts.”
E. B. White writes of his annual surge of interest in gardening: “We are
hooked and are making an attempt to kick the habit.” Yet nobody really be
lieves that reading mysteries or ordering seeds by catalogue is serious enough
to be compared with addictions to heroin or alcohol. The word “addiction” is
here used jokingly to denote a tendency to overindulge in some pleasurable
activity.

People often refer to being “hooked on TV.” Does this, too, fall into the
lighthearted category of cookie eating and other pleasures that people putsue

with unusual intensity, or is there a kind of television viewing that falls into
the more serious category of destructive addiction?

When we think about addiction to drugs or alcohol, we frequently focus
on negative aspects, ignoring the pleasures that accompany drinking or drug
taking, And yet the essence of any serious addiction is a pursuit of pleasure; a
search for a “high” that normal life does not supply. It is only the inability to




