

[image: Cover: No Apologies, by Anthony Esolen]




“Anthony Esolen is one of our nation’s best writers because he’s one of our best thinkers… eloquent, bold, insightful, profound.”—Ryan T. Anderson, Ph.D.


No Apologies


Why Civilization Depends on the Strength of Men


Anthony Esolen


Author of Out of the Ashes and Nostalgia










[image: No Apologies, by Anthony Esolen, Regnery Gateway]











Introduction


I am writing a book that should not have to be written, to return to men a sense of their worth as men, and to give to boys the noble aim of manliness, an aim which is their due by right.


Let me set a few scenes. The first is from John Milton.


Adam and the affable angel Raphael have come to the end of their day-long conversation about God and the revolt of Satan in heaven, about the creation of the world, and about man and woman, the noble princes of that world. They speak as friend with friend, intellect to intellect. Adam confesses that he can behold all creation with delight, and without any disturbance in the mind, only in the presence of the beautiful woman




transported I behold,


Transported touch; here passion first I felt,


Commotion strange, in all enjoyments else


Superior and unmoved, here only weak


Against the charm of Beauty’s powerful glance. (Paradise Lost, 8.530–34)





But Eve is no plaything. Milton reminds us throughout the poem that she is royal in her person, her bearing, her speech, and her thoughts. Before her, the most celebrated man or woman among us would appear like a cripple, hunched in mind and soul, ever hiding even from ourselves what we really believe and intend. She seems so “absolute,” says Adam, that




All higher knowledge in her presence falls


Degraded, Wisdom in discourse with her


Loses discountenanced, and like folly shows. (551–53)





It is an experience that many a good man has had in the presence of a good woman. Something in her—perhaps a love that can see in an instant what reason requires many steps to attain—seems to sweep argument aside, and even knowledge and wisdom.


Raphael is not one to pull rank, put on airs, or insist upon his dignity. But with “contracted brow” the archangel warns Adam not to give over his place as the head of his household. He recommends to him a just evaluation of his worth:




Oft-time nothing profits more


Than self-esteem, grounded on just and right


Well-managed; of that skill the more thou know’st,


The more she will acknowledge thee her Head,


And to realities yield all her shows. (571–75)





Such language is not now to our taste. It is not egalitarian. I will have more to say about true and false notions of human equality quite aside from sex differences (men, from the dynamic groups they commonly form in every culture across the world, have a sense that equality and hierarchy can march shoulder to shoulder). But the question here is not whether what Raphael says is to our taste. The question is whether it is true. Would men and women both be happier if men came to a just appraisal of their worth, grounded on powers well managed? Such an appraisal would not boast. It would not swagger. But neither would it cringe or cower, or hang back in exasperated silence. It would be shy to hurt, but it would refuse to lie.


Another scene. Imagine a farmhouse, somewhere in North America, in the 1860s. It is a winter evening, already dark outside, but bright and warm within. Wood is on the fire and oil is in the lamps. The husband and wife have chores to do. She is making a pair of warm trousers for the smallest boy, from scraps cut from a woolen coat her husband has worn out. She is using one of those new Singer sewing machines, the result of a hundred years of invention and improvement. He is sharpening a pruning hook, which he will be using soon on some of the poorer branches of his apple trees. The children are reading a book of Bible stories by the lamplight.


There is a pungent odor in the air, but everyone is used to it. It comes from the oil in the lamps. Thousands of miles away, men are scrambling up the masts to cut the sails as a sudden storm tosses the ship like a cork. They are the bravest and the most blessedly foolish of men, making what fortune they can by pursuing the whale, whose oil they will render in a try-works on the ship itself and then store in hundreds of huge casks. That oil is in the lamps in that home. It was the lubricant also for the various mills that made the sewing machine, the store-bought cloth, the pruning hook, and the press that printed the book. Men commit themselves to years at sea, they fight the storms and the creatures of the deep, they eat hard fare often riddled with weevils, they sleep in bunks without room to stretch, and sometimes they sing, and sometimes they quarrel and curse, and often they die for the oil to light the lamps and make the machines run smooth. The woman at her sewing, the man at his sharpening, and the children musing upon the book depend upon some man up a mainmast, where one false move would cost him his life.


Another scene. You are standing at the edge of a vast sea of grasses, with not a tree in sight. Birds and animals there are, and the buffalo, thousands in a herd to shake the earth, have left many a sign of their passing through. But there are no farms, no roads, no houses, no towns, no barges on the shallow and sluggish rivers, no canals, no mills. Beneath your feet, for many hundreds of miles in all directions, lies some of the richest soil in the world. It is untilled, and except for the natives who hunt the grazing beasts, it feeds no one. In one century, a mere blink in the eye of the life of mankind on earth, this land will be crisscrossed with the most life-giving and life-expanding works of man’s labor and intelligence, and it will feed billions. Men will make that happen.


It is still so. Look around you. Every road you see was laid by men. Every house, church, every school, every factory, every public building was raised by the hands of men. You eat with a stainless-steel fork; the iron was mined and the carbon was quarried by men. You type a message on your computer; the plastic it is made of came from petroleum dredged out of the earth, often out of earth beneath hundreds of feet of sea water, by men. The electricity that powers your computer—where did it come from? Perhaps from an enormous turbine whirled about by countless tons of water, on a great river dammed up by men, or from a power plant burning coal, harvested out of the earth, with considerable risk, by men. The whole of your civilization rests upon the shoulders of men who have done work that most people will not do—and that the physically weaker sex could not have done. There is more to it than physical force, as I will show. The differences between the sexes, which are manifold and profound, are all related in some way to that one, the easiest to see and the hardest to deny. But there is at least that, and it alone would be decisive.


As I said, I should not have to write these words. I do so because it is a crime against manhood and the truth that young men should never in their lives hear such a thing. I do not want to encourage pride, the sin. But a just self-esteem is not pride. And it is high time that men be reminded not only that they have powers as men, but also that those powers were given them to be used for the common good—for everyone, men and women and children all.


In the course of my discussion, I will sometimes have to compare men with women, and, because I am defending men here, it will appear that I am disparaging women. I am doing nothing of the sort. Every strength in one respect, as I will often have cause to say, is a shortcoming in another respect. If men are more aggressive than women are, they are also more violent. The brawler, the burglar, the mugger, the rapist, and the murderer are almost always going to be male. If men are more powerfully built than women are, they are also more likely to break down suddenly with heart disease. If women are more sensitive than men are—more empathetic—they are also more likely to know just the right little thing to say or do to make people miserable.


Men and women are made for one another. I believe it, because it is in front of my nose, and I will not let any ideology compel me to pretend that I do not see what is right there to see. But if that is so, then we cannot corrupt one sex without corrupting the other. Male and female stand and fall together. If men fall into a bad way, women will be soon to follow, and vice versa. When feminists say, “A woman needs a man as a fish needs a bicycle,” they not only engage in a blithering display of reality-denial—because where do all the things come from that make up the comfortable world they take for granted, including that bicycle? (And no man would say the like about women.) That is bad enough, but the feminists, at one stroke, are also admitting to a colossal failure without seeing it. They are admitting to lovelessness and ingratitude. If you want to lead well, you have to love those you lead and want to give them good things. To suggest that you do not need half of the human race is to confess that you do not love them, you are not interested in their welfare, and therefore you will not or cannot represent them in politics or further their interests in business and education.


One final point. A grown man is big enough and strong enough to roll his eyes at the falsehoods about his sex that the world tries to press upon him. But boys are not. Boys are vulnerable. Think of the phrase toxic masculinity. It is an offense against manhood to talk so. You can have bad men, as you can have bad women, but manliness is a virtue, as is womanliness, nor is there anything toxic at all about either the masculine or the feminine, except inasmuch as bad men or bad women make use of their faculties to hurt other people, to spread lies, or to undermine the common good. The word toxic here reveals more than the users of it intend.


Who is toxic? The word suggests something hidden, secret, sly. Imagine someone sprinkling a bit of strychnine in the soup—not enough to kill, but certainly enough to make the diner sick. That is similar to what is being done to boys in our schools and in mass entertainment. They are told that there is something wrong with them because they are not like girls. They are also told that girls can do all of the physical things they can, and perhaps do them better—an absurd falsehood. Telling boys these things is poisonous, and I daresay it is intended to be so: those who speak this way want the boys to be weaklings, to despise their own sex, to doubt their natural and healthy inclinations. The old misogynistic literature from the days of the first monasteries was meant for grown men who had made a vow of celibacy; it had the specific aim of confirming them in their decision to give up marriage. It was not aimed at every man, still less at women, and not at all at little girls. But toxic masculinity? When you can’t persuade the men, you go for the little boys confined to the classroom.


Enough.










CHAPTER ONE Strength



“Acquit yourselves like men,” says Saint Paul as he bids farewell to the brethren of Corinth (1 Corinthians 16:13).1 Most of our contemporary translations efface that strong exhortation, reducing it to a general command that is pallid by comparison, such as “Be courageous.”2


Of course, Paul did not want the women to be cowards, but he was writing in the first instance to his fellow men, the brethren, and his command is directed toward their manhood. The Greek is andrizeisthe, which means, literally, “Be men!” He wants them to be filled with a sort of spiritual androgen, to be bold, not to yield to fear or sorrow or doubt or the desire for an easy peace. Saint Jerome translated it well into Latin: viriliter agite—again, “Be men!”


It is a mark of our depleted times that when someone uses the word virile, he is likely to be referring to sexual potency, in which case a fifteen-year-old boy has the advantage over a fifty-year-old man. But that is absurd. Virility, in the classic sense, has to do with strength and courage and vigor—what we once called manhood. Where has it gone?


No doubt the potential for manhood is still among us. It can no more be obliterated than can human nature itself; it runs in the deepest springs of our blood. Can bulls be made to be as placid as cows? Only by early surgery, and even then, the steers are not really like cows. Supposing that we could so alter the genetic and physiological reality of the masculine human being, it would mean our end, our death; imagine a great city, rotting at the core, with no one strong enough to shore up the ruins.


The Facts


If we have anything for which to thank the utterly mad “transgender” movement, it is that it has laid bare, for all to see, the relative weakness of the female body by comparison with the male. Rather mediocre male athletes enter the lists against the best of the girls and run away with the trophies. Again, it is a shame that I should have to point out what everyone with eyes once noticed immediately. Men are stronger than women. They are bigger and heavier, and more of their weight, by far, is in muscle and bone. Their larger limbs make their strength easier to put to use, with additional mechanical advantage: think of the long arms of the average baseball pitcher, who stands near to six feet three inches tall.


Indeed, if you look up the all-time track records for high school boys in the United States and compare them with the world records for women, you will see that the fastest boys in this one nation are faster than all the women in the world. There are two important implications that flow from this fact. Consider, first, that boys can compete against full-grown men in no category of track. If that gap is wide, and it is, the gap between those men and the fastest women is a veritable Grand Canyon. Second, consider that of all sports on land, running is the one that rewards brute strength the least. A skinny man weighing 125 pounds must do 25 percent more work than the woman weighing 100 pounds just to run the same distance in the same time. Put a 25-pound pack on her back, and see what happens. I am making the suggestion in earnest. In real life—let us say that you are running across an open stretch of a battlefield, and you are carrying a rifle and ammunition—you never have the luxury of determining the conditions whereby you will do one necessary thing (traverse a certain distance) while also fulfilling another necessary condition (carry the materials you need to survive).


If we turn to sports that approach more nearly to reality—the reality of war, of hard work, of struggle against the brute weight and resistance of nature—that softening of the differences between the male body and the female body is no longer in force. The strongest and fastest women in the world would be pulverized by a men’s professional football team. You would not ask the score. You would ask whether the women could stop a single play from scrimmage. You would ask whether the women ended up in the hospital. In fact, the best female athletes in the world would be made into mincemeat by a half-decent high school boys’ team. They would be in danger of serious harm, because the boys would be heavier than they are, taller, faster, stronger, and with much more of that quick-surge muscle action that packs power into the shortest impulses. Again, you need not take my word for it, or trust your common sense and your eyes. A few years ago the Australian women’s World Cup soccer team was trounced, seven to two, by an under-sixteen boys’ team, and a similar thing happened to the American women’s team that actually won the World Cup. And that was soccer—a sport in which you hardly get to use your arms, your shoulders, and your chest.


I hear the objection: But that is just on the average. In reality there is a great deal of overlap. So the fact has no practical consequences. On the contrary, the consequences are decisive, and for practical purposes there might as well be no overlap at all.


First, let us think of a task.


You are a farmer, and you want to build a barn. It is not as if you have free time on your hands. No farmer does. There are always things to do. So you buy the beams, the plywood, the tar paper, the shingles, the nails, the bolts and nuts and washers, and so on. Then you call together a dozen of your neighbors, to get the thing done in one afternoon. Those neighbors will all be men. The wives can help best by tending to their own work in the meantime, or by providing plenty of food and drink for the men and seeing that the children do not get in the way. It is marginally possible for one of the wives, maybe of Norwegian stock, near six feet tall, to climb up the scaffolding with a full bag of asphalt shingles over one shoulder while she steadies herself with her free hand, or to slant a full thick sheet of plywood in such a way as to not have the wind make a sail of it while she stands fifteen feet above the ground and waits to hand the sheet up to one of the men splay-legged above on the skeleton of the roof. But the marginal possibility poses more than a marginal cost and more than a marginal danger. You would not have her fifteen-year-old son do it, and he is stronger than she is. There is simply no point in her trying.


Such work is not achieved by the marginal. It is achieved by the great and obvious normal. You cannot say, “Let us gather up from all the corners of our nation the men with the strongest shoulders, so that we may have a bridge over this river.” Nothing is ever built on those terms. Army platoons are not made up of giants. When the Germans first looked upon a Roman army, they laughed because the Romans were short by comparison with themselves. No matter: the Romans still had muscles on their bones, they were disciplined, and they were confident, having fought many a battle in the past. Any task, to be practicable, must be achieved by the strength of teams of ordinary men readily available in sufficient numbers.


You may say that we can make up for the strength of men by increasing the number of women at work on the job. To the extent that that is true of women, it is also true of boys. That is, if two boys can each wheel a hundred pounds of bricks in a wheelbarrow over to the masons, while a man can wheel two hundred pounds of them, we have not really lost anything by hiring the boys, provided that there is room for them to work, that the conditions do not endanger them, that they have the same staying power as the man, and that we pay them half as much. Those are a lot of conditions, and no woman would now put up with the half-pay. But for many purposes, strength is not additive, and two half-jobs do not equal a whole job. If a boy swings an axe at an oak tree with half the force of a man, there is no guarantee that it will take him twice as many strokes to cut it down. There is no guarantee that he will be able to cut it down at all. The tree resists; the blade turns; the wood turns to a gummy mass; the boy’s hands are blistered and bleed. If a boy’s shoulders can apply half the force of a man’s using a wrench against a rusted bolt, it is not true that the bolt will take twice as long before it finally lurches free. It probably will not lurch at all.


In the course of all hard physical labor, the ordinary man in good shape will meet some resistance that taxes his strength near to its limit. Every such instance means that job is an impossibility for his teenage son—and therefore, a fortiori, for his wife, his sister, and his grown daughter. He will regularly do things that they cannot do, or that they can do only with profitless and danger-posing difficulty.


I have mentioned conditions above. The boys and the women competing for the mile run on a level indoor track enjoy ideal conditions. Insofar as conditions are not ideal, they place an additional burden upon the weak, they reward the strong by comparison, and they make it impossible in reality for the weak to accomplish many a task that in theory they could accomplish. Let me give a whimsical example. Many years ago, I was nailing up long planks of shiplap to the unfinished ceiling of the third floor to our house. I did not enjoy ideal conditions. I had no scaffolding, and no ladder that could help with this particular job. It was summer, there was no air conditioning, and the temperature up there would reach 120 degrees in the heat of the day. I weighed myself after one afternoon of work and found that I had lost six pounds of water through sweat—an ordinary occurrence for men who work in quarries.


The planks were sixteen, fourteen, and twelve feet long; mostly sixteen. I laid a sheet of plywood across the roof-joists, lifted a plank to set up there, then did a pull-up to hoist myself. Lying upon and braced against the plywood, I maneuvered the plank into place, holding it secure with one foot fully stretched out while I nailed the other side. Then, turning to the still-free end, I started a couple of nails, but inevitably the long plank would not be entirely straight—another feature of the less than ideal conditions. That meant that it had to be forced into place by main strength to unbend its crookedness from side to side. But I could only use one arm and one shoulder for that, because I had to nail the plank down with the other. Plank after plank, day after day, 2,400 board-feet of the stuff, and many odd cuts and notches to make for the planks that would sit over the joists—with no fancier tools than a circular saw and a jigsaw. My wife literally could not begin to do that work, nor my sisters, nor my daughter, nor my mother at the height of her physical strength. The attempt would be too daunting for them to make. It would make no sense. And with a man around, why wouldn’t you want him to do it? The job is obviously men’s work.


Consider that this work had to be done in stifling heat. A man’s heart is twice as big as the woman’s, and it fills his blood with much more oxygen; if they’re both in reasonably good shape, a man will not flag as quickly as a woman. He sweats much more freely than she does, cooling his body faster. He has a greater margin for loss. Five pounds of water for him are all in a day’s work. The same loss would be perilous for her. Sweating off three pounds of water would put her at risk of fainting. Think also of work that has to be done where the footing is precarious. He has reserves of strength for bracing himself; she does not. Think of work pushing against brute matter of inconvenient shape or in inconvenient places: a devilishly round and heavy boulder you want to heave up out of the ground. If you have small hands and slender wrists, most of the strength you do possess will be wasted. To get a grip, you need the leverage of the longer and thicker fingers, the broader hand, the longer arm, the broader and stronger wrist. The slight and tender hand does not twist and wrest that stubborn root; the root strips the hand. The slight and skinny crowbar fails to heave up that wall; the wall bends the crowbar.


Now, I have said that you do not have boys do the work of men—because they cannot—and that teenage boys are going to be stronger than their mothers. This is not a thing that women have direct experience of. They cannot know it in their bones. I am probably too old now to do 100 push-ups (of 180 pounds) without stopping, but I used to do that without breaking a sweat; I used to be able to do 400 without stopping. Until I reach a very advanced age—and these days, that will be close to 80—or unless I am enfeebled by a debilitating disease, I will always be stronger than my daughter. But the boy surpasses his mother in brute strength when he is—what?—ten years old at one extreme, sixteen at the other. It will happen, and he will know it. He will have some memory of being only as strong as she is. She can have no memory of being as strong as he has become. She can only observe it, or imagine it, and in our time the observations are sporadic and the imaginations in this regard rather dull. That is because many men, and almost all women, are rarely if ever near the kinds of work I have been describing.


But even the boy who is still teetering on the brink of puberty, and who is, for a time, only as strong as his older sister, enjoys a tremendous advantage over her, and one that should prompt us to bring him the closer to hard physical labor. That advantage is simply that he is going to be a man, and she is not. An eighteen-year-old girl is pressing against the limit of her brute strength; that is why such girls often beat their older sisters in tennis, golf, and gymnastics, when boys at that age are no match for fully grown men. A teenage boy has a wide field for increase, and his sister does not. We can say even more. With every passing year, her body grows less and less boyish and more womanly, so that most of the weight she gains is not in muscle, but in the fat that makes her body round and that prepares her for the needs of pregnancy and nursing a child. Her hips will grow wider, too—a hindrance rather than a help if you want to be a miner or a mason. Those wide hips will make for a visible angle at the knee, if you go from hip to knee and knee to foot, rather like the angle you see at her elbow if she extends her arms with palms turned outward, and that angle at the knee puts a dangerous torque on the ligaments when she runs or lands from a jump. The boy, in contrast, is pretty much built straight up and down. With every passing year his body grows less and less girlish and more and more manly. He grows tall. His bones thicken. His shoulders broaden. His muscles are bigger. He will continue to “fill out,” as we say, until around age twenty-five. We can hear the differences between the woman, the teenage boy after puberty, and the man in their voices. The larynx is the one muscle that men and women, boys and girls, exercise all the time. In the tone of those muscular cords, we hear that the boy is already stronger than his mother, but nowhere near the strength of his father. No one can mistake the voice of a teenage boy for the voice of a man.


Nature never meant for women to wrestle hogs or work on pile drivers or hang from the mast of a ship. The man’s strength is for the common good, and in particular for the women and the children. It would be a contradiction for women as a group to define their good apart from the children that they alone can bear and that their bodies are directed so profoundly to care for. Every month the woman’s body, sometimes with pain and always with loss of blood and some depletion of the iron that helps to enrich the blood with oxygen, undergoes that cycle that is imperative if the race is to survive. Imagine a menstruating woman in the filth of a ship’s hold, of a stockyard, or of a swamp on a dredging crew. What advantage is there in subjecting her to those conditions—what gain would accrue to her, to any man she may love, or to the children she has or may have?


You can have your own politics or your own social theories—perhaps. But try as you may—and these days a lot of people are trying very hard—you cannot have your own biology. You cannot have your own physics. That block of stone does not care for democratic or egalitarian ideology; if you cannot apply sufficient force, it will not move. Those germs cannot be persuaded to turn aside—as you may have noticed from recent events. Wishing does not make it so.


Building Up the Bones


If you compare the Saint Bernard dog, heavy and slow of foot, with the Jack Russell Terrier, all bone and muscle in a small package of nervous activity, you can sense that the bodies and the behavior go together. The Saint Bernard is not going to race around the house yapping and perpetually chasing a ball no matter how warm the temperature is. Or consider the differences between a raven and a hummingbird. The raven is long-lived, big, careful, and slow. It flaps about in lazy loops, looking for small animals to snatch up or for carcasses that stay where they are. But the hummingbird’s heart races—hundreds of beats per minute; the highest recorded has been 1,260 beats, or 21 per second, so fast that the human ear cannot distinguish one beat from another. Then, as we expect, we see the behavior that corresponds to such a body: the thousands of miles that hummingbirds travel, their energetic hovering in mid-air in a forced and strenuous place-holding, their sudden movements like the shots of an arrow, or how the male dives 80 feet at 50 miles an hour to court the female.


Every typical difference between the behaviors of boys and girls can be seen as the natural expression of the forms of their bodies. The boys have more muscle mass and a higher metabolism; therefore they crave action, and they grow restive and irritable without it, just as a Border Collie in an apartment would. It is stupid and cruel not to give them plenty of fresh air and freedom for that action. The boys have muscles that are destined to grow stronger than their sisters’ muscles, but how do muscles grow strong? By exercise—in other words, by action. Think of football, or wrestling, or playing King of the Hill. Wherever you go in the world, you will find boys doing things that stress the muscles and bruise the bones. A boy who lifts weights is making tiny tears in his muscles—which actually build his muscle mass. Imagine a horde of boys whooping it up as they push one another out of their way up the hill, or pile one upon the other at the top—the sheer animal joy of it is impossible to miss. Why, left to their own devices, do girls not do the same? Because their bodies do not crave it. The needs of the body explain what is otherwise hard to understand, that it feels good not only to tackle your opponent in the open field, but to be tackled, to come down with force against the hard ground, and to get up and do the same all over again, and to feel the great satisfaction of sore muscles and sore bones at night, a good and satisfying tiredness, when sleep is like a big dinner after a hard day of work.


It is important to assert here that this behavior is natural: it is what healthy boys do without needing to be taught. For until our own sad and child-poor time, the games of children were invented by children, supervised by children, and passed along by children from one age to the next without the interference of their parents. When feminists say that boys are socialized to behave in these ways, they make three errors at once. First, they posit a dichotomy between nature and society that does violence to the creatures they are observing, since man is by nature a social animal, and the societies he forms without ideological deliberation are but his nature writ large. Think of a dog pack. Second, the feminists ignore or deny the biological and physical imperatives, and indeed they show little desire to imagine what it might be like to inhabit a male body, with its vast array of differences from their own. They do not even bother to ask why men seem less bothered by extremes of temperature than they are. Third, they betray their own desire to compel boys and girls to act against their natures, to force them, like hothouse plants. Imagine girls left to do what best pleases them, without any ideological compulsion, and without the boys to imitate. Give them a thousand years, and they would not invent football or baseball. Why would they bother? What would be the point? How often have you seen a group of girls alone spontaneously piling up boulders to build a fort? Wouldn’t it strike women themselves as unusual? But you don’t even notice when boys do it, because it is simply what they do, everywhere. If you see boys at it, and you are a normal man, you feel a surge of strength and desire in your bones, and you want to be a boy again, to do what they are doing.


I will have more to say in a later chapter about team sports and their significance. Here we should just notice what lies in direct view. Boys are relentless inventors of games. Give them a ball and something to hit it with, or a rock and something to hit with the rock, and the boys will come up with a game complete with rules, a game that presses them to their limits of strength and speed and skill. You will see them losing themselves in the game in a blissful forgetfulness of the strains of life, a forgetfulness that is like joy. We are not talking about a patriarchal society imposing something on them; it is just as likely that the games flow from the boys to their busier and more serious fathers. It is hard to imagine that Inuit men had the time on their hands to invent hockey. But whether the games came from the men and were passed along to their sons, or came from the boys and were passed along to the men, the games are in concord with the male body and its drives and with the kinds of work that, by and large, only grown men can do.


Look at the young bucks butting at each other with their antlers. They are happily obeying an imperative of their nature, building themselves up in protective aggressiveness, courage, and strength—and hardening the antlers in the process. The females look on, because after all the males must compete for their attention. The female’s strategy is conservative. She cannot afford a weakling. She wants her offspring to survive. Therefore she seeks the strong.


It used to be said that women could not resist a man in uniform. What is attractive about that? That man is at the peak of his physical condition for his age, and his strength is ordered toward the common good in obvious ways. He has built up the muscles by hard work and hard play, and the discipline necessary for protecting his country in time of war. In the sports of the original ancient Greek Olympics—boxing, wrestling, horse racing, running, throwing the discus and the javelin—the men both rested from and prepared for war. But the enemy a man fights is not always the man from the tribe beyond the river. Sometimes it is the hard earth to be broken and sowed. It may be the river to be dammed for power and fresh water. It may be the bitter winter, the snow and ice to be overcome, or even put to use, as men with ice-saws used to cut great blocks out of the frozen lake to pack in sawdust in the ice house, so that they, their wives, and their children could enjoy cold drinks or ice cream six months later—and have ice to keep their bodies cool if the fever should come through again. In that case, ice in July might be the difference between life and death. Men fight, or their people die. And men grow strong by resistance.


Inner Strength


Of the moral strength of women, expressed most powerfully in patient endurance and unshakable loyalty to the people they love, the great poets with their insight into human nature have much to show us: the faithful and clever Penelope growing gray as she waits for Odysseus to return; Emilia not fooled by the lies of her wicked husband Iago, standing up for her mistress Desdemona, even in the face of death; Hermione standing up for her innocence, preserving herself alive for sixteen years; Kristin the daughter of Lavrans keeping her large household and farm together with intelligence and an iron will while her husband Erlend goes astray; Joan of Arc at the stake; and Mary beneath the cross. Still, there is a masculine strength of character that has met with contempt in our time. Let me explain.


Return to the boys on the ballfield. There is a close call at first base. The batter is ruled out. He has already been frustrated—he has struck out twice, and his team is losing. At this point he can do several antisocial and unhelpful things. He can make an angry scene, arguing that he was safe even though he knows better. He can kick the dog and quit. He can start crying. In all three cases, he would be permitting his passions, his feelings, to dominate over his reason and his duty to seek the common good, which in this case is the good of the game. But he has learned not to cry.


If someone says that it is his society that teaches him so, my first reply is to ask why every society in the world has taught boys this same thing. We have direct observations or recorded testimonies from more than 1,500 human cultures, each of them independent of a majority of the others. What are the odds that in this matter they would all do the same out of random chance? Shouldn’t they vary as much in this as they do in the words they use for “boy” and “girl”? But they all do the same thing—training boys, in particular, to control their emotions—because it is as natural for them to do it as it is for human beings everywhere to signal their pleasure by smiling. We recognize immediately what the smile means. We recognize immediately boys at their complicated games, even when we do not know what the rules are. That does not surprise us. But it would furrow our brows if we saw the boys crying over a close play and breaking up the game over it.


My second reply is to ask people to consider carefully what the boys are doing. For the game to take place at all, personal feelings must be kept in check. Such feelings get in the way. You need to fight a battle. You need to throw a bridge across that dangerous ravine. You need to go down into the earth to get the iron ore. You need to plane those beams, and your saw needs sharpening. Your fields are getting pelted with hail, and you need to save as much corn as you can. You have strong passions, but you must either set them aside for later or bend them toward the productive task, channeling them, making them all the stronger for being channeled. You must deny yourself, and you grow by the self-denial.


When boys are told that they should let themselves cry—not just in the extraordinary situations that justify male weeping, such as grief for close kin—they are not really (whatever the psychologists and our psychologized world may tell us) being given leave to feel emotions that they would otherwise prevent themselves from feeling. They are sapped. They are being given leave not to experience what they otherwise might experience: conquest over passion, with its own passion too—the confident enjoyment of victory. Go to the most dysfunctional regions of our society, and you will behold boys and men who express their feelings quite freely: feelings of wrath, vengeance, lust, cruelty, delight in destruction. Before we tell men that they should express their feelings all the time, we might ask first what those feelings are likely to be.


We should also notice that in a time of danger or trouble, it is quite valuable to have someone near who can think with perfect coldness, as if nothing mattered to him but the thing to be done. “Let’s roll,” said Todd Beamer after he had prayed the Twenty-Third Psalm with a telephone operator, and then he and his fellows ambushed the men who wanted to fly the airplane into the White House or the Capitol, bringing it down to harmless destruction in the farmlands of western Pennsylvania. He had called the operator, Lisa Jefferson, because he wanted to spare his wife the immediate shock, as she was expecting a child. Note both the fineness of his sensitivity and the fact that he denied himself the comfort of speaking to his wife, for her sake. We know that even when weeping, or shivering with fear, or groaning with pain may be perfectly understandable, it may not always be useful—and it may not be the best way of showing charity toward others. The man who does not weep in a crisis is not saying to himself, “Behold how strong I am.” He is compelling himself to separate one feeling from another, the feeling that here, right now, will hurt our chances or will impose a burden on other people, and from the feeling that almost has no name, that fierce desire to have the right thing done against all odds and in the teeth of disaster.


I have heard it said that the notion that men must set aside their grief or fear in order to get a job done is a stale relic of Victorian England, when British men were supposed to keep that upper lip stiff in times of trouble and not betray a single weakness. That is supposed to harm boys who are told that they are not supposed to cry. The problem with this claim is that manhood in every culture contradicts it. Let us go to ancient Rome, for example. The scene is Carthage, and the hero Aeneas has been instructed by the gods to leave and go forth to Italy, regardless of his feelings. He does not want to go. Dido, the queen of the newly founded city, has fallen madly in love with him, and they have been living, somewhat scandalously, as man and wife. Aeneas has gone so far as to supervise the Carthaginian building projects. He is weary of wandering. His own home, Troy, has been burnt to the ground. Why shouldn’t he stay where he’s comfortable? But Mercury reminds him of his fatherly duty:




What hope do you hold to, dozing away in Libya?


If you are not moved by the glory of things to come,


Or your own honor in such a mighty work,


Look to your rising son Ascanius, look


To the hope of Iulus your heir, for the land of Rome


And Italy’s realm are his by right. (Aeneid, 4.271–76)3





And that is all Aeneas needs to hear. He does not want to hear it, but what a man wants and what a man must do are seldom the same.


So he orders his men to get the ships ready, while he tries to find a way to tell Dido that he is leaving. She, however, with a woman’s quick sense, sees it first and accuses him bitterly, appealing to their “marriage,” to his having exposed her to the anger of a nearby enemy who had courted her, and to her generous treatment of him and his homeless Trojans. Please, please, she says, do not leave me! At least if there were some little child of theirs that would remind her of him, that would be some consolation. She is utterly crushed.


Aeneas is moved, but he cannot bend—he must not bend:




But, warned by Jove, he did not move his eyes;


Leaned hard on the care in his heart, and kept it down. (Aeneid, 4.271–76)





And when the queen’s sister Anna tries to move him time and again with many tears, he remains steadfast. The simile the poet uses suggests both intense feeling and a strong will to master the feeling, to keep it from altering what he intends to do:




But as the winds from the Alps in a wrestling fury


Rage here and there to rip up by the roots


A tough and hearty oak tree strong in age:


The trunk shakes, and the leaves lie strewn on the ground,


But the oak holds to the rock, and lifts his crown


As high to heaven as the roots reach down to Hades;


So did the hero, assailed by a storm of cries


From here, there, feel their force in his large heart;


But his mind held fast, no matter the rain of tears. (Aeneid, 4.441–49)





Aeneas, we see, must give up his last good chance for happiness in life, so that others, his descendants, especially his beloved son Ascanius, may prosper. Regrets are of no consequence.


But that was the stoic Roman, you might say. Well then, let us go behind the stoic. Here is Odysseus, in that great poem composed hundreds of years before Zeno ever preached his manly philosophy of self-denial from the Stoa. Odysseus and his men are on an island. They are desperately hungry. They have been catching some fish and small game birds, but it is not enough. Meanwhile, plenty of oxen browse the hills, but they belong to the sun god Helios, and the men have been warned not to touch them. But when Odysseus leaves their camp to pray to the gods for mercy, Eurylochus, who has long complained bitterly about his captain’s stubbornness, counsels the other men to kill some of the cattle and eat rather than die of hunger, saying that even if the gods should plunge their ship beneath the sea,




I would rather at once go down with a gulp of the wave,


Than wither my age away on a desert island. (Odyssey, 12.359–60)





That may sound brave, but it is not. The poet Homer presents it as the counsel of weakness. The men give in. To suffer much for a right cause is the mark of the aner, the real man, as Homer calls Odysseus in the opening invocation of the poem. The rest of the sailors from Ithaca are nepioi, ninnies, mere silly boys, because they ate the cattle of Helios Hyperion.


Odysseus is not callous. Quite the contrary. He feels deeply; his name suggests strife and suffering, and the telltale scar on his body is, fittingly enough, from a wound he got when he was a boy hunting the wild boar with his grandfather and his uncles. We see that while other men, such as the 108 self-indulgent suitors who have descended upon his estate back home in Ithaca, seek their pleasure first and do not want to listen to any stories of sadness, Odysseus holds pleasure at bay; he confronts life directly. He knows he will be tempted to weep when he asks the loyal swineherd Eumaeus about the old dog Argos—“Flash” (the name suggests both light and speed)—lying devoured by fleas on the dunghill as they approach the house. For Flash is the first creature in Ithaca to recognize the beggar-king, and he whimpers a little and tries to wag his tail. But Eumaeus tells how the dog was always the first in the pack to trail the game and never lost the scent, but now the servants neglect him, because that is what you get when the master of a household is gone. Odysseus sheds a tear, but he does not let Eumaeus see it, and he wipes it away. It is not the time for tears, even after




the dark fate of death took hold of Flash,


When he had seen Odysseus, after twenty years. (Odyssey, 12.350–51)





That is Homeric Greece and imperial Rome, you may say. Sure, this is hardly the universal rule. But where can we go then to find a culture in which the men weep freely and loudly while the women are silent and hold to their public purposes? Not to India, where the prince Gautama (the Buddha) sat for seven days or seven weeks under the Bo tree, eating nothing, in a trance contemplating the many miseries that afflict mankind—and when the evil god Mara brought forth his daughters decked in all the beauty of the world to tempt him, to move him from his path, the prince held fast, and looked upon them with a sort of kindly indifference. Can we go to China, where, when the master Confucius was asked to describe the perfect man, he did so in terms of calm self-restraint? The perfect man is one who, “when he sees a chance of gain, stops to think whether to pursue it would be right; when he sees that his prince is in danger, is ready to lay down his life; when the fulfillment of an old promise is exacted, stands by what he said long ago.” How do you recognize the good son? When his father dies and the three required years of mourning follow, the good son runs the household exactly as it had been run in his father’s life. He obeys the sacred custom, and he does not permit the grief to master him.


How about the American Indians? “My grandson,” says the old woman in a Native American tale, “you must never go hunting; all your people were killed while out hunting. I don’t want you to hunt; I don’t want you to be killed.” But the boy stands firm. “I don’t want to be killed, my grandmother, but I don’t like to stay around the house all the time. I want to find food and bring it home,” he says, affirming one of the fundamental masculine directives, that of conquest for the sake of the people he loves. “I want, besides, to see where my people were killed. I want to see the place where they died; I want to look at the person who killed them.” The grandmother continues to beg, but he holds to his intention, and the grandmother weeps in the morning when he leaves. He does meet the wicked killer Klakherrit, but he does not fall for the vicious man’s trick—which is to play on his victims’ pity, begging them to pull a splinter out of his foot, and cutting off their heads while they are so occupied. The boy returns home, and the next morning he calmly places a blue and a white stone before his grandmother, saying that if she sees black blood on the blue stone, she will know that he has been killed, but if she sees red blood on the white stone, she will know that he has killed Klakherrit. Again the woman weeps, but the boy goes on his way—and slays not only Klakherrit, but all his wicked people too, except for one woman who manages to escape.


Can we go to pagan Ireland? Fin the son of Cool and his sons, Oscar and Oisin, are defending their country against the onslaught of Daire Donn, High King of the Great World. When Oisin’s enemy is getting the better of him, backing him up against the sea, Fin sends to him a poet—a poet!—to remind him of his courage and strength. “Now is the time to prove your valor and greatness, Oisin,” says the poet. “You never went to any place but a king’s daughter, or a high beauty, fell in love with you. Many are looking this day at you; and now is your time to show your bravery.” His fear and worry fall away, and Oisin grows in fury, till he cuts off his enemy’s head.


Or pagan England? The poet of The Wanderer, with laconic understatement, describes what a real man must not be:




The wise man knows how to wait:


not too hot in his heart, or hasty of speech,
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