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The Betrayal of the American Man

Susan Faludi

The Four Questions

1. What is the problem that Faludi identifies? What values
are being violated or what goals thwarted?

2. Is this a social problem? In what sense?

3. What are the causes of this problem? Are men them-
selves the problem, according to Faludi?

4. How does Faludi approach meeting this problem?
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[A]s the nation wobbled toward the millennium, its
pulse-takers all seemed to agree that a domestic apoca-
lypse was underway: American manhood was under
siege. Newspaper editors, legislators, preachers, mar-
keters, no matter where they perched on the politi-
cal spectrum, had a contribution to make to the chron-
icles of the “masculinity crisis.” Right-wing talk-radio
hosts and left-wing men’s-movement spokesmen found
themselves uncomfortably on common ground. MEN
ON TRIAL, the headlines cried, THE TROUBLE WITH BOYS.
Journalists—myself included—raced to report on one
young-male hot spot after another: Tailhook, the Cita-
del, the Spur Posse, South Central gangsters, militia-
men blowing up federal buildings and abortion clinics,
schoolyard shooters across the country.

In the meantime, the media’s softer lifestyle outlets
happily turned their attention to male-crisis lite: the
retreat to cigar clubs and lap-dancing emporiums, the
boom in male cosmetic surgery and the abuse of ster-
oids, the brisk sales of Viagra. Social scientists pon-
tificated on “endangered” young black men in the
inner cities, Ritalin-addicted white “bad boys” in the
suburbs, “deadbeat dads” everywhere and, less fre-
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quently, the anguish of downsized male workers. Social
psychologists issued reports on a troubling rise in male-
distress signals—from depressive disorders to suicides
to certain criminal behaviors.

Pollsters investigated the electoral habits of a new
voting bloc they called “the Angry White Male.” Mar-
keters hastened to turn the crisis into entertainment
and profits from TV shows like “The Man Show” to
T shirts that proclaimed DESTROY ALL GIRLS OT WIEE
BEATER. And by the hundreds of thousands, men with-
out portfolio confirmed the male-crisis diagnosis, con-
vening in Washington for both the black Nation of
Islam-led Million Man March and a largely white,
evangelical-led Promise Keepers rally entitled, hope-
fully, “Stand in the Gap.”

If so many concurred in the existence of a male cri-
sis, consensus collapsed as soon as anyone asked the
question Why. Everyone proposed a favorite whipping
boy or, more often, whipping girl, and blame-seekers
on all sides went after their selected culprits with right-
eous and bitter relish. Feminist mothers, indulgent lib-
erals, videogame makers or testosterone itself all came
under attack.

AT GROUND ZERO OF
THE MASCULINITY CRISIS

The search for an answer to that question took me
on a six-year odyssey, with stops along the way at a
shuttered shipyard in Long Beach, a suburban living
room where a Promise Keepers group met, a Cleveland
football stadium where fans grieved the loss of their
team, a Florida horse farm where a Vietnam vet finally
found peace, a grassy field in Waco where militiamen
searched for an enemy and a slick magazine office
where young male editors contended with a commod-
ified manhood. But I began investigating this crisis
where you might expect a feminist journalist to begin:
at the weekly meetings of a domestic-violence group.
Wednesday evenings in a beige stucco building a few
blocks from the freeway in Long Beach, Calif, I at-
tended a gathering of men under court order to repent
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the commission of an act that stands as the emblematic
masculine sin of our age. What did I expect to divine
about the broader male condition by monitoring a
weekly counseling session for batterers? That men are
by nature brutes? Or, more optimistically, that the ef-
forts of such a group might point to methods of “cur-
ing” such beastliness?

Either way, I can see now that [ was operating from
an assumption both underexamined and dubious: that
the male crisis in America was caused by something
men were doing unrelated to something being done to
them. [ had my own favorite whipping boy, suspecting
that the crisis of masculinity was caused by masculinity
on the rampage. If male violence was the quintessential
expression of masculinity run amok, then a domestic-
violence therapy group must be at the very heart of this
particular darkness.

I wasn't alone in such circular reasoning. 1 was be-
sieged with suggestions along similar lines from jour-
nalists, feminists, antifeminists and other willing advis-
ers. Women’s rights advocates mailed me news clips
about male office stalkers and computer harassers. That
I was not ensconced in the courtroom for O. J. Simp-
son’s murder trial struck many of my volunteer help-
ers as an appalling lapse of judgment. “The perfect case
study of an American man who thinks he’s entitled to
just control everything and everybody,” one of them
suggested.

But then, I had already been attending the
domestic-violence group for several months—the very
group O. J. Simpson was, by coincidence, supposed to
have attended but avoided with the promise that he
would speak by phone to a psychiatrist—and it was al-
ready apparent to me that these men’s crises did not
stem from a preening sense of entidement and control.
Each new member in the group, called Alternatives
to Violence, would be asked to describe what he had
done to a woman, a request that was met invariably
with the disclaimer “I was out of control.” The coun-
selors would then expend much energy showing him
how he had, in fact, been in control the entire time.
He had chosen his fists, not a knife; he had hit her in
the stomach, not the face. No doubt the moment of
physical contact for these men had grown out of a de-
sire for supremie control fueled by a need to dominate.
I cannot conceive of a circumstance that would exon-
erate such violence. By making the abusive spouse take
responsibility for his actions, the counselors were pur-
suing a worthy goal. But the logic behind the violence
still remained elusive.

A serviceman who had turned to nightclub-
bouncer jobs and pastry catering after his military base
shut down seemed to confirm the counselors’ position
one evening shortly before his “graduation” from the
group. “I denied it before,” he said of the night he
pummeled his girlfriend. “I thought I'd blacked out.
But looking back at that night, I didn't black out. I was
feeling good. I was in power, I was strong, I was in con-
trol. I felt like a man.” But what struck me most
strongly was what he said next: that moment of con-
trol had been the only one in his recent life. “That feel-
ing of power,” he said, “didn’t last long. Only until
they put the cuffs on. Then I was feeling again like I
was no man at all.”

He was typical in this regard. The men I got to
know in the group had, without exception, lost their
compass in the world. They had lost or were losing
jobs, homes, cars, families. They had been labeled out-
laws but felt like castoffs. There was something almost
absurd about these men struggling, week after week, to
recognize themselves as dominators when they were so
clearly dominated, done in by the world.

Underlying all the disagreement over what is con-
fusing and unnerving to men runs a constant line of
thinking that blinds us—whatever our political be-
liefs—to the nature of the male predicament. Ask fem-
inists to diagnose men’s problems and you will often
get a very clear explanation: men are in crisis because
women are properly challenging male dominance. Ask
antifeminists and you will get a diagnosis that is, in one
respect, similar. Men are troubled, many conservative
pundits say, because women have gone far beyond their
demands for equal treatment and now are trying to
take power away from men.

Both the feminist and antifeminist views are rooted
in a peculiarly modern American perception that to
be a man means you are at the controls at all times.
The popular feminist joke that men are to blame for
everything is the flip side of the “family values” reac-
tionary expectation that men should be in charge of
everything.

The man controlling his environment is today the
prevailing American image of masculinity. He is to be
in the driver’s seat, the king of the road, forever charg-
ing down the open highway, along that masculine
Mgbius strip that cycles endlessly through a numbing
stream of movies, TV shows, novels, advertisements
and pop tunes. He’s a man because he won't be stopped.
He'll fight attempts to tamp him down; if he has to,
he’ll use his gun. But we forget that true Daniel Boone
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frontiersmanship was only incidentally violent, and was
based on creating, out of wilderness, a communal con-
text to which a man could moor himself through work
and family.

Modern debates about how men are exercising
or abusing their control and power neglect to raise
whether a lack of mooring, a lack of context, is caus-
ing men’s anguish. If men are the masters of their fate,
what do they do about the unspoken sense that they are
being mastered, in the marketplace and at home, by
forces that seem to be sweeping away the soil beneath
their feet? If men are mythologized as the ones who
make things happen, then how can they begin to ana-
lyze what is happening to them?

More than a quarter century ago, women began
to free themselves from the box in which they were
trapped by feeling their way along its contours, figur-
ing out how it was shaped and how it shaped them.
Women were able to take action, paradoxically, by un-
derstanding how they were acted upon. Men feel the
contours of a box, too, but they are told that box is of
their own manufacture, designed to their specifications.
Who are they to complain? For men to say they feel
boxed in is regarded not as laudable political protest
but as childish whining. How dare the kings complain
about their castes?

What happened to so disturb the sons of the World
War II GIs? The prevailing narrative that the sons
inherited—fashioned from the battlefronts of Europe
and the Pacific, laid out in countless newspapers, news-
reels and movies—was a tale of successful fatherhood
and masculine transformation: boys whose Depression-
era fathers could neither provide for them nor guide
them into manhood were placed under the benevolent
wing of a vast male-run orphanage called the army and
sent into battle. There, firm but kindly senior offic-
ers acting as surrogate fathers watched over them as
they were tempered into men in the heat of a heroic
struggle against malevolent enemies. The boys, molded
into men, would return to find wives, form their fam-
ilies and take their places as adults in the community
of a nation taking its place as a grown-up power in the
world.

This was the story America told itself in dozens of
war movies in which tough but tenderhearted com-
manding officers prepared their appreciative “boys” to
assume their responsibilities in male society. It was the
theme behind the 1949 film “Sands of Iwo Jima,” with
John Wayne as Sergeant Stryker, a stern papa mold-
ing his wet-behind-the-ears charges into a capable fra-

ternity. “Before I'm through with you, you're gonna
move like one man and think like one man,” he tells
them. “If I can’t teach you one way, I'll teach you an-
other, but I'm gonna get the job done.” And he gets
the job done, fathering a whole squad of youngsters
into communal adulthood.

The veterans of World War II were eager to em-
brace a masculine ideal that revolved around providing
rather than dominating. Their most important experi-
ences had centered on the support they had given one
another in the war, and it was this that they wished to
replicate. As artilleryman Win Stracke told oral histo-
rian Studs Terkel in “The Good War,” he came home
bearing this most cherished memory: “You had 15
guys who for the first time in their lives could help each
other without cutting each other’s throat or trying to
put down somebody else through a boss or whatever. 1
had realized it was the absence of competition and all
those phony standards that created the thing I loved
about the army.”

The fathers who would sire the baby-boom gener-~
ation would try to pass that experience of manhood on
intact to their sons. The grunts who went overseas and
liberated the world came home to the expectation that
they would liberate the country by quiet industry and
caretaking. The vets threw themselves into their feder-
ally funded educations, and later their defense-funded
corporate and production-line jobs, and their domestic
lives in Veterans Administration—financed tract homes.
They hoped their dedication would be in the service of
a higher national aim.

For their children, the period of soaring expecta-
tions that followed the war was truly the era of the boy.
It was the culture of “Father Knows Best” and “Leave
It to Beaver,” of Pop Warner rituals and Westinghouse
science scholarships, of BB guns and rocket clubs, of
football practice and lettered jackets, of magazine
ads where “Dad” seemed always to be beaming down
at his scampy, cowboy-suited younger son or proudly
handing his older son the keys to a brand-new convert-
ible. It was a world where, regardless of the truth that
lay behind each garden gate, popular culture led us to
believe that fathers were spending every leisure mo-
ment in roughhouse play and model-airplane con-
struction with their beloved boys.

In the aspiring middle-class suburb where I came
of age, there was no mistaking the belief in the boy’s
pre-eminence; it was evident in the solicitous atten-
tions of parents and schoolteachers, in the centrality of
Cub Scouts and Little League, in the community life
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that revolved around boys’ championships and boys’
scores—as if these outposts of tract-home America had
been built mainly as exhibition rings for junior-male
achievement, which perhaps they had.

The speech that inaugurated the shiny new era of
the 1960s was the youthful John F. Kennedy’s address
to the Democratic National Convention, a month be~
fore the launch of Echo. The words would become,
along with his Inaugural oration, a haunting refrain in
adolescent male consciousness. What Kennedy implic-
itly presented was a new rite of passage for an untested
male generation. “The New Frontier of which I speak
is not a set of promises,” he told them. “It is a set of
challenges.” Kennedy understood that it was not
enough for the fathers to win the world for their sons;
the sons had to feel they had won it for themselves. If
the fathers had their Nazis and “Nips,” then Kennedy
would see to it that the sons had an enemy, too. He
promised as much on Inauguration Day in 1961, when
he spoke vaguely but unremittingly of communism’s
threat, of a country that would be defined by its readi-
ness to “pay any price” and “oppose any foe.” The
fight was the thing, the only thing, if America was to
retain its masculinity.

The drumrolls promised a dawning era of super-
power manhood to the boy born on the New Frontier,
a masculine honor and pride in exchange for his loy-
alty. Ultimately, the boy was double-crossed. The fix
was in from the start: corporate and cold-war Amer-
ica’s promise to continue the World War II GI's war-
time experience of belonging, of meaningful engage-
ment in a mission, was never authentic. “The New
Frontier” of space turned out to be a void that no man
could conquer, let alone colonize. The astronaut was
no Daniel Boone; he was just a flattened image for TV
viewers to watch—and eventually, to be bored by. In-
stead of sending its sons to Normandy, the government
dispatcched them to Vietnam, where the enemy was
unclear and the mission remained a tragic mystery. The
masstve managerial bureaucracies of postwar “white
collar” employment, especially the defense contractors
fat on government largesse, produced “organization
men” who often didnt even know what they were
managing—and who suspected they weren’t really
needed at all. What these corporations offered was a
secure job, not a vital role—and not even that se-
cure. The postwar fathers’ submission to the national-
security state would, after a prosperous period of his-
torically brief duration, be rewarded with pink slips,
with massive downsizing, union-breaking and out-

sourcing. The boy who had been told he was going to
be the master of the universe and all that was in it found
himself master of nothing.

As early as 1957, the boy’s diminished future was
foreshadowed in a classic sci-fi film. In “The Incredi-
ble Shrinking Man,” Scott Carey has a good job, a sub-
urban home, a pleasure boat, a pretty wife. And yet, af-
ter he passes through a mist of atomic radiation while
on a boating vacation in the Pacific, something hap-
pens. As he tells his wife in horror, “I’'m getting smaller,
Lou, every day.”

As Carey quite literally shrinks, the promises made
to him are broken one by one. The employer who was
to give him lifetime economic security fires him. He
is left with only feminine defenses, to hide in a doll
house, to fight a giant spider with a sewing pin. And it
turns out that the very source of his diminishment is
implicitly an atomic test by his own government. His
only hope is to turn himself into a celebrated freak and
sell his story to the media. “I'm a big man!” Carey says
with bitter sarcasm. “I’'m famous! One more joke for
the world to laugh at.”

The more Carey shrinks, the more he strikes out
at those around him. “Every day I became more tyran-
nical,” he comments, “more monstrous in my domi-
nation of my wife.” It’s a line that would ring a bell for
any visitor to the Alternatives to Violence group and
for any observer of the current male scene. As the male
role has diminished amid a sea of betrayed promises,
many men have been driven to more domineering and
some even “monstrous” displays in their frantic quest
for a meaningful showdown.

THE ORNAMENTAL CULTURE

If few men would do what Shawn Nelson did one eve-
ning in the spring of 1995, many could relate. A for-
mer serviceman whose career in an army tank unit had
gone nowhere, a plumber who had lost his job, a for-
mer husband whose wife had left him, the 35-year-old
Nelson broke into the National Guard armory, com-
mandeered an M-60 army tank and drove it through
the streets of San Diego, flattening fire hydrants, crush-
ing 40 cars, downing enough utility poles to cut off
electricity to 5,000 people. He was at war with the do-
mestic world that he once thought he was meant to
build and defend. He was going to drive that tank he
had been meant to command if it killed him. And it
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did. The police shot Shawn Nelson to death through
the turret hatch.

If a man could not get the infrastructure to work
for him, he could at least tear it down. If the nation
would not provide an enemy to fight, he could go to
war at home. If there was to be no brotherhood, he
would take his stand alone. A handful of men would at-
tempt to gun down enemies they imagined they saw
in family court, employee parking lots, McDonald’s
restaurants, a Colorado schoolhouse and, most notor-
iously, a federal office building in Oklahoma. A far
greater number would move their destruction of the
elusive enemy to the fantasy realm to a clear-cut and
controllable world of action movies and video com-
bat, televised athletic tournaments and pay-per-view
ultimate-fighting bouts.

But none of it would satisfy, because the world and
the fight had changed. . . .

Ornamental culture has proved the ultimate ex-
pression of the century, sweeping away institutions in
which men felt some sense of belonging and replacing
them with visual spectacles that they can only watch
and that benefit global commercial forces they cannot
fathom. Celebrity culture’s effects on men go far be-
vond the obvious showcasing of action heroes and rock
musicians. The ordinary man is no fool: he knows he
can’t be Arnold Schwarzenegger. Nonetheless, the cul-
ture reshapes his most basic sense of manhood by
telling him that masculinity is something to drape over
the body, not draw from inner resources; that it is per-
sonal, not societal; that manhood is displayed, not
demonstrated. The internal qualities once said to em-
body manhood—surefootedness, inner strength, con-
fidence of purpose—are merchandised to men to en-
hance their manliness. What passes for the essence of
masculinity is being extracted and bottled and sold
back to men. Literally, in the case of Viagra. . . .

In a culture of ornament, manhood is defined by
appearance, by youth and attractiveness, by money and
aggression, by posture and swagger and “props,” by the
curled lip and flexed biceps, by the glamour of the
cover boy and by the market-bartered “individuality”
that sets one astronaut or athlete or gangster above an-
other. These are the same traits that have long been
designated as the essence of feminine vanity—the ob-
jectification and mirror-gazing that women have de-
nounced as trivializing and humiliating qualities im-
posed on them by a misogynist culture. No wonder
men are in such agony. At the close of the century, men
find themselves in an unfamiliar world where male

worth is mieasured only by participation in a celebrity-
driven consumer culture and awarded by lady luck.

The more I consider what men have lost—a use-
ful role in public life, a way of earning a decent living,
respectful treatment in the culture—the more it seems
that men are falling into a status oddly similar to that of
women at midcentury. The '50s housewife, stripped of
her connections to a wider world and invited to fill the
void with shopping and the ornamental display of her
ultrafemininity, could be said to have morphed into the
’90s man, stripped of his connections to a wider world
and invited to fill the void with consumption and a
gym-bred display of his ultramasculinity. The empty
compensations of a “feminine mystique” are trans-
forming into the empty compensations of a masculine
mystique, with a gentlemen’s cigar club no more satis-
fying than a ladies’ bake-off.

But women have rebelled against this mystique. Of
all the bedeviling questions my travels and research
raised, none struck me more than this: why don’t con-
temporary men rise up in protest against their betrayal?
If they have experienced so many of the same injuries
as women, the same humiliations, why don’t they chal-
lenge the culture as women did? Why cant men seem
to act?

The stock answers don’t suffice. Men aren’t simply
refusing to “give up the reins of power,” as some fem-
inists have argued. The reins have already slipped from
most of their hands. Nor are men merely chary of
expressing pain and neediness, particularly in an era
where emoting is the coin of the commercial realm.
While the pressures on men to imagine themselves in
control of their emotions are impediments to male re-
volt, a more fundamental obstacle overshadows them.
If men have feared to tread where women have rushed
in, then maybe women have had it easier in one very
simple regard: women could frame their struggle as a
battle against men.

For the many women who embraced feminism
in one way or another in the 1970s, that consumer
culture was not some intangible force; they saw it as
a cudgel wielded by men against women. The mass
culture’s portfolic of sexist images was propaganda to
prop up the myth of male superiority, the argument
went. Men, not the marketplace, many women be-
lieved, were the root problem and so, as one feminist
activist put it in 1969, “the task of the women’s libera~
tion movement is to collectively combat male domina-
tion in the home, in bed, on the job.” And indeed,
there were virulent, sexist attitudes to confront. But
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the 1970s model of confrontation could get feminism
only halfway to its goal.

The women who engaged in the feminist cam-
paigns of the *70s were able to take advantage of a
ready-made model for revolt. Ironically, it was a male
strategy. Feminists had a clearly defined oppressive en-
emy: the “patriarchy.” They had a real frontier to con-
quer: all those patriarchal institutions, both the old
ones that still rebuffed women, like the U.S. Congress
or US. Steel, and the new ones that tried to remold
women, like Madison Avenue or the glamour and me-
dia-pimp kingdoms of Bert Parks and Hugh Hefner.
Feminists also had their own army of “brothers”™:
sisterhood. Each GI Jane who participated in this
struggle felt useful. Whether she was working in a
women’s-health clinic or tossing her bottles of Clairol
in a “freedom trash can,” she was part of a greater
glory, the advancement of her entire sex. Many women
whose lives were touched by feminism felt in some way
that they had reclaimed an essential usefulness; to-
gether, they had charged the barricades that kept each
of them from a fruitful, thriving life.

The male paradigm of confrontation, in which an
enemy could be identified, contested and defeated,
proved useful to activists in the civil-rights movement,
the antiwar movement, the gay-rights movement. It
was, in fact, the fundamental organizing principle of
virtually every concerted countercultural campaign of
the last half century. Yet it could launch no “men’s
movement.” Herein lies the critical paradox, and the
source of male inaction: the model women have used
to revolt is the exact one men not only can’t use but are
trapped in.

Men have no clearly defined enemy who is op-
pressing them. How can men be oppressed when the
culture has already identified them as the oppressors,
and when even they see themselves that way? As one
man wrote plaintively to Promise Keepers, “I'm like
a kite with a broken string, but I'm also holding the
tail.” Men have invented antagonists to make their
problems visible, but with the passage of time, these
culprits—scheming feminists, affirmative-action pro-
ponents, job-grabbing illegal aliens—have come to
seem increasingly unconvincing as explanations for
their situation. Nor do men have a clear frontier on
which to challenge their intangible enemies. What
new realms should they be gaining—the media, enter-
tainment and image-making institutions of corporate
America? But these are institutions already run by
men; how can men invade their own territory? Is tech-

nological progress the frontier? Why then does it seem
to be pushing men into obsolescence, socially and oc-
cupationally? And if the American man crushes the
machine, whose machine has he vanquished?

The male paradigm of confrontation has proved
worthless to men. Yet maybe that’s not so unfortunate.
The usefulness of that model has reached a point of
exhaustion anyway. The women’s movement and the
other social movements have discovered its limits.
Their most obvious enemies have been sent into re-
treat, yet the problems persist. While women are still
outnumbered in the executive suites, many have risen
in the ranks and some have achieved authoritative po-
sitions often only to perpetuate the same transgressions
as their male predecessors. Women in power in the me-
dia, advertising and Hollywood have for the most part
continued to generate the same sorts of demeaning im-
ages as their male counterparts. Blaming a cabal of men
has taken feminism about as far as it can go. That’s why
women have a great deal at stake in the liberation of the
one population uniquely poised to discover and em-
ploy a new paradigm—men.

BEYOND THE POLITICS
OF CONFRONTATION

. .. As men struggle to free themselves from their cri-
sis, their task is not, in the end, to figure out how to
be masculine—rather, their masculinity lies in figur-
ing out how to be human. The men who worked at
the Long Beach Naval Shipyard, where I spent many
months, didn’t go there and learn their crafts as riggers,
welders and boilermakers to be masculine; they were
seeking something worthwhile to do. Their sense of
their own manhood flowed out of their utility in a so-
ciety, not the other way around.

And so with the mystery of men’s nonrebellion
comes the glimmer of an opening, a chance for men
to forge a rebellion commensurate with women’s and,
in the course of it, to create a new paradigm for hu-
man progress that will open doors for both sexes. That
was, and continues to be, feminism’s dream, to create
a freer, more humane world. It will remain a dream
without the strength and courage of men who are to-
day faced with a historic opportunity: to learn to wage
a battle against no enemy, to own a frontier of human
liberty, to act in the service of a brotherhood that in-
cludes us all.





