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      For our Fathers and our Son, Heroes First and Last

    


    
      And it may not be amiss for all people who shall meet with my story to make this just observation from it—namely, how frequently in the course of our lives the evil which in itself we seek most to shun, and which, when we are fallen into it, is the most dreadful to us, is oftentimes the very means or door of our deliverance, by which alone we can be raised again from the affliction we are fallen into.


      Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe


      There is a wisdom that is woe; but there is a woe that is madness. And there is a Catskill eagle in some souls that can alike dive down into the blackest gorges, and soar out of them again and become invisible in the sunny spaces. And even if he for ever flies within the gorge, that gorge is in the mountains; so that even in his lowest swoop the mountain eagle is still higher than other birds upon the plain, even though they soar.


      Herman Melville, Moby Dick, xcvi

    


    
      Preface

    


    
      The world has no room for cowards. We must all be ready somehow to toil, to suffer, to die. And yours is not the less noble because no drum beats before you when you go out into your daily battlefields, and no crowds shout about your coming when you return from your daily victory or defeat.


      —Robert Louis Stevenson


      What is this book about? How did we come to write it? For whom has it been written?


      Like many other readers we have been struck by the recent proliferation of books and films dealing with modern heroes. Distant names from the past—Robert Scott, George Mallory, and Sir Ernest Shackleton—have all been the subject of recent books and Shackleton’s adventures in the Antarctic have been the subject of museum exhibits from London to New York. There is also talk of a Wolfgang Petersen film, charting Shackleton’s 800 mile journey in a small, open lifeboat to South Georgia Island. Finally, Petersen notes, he could do a sea film (unlike The Perfect Storm and Das Boot) in which the characters survive. Attempts on Mt. Everest, both successful and unsuccessful, are regularly reported in the popular press and two particular attempts have been the subject of a recent IMAX film. The discovery of Mallory’s body on Everest in 1999 has sparked additional interest in him and in others, such as Rob Hall, who have lost their lives near the mountain’s summit. The recent ascent to the top of the world by the blind climber, Erik Weihenmayer, merited a full cover story in TIME magazine, “Blind to Failure” (6/18/01).


      This interest in heroes is particularly compelling since we hear so much in the contemporary popular media concerning the relative absence of heroes. One of the answers that is often given is that the media themselves have stripped us of the possibility of heroes. When we learn every sordid detail of every public figure’s life, the argument goes, we lose faith in the possibility of heroism. Some have even denied the existence of bona fide heroes and heroines, believing that if the full facts were revealed we would see that all putative heroes were really not heroes at all, but rather frail, flawed human beings like the rest of us.


      How should we respond to these dual phenomena—the apparent prevalence of heroes or at least prevalence of interest in possible heroes and the attitude that these individuals were probably, at base, all too human? Should the latter come as a surprise to us? Should the existence of human failings disqualify individuals as possible heroes?


      Our interest in this subject began with a set of observations and attitudes that emerged from our reading, our experiences, and our classrooms. First, while we can understand the current skepticism regarding heroic achievements we do believe in the possibility of human heroism. Examples have existed from the dawn of human memory to the present time. The behavioral and professional categories from which heroes have been drawn may change, but the identification of heroes persists. We have also been struck by the fact that many of these individuals—from antiquity to the present, in fiction, myth, and history—have carried wounds of various kinds, from the physical wounds of the epic hero to the developmental wounds identified and highlighted by modern psychology.


      We have wondered if the wounded hero is more the rule than the exception. Is there, in fact, a relationship between the wounds which the hero carries and the accomplishments which he achieves? If so, are there important lessons that might be drawn from the hero’s experience?


      In studying the approaches and conclusions of modern psychology we have been struck by the extent to which developmentalists have envisioned human life as proceeding through a set of predictable stages. In As You Like It one of Shakespeare’s characters, Jacques, delivers the famous “7 Ages of Man” speech. Modern developmentalists have also followed this tack, the result being that expectations are raised concerning each individual’s negotiation of these stages (the number and nature of the stages varying from theorist to theorist). When a person is “expected” to pass through certain stages in a certain order, norms are established. Even if these are reasonably flexible, patterns become models and individuals whose lives do not follow these patterns are seen as abnormal. To psychologists, as with their friends and neighbors in contemporary society, abnormality is seldom considered to be a good thing.


      We have been considering these issues over the last two decades and have tested our tentative conclusions on multiple student groups. These groups have consisted of individuals ranging in age from 18 to 85. We have benefited from the experiences, opinions, and insights of our students and have added them to the mix of materials that have helped to form our conclusions.


      From this set of observations and conclusions came the argument of this book: if our heroes are often developmentally “abnormal” and if our heroes serve as our models, should we not adjust our sense of authentic and meaningful human experience and pay a bit more attention to the exceptional and a bit less attention to the “normal”? The “normal” are seldom our heroes. Why then should they serve as our models, i.e. the models proposed to us by developmental theory?


      The obvious next step was to inquire concerning the possible relationship between the “abnormalities” and the exceptional accomplishments of the heroic personality. Are there lessons which we can learn? Are there ways in which we can even be inspired by the hero’s or heroine’s experience? Are there pitfalls that we can identify in their lives and, hence, avoid in our own? The answers to those questions add nuance and detail to the book’s central argument and offer us further opportunities for thought and reflection.


      Thus, the book assembles a number of materials and observations and attempts to serve a number of purposes. It uses history and biography to explore the experience of a number of historical heroes; it uses the texts of popular culture to highlight certain aspects of fictional heroes; and it uses the insights of developmental psychology to elucidate the importance of “stage” theories of human life. In combining these materials we hope to offer information and insight, encouragement and inspiration. The book argues that our views of human development should be adjusted in light of the experience of our heroes and heroines and it suggests ways in which we might contextualize our own experience and move beyond it to personal heroism.


      Hence the book is designed for self-help and awareness as well as for personal inspiration. While it argues for some adjustments to current developmental thought, it deals with human “wellness” broadly conceived. It is not, exclusively, a scholarly book, but there is scholarship behind it. It is a book that uses certain scholarly materials to address issues of broad human interest for a broad readership. While we hope that it is engaging and thought-provoking we have attempted to make it as accessible as possible to all. It might be thought of as a self-help book designed for readers who are interested in psychology, in history, in literature and in film, readers who are aware of their own ‘wounds’ but who wish to move beyond them and who might take heart in the experiences of others who have done so.


      What is a human life? Of what does it consist? How should we think

      of it?


      In the Venerable Bede’s (ca. 672–735) Ecclesiastical History of the English People there is a memorable passage which some consider the finest in Old English prose. The passage concerns the experience of religious conversion and it is built upon an image designed to capture both the meaning and mystery of human life. The following is a loose translation:


      Another of the king’s counselors and chiefs took up the discussion: ‘It seems to me, my liege, that man’s life on earth might be described in this way--a king sits at dinner with his chiefs and retainers in his meadhall. It is the depth of winter and a fire has been kindled to warm the hall. Outside it rains and snows and storms. Suddenly a sparrow appears within the house. It has flown in through one door; it flies through the warm hall, and flies through another, back into the darkness. So it is with man. His time here is brief. What went before and what follows after we know not. If there are words and beliefs which might help us to understand all of this, we should attend to them.’


      One explanation for the experience behind this analogy comes from faith, but faith is a gift and all do not share it. Faith is not, as the eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume argued, subject to rational argument since it is, by its nature, beyond reason. Even those who believe in or posit a future and/or a prior existence are unable to describe that extra-temporal past and future with any specificity.


      The king’s counselor imagines the existence of such states but wraps them in a darkness impenetrable to human experience and reason. The life which we know, the life which we can study, is bounded by two great events: the certain fact of our birth and the certain fact of our death. As rational beings we contemplate those events endlessly. Birth and death help to define us because of our consciousness of them. We confront those realities at a level of concern and understanding that the birds and beasts and insects do not share. Birth is easier. It initiates us into life. It brings us into a world of possibility. We believe we understand its cause and, to some degree, its purpose. That life into which it initiates us is more problematic; we do not understand its purpose at the level of comprehension which we seek. Death is more difficult still. It is our horizon; it delimits us and, hence, shapes us. No matter how hard we try to follow the advice of the poet William Blake and attempt to see through and beyond that horizon, it looms before us as a central certainty in our life.


      Presented with these essential, eternal certainties we see our life as a story, a story with a beginning, a middle, and an end. The fact that we cling to that life so dearly is evident in the measures we use to mark its stages. The “middle” years come far closer to the end than we wish to acknowledge and we demonstrate the value we place on the intensity of the experience by constructing and supporting a system of formal education which occupies nearly one-third of the projected period in which we expect to occupy the earth. Life is brief but our preparation for much of it is long.


      Aristotle is not the greatest literary critic in the west solely because of his ability to describe and analyze Greek drama. His insights on the drama are insights on human life, for the drama, as he argues, is an imitation of an action and that action, ultimately, is life itself. All of our popular entertainments, our films, television dramas, and genre fiction, are built upon Aristotle’s notions and every guide to writing such works are recapitulations of Aristotle’s Poetics.


      The ur- or original story, the fundamental plot, concerns a decent but imperfect individual whose life is rent by conflict but, eventually, culminates in a climax and is ultimately resolved in such a way as to provide us reassurance. It may reassure us by ending happily or it may reassure us by embodying hard-won wisdom. In either case, as the great critic, Samuel Johnson, argued, it is a story whose arc and details carry both novelty and truth. The story is predictable in important ways. How could it not be, since each individual life recapitulates the arc of all such lives. At the same time, it is fresh and new, for each individual life is unique and, thus, surprises us, even as it teaches us lessons we have long known.


      We see our lives as such stories and their predictability is essential. Each of us is the protagonist of that action, the story’s hero. Each of us (we believe) is decent but flawed. Each of us experiences conflict and each of us (realizing the necessity for an ending) longs for a proper one. In this age of social science and statistics we desire the predictability which those statistics suggest we will enjoy. Death does not disturb us; early death does. We speak of a “full life,” not an endless, earthly one. All children will die, but they should not die before their parents do. To everything there is a season and we wish our lives to be similarly charted, though we are concerned that they also be neither tedious nor dull.


      Developmental psychologists share this wish and they have constructed systems for marking the scenes in our lives, the “stages” of our experience. The fact that they have done so provides further reassurance for us, the actors and actresses, who, as Shakespeare promised, will play many parts in our time. We are comforted by the knowledge that our feelings and responses in the face of difficult events—the plot points of our lives—are neither singular nor aberrant. We are reassured by the fact that that which we have suffered has been faced and survived by others and that our feelings, traumatic in their apparent novelty and intensity, are, in fact, eternal and quintessentially human.


      At the same time we realize, with Job, that there are false comforts and false comforters. We might seek to extend our lives by attending to our health and diet and behavior but we continue to take risks in our search for a greater good. The classic Stoicism of antiquity, for example, may counsel us to avoid taking a spouse and having a child for they will be as fragile as clay vessels and put our peace and equilibrium at risk, but many of us choose to ignore this ancient advice. In spite of the later warnings of the scientist and essayist, Francis Bacon, we regularly give hostages to Fortune. We build homes on fault lines and in the shadows of volcanoes; we compete in contact sports; we explore mines and caves and we travel in both earthly and extra-terrestrial space.


      It comes as no surprise that we should do this, for life, like Greek drama, is built upon conflict. Without danger, without risk and challenge, there is no interesting action. Predictability, in short, is not always seen as a virtue. At the same time, however, we tend to avoid conflict involving high and potentially, mortal risk. That is why the “sublime” painting of the eighteenth century was so popular. It depicted scenes of great danger and threat (devastating storms at sea, for example), but from a vantage point where the viewer felt safe. Observing a distant storm may pique our imagination, but if the distance is reduced we feel fear rather than awe.


      While there are some readers who prefer writing that depicts unrelieved horror and some who prefer writing that offers endless pages of maxims and apothegms, the great majority of us prefer writing that both stimulates and comforts, that offers surprise as well as predictability. Our lives are sometimes dull and we seek excitement and stimulation but our lives are also sometimes stressful and we seek comfort and reassurance. Thus, there is no contradiction in the fact that we sometimes feel most fully alive when our abilities are significantly stretched while at other times we feel most fully alive when we are in a state of complete peace, freed of all concerns.


      It has been said that vacations and retirement are the natural state of man. It is difficult, however, to appreciate personal peace without having some experience of its alternative. The philosopher William James argued that we should attempt to multiply the holidays of life, but he realized that the holidays were defined in good measure by the days that separated them. Leisure without challenge is like challenge without respite. Neither offers that balance which humans seek both in their art and in their lives.


      We mark our lives through the use of elaborate verbal and iconographic systems. We have ranks and titles, medals and badges, daily and special-occasion uniforms. We receive promotions that are accompanied by real emoluments and symbolic trappings, each of which is seen as important. Human resource analysts divide the jobs we do into categories with multiple divisions and steps. Our walls are decorated with diplomas and plaques, certificates, and record-shot photographs. Church liturgies and sacraments give both cyclic and linear shape to our lives. Our lives are punctuated by key ceremonies with accompanying music, dress, speeches, and greeting cards.


      At the same time there is something oppressive and cloying about all of this. We sometimes characterize it as a “game” and often see it as inauthentic. We seek escape from the world of the time-server and the ticket-puncher. We value energy and individuality over order and the same dull round. It is not an accident that the army allows generals to bend the regulations concerning uniforms. Monty, with his outback hat and umbrella, is the perfect counterpart to Patton, with his ivory-handled revolvers. Armored troops wear “tankers’ boots,” which are equipped with straps, unlike the conventionally laced boots of all other soldiers. While they are in tankers’ “uniform,” they are simultaneously out of (normal Army) uniform. This is perceived to be one of the distinct advantages of the Armor branch—the opportunity to wear the elements of a uniform that diverges from the uniform.


      In the pages that follow we will be looking at a critical aspect of this binary dimension of human life. As noted above, developmental psychology has studied the arc of human life, the plot, if you will, of the human story, and it has concluded that life can be depicted as consisting of a set of stages. The stages highlighted might be cognitive (Piaget), sexual (Freud), moral (Kohlberg), psychosocial (Erikson), or some combination of those (or other) dimensions of human experience, but stages are identifiable and they are subject to study.


      These stage theories or stage depictions tend to be weighted toward the predictable rather than the unique, toward the “normal,” rather than the exceptional. They do not do so naively. It is simply the fact that structural theories or descriptions tend to stress structure.


      In our judgment, “normality,” to the extent that it can be defined and delimited, plays an extremely important role in developmental discourse. At the same time, it must be balanced with the exceptional. Just as we choose “normality” over deviance and pathology, we simultaneously choose boldness over risk-aversion, the sound of the different drummer and the road bravely taken over the conventional melody and the common rut.


      This is a book about heroism and it is the case that many of our heroes have led exceptional rather than normal lives. It is also the case that many of these heroes have struggled with what might be termed developmental disabilities, i.e. disabilities vis à vis the expected pattern of “normal” experience. We find inspiration in their experience and believe that, like them, we ourselves might be able to both transcend our suffering and—as they often have done—build upon it. We might, in short, seek our personal heroism in our ability to capitalize upon our “abnormality,” which is to say, our individuality.


      To return to the notion of human life as story, we know that we are flawed but hope that we are decent, caring, and, as was once commonly said, authentic. At the same time, we understand that the flaws in our lives contribute to our identity. They are a part of us. In some cases we seek to outgrow them or transcend them. In others—the subject of much of this book—we seek to build upon them. Our experience is our experience; it constitutes us. Heroism is, in a sense, the full utilization of that experience, the full development of the individual personality and self. We build upon our flaws as well as our strengths and virtues and, with some luck and diligence, those flaws or gaps can enable us to not only succeed but triumph.


      The purpose of the discussions that follow is not so much to criticize stage theories as it is to remind ourselves of the extent to which stage theories can be complemented by accounts of the lives of those heroic individuals whose lives have followed other-than-”normal” patterns. We are well aware of the fact that “abnormality” can sometimes lead to pain, suffering, violence, and antisocial acts. It is the case, however, that some “abnormality” can lead to heroism and even serve as heroism’s foundation. Thus, our purpose is not to challenge the insights of stage theories but to offer reminders of the other side of human life, reminders that, we hope, can prove useful and inspirational.


      The core idea, the principal psychological content and historical examples of the book are Judith’s, most of the literary references Richard’s. In discussing the materials of the book over several years we have developed a number of the ideas together and in conducting workshops and in team-teaching courses, we have benefited materially from the observations and insights of our many students. To all of them we here express our deep gratitude.
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