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The Son, the Moon, and the Stars

The Promise of Postwar Manhood

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

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

Earlier that evening, while his mother was busy scraping dishes in the kitchen, the boy and his father had hunched conspiratorially over the latest issue of Life magazine, the father pointing out features of the fantastical orb they were to observe, just the two of them, at an hour later than the boy had ever been allowed to be awake: Ten stories high! Seven times as bright as the North Star! His father said the satellite was really more of a balloon, a “satelloon,” and told him how it had been clamped down with huge clothespins and folded into an egg-shaped magnesium sphere for the launch; how the shell had hatched open, right on time, when it reached its orbit, a mighty man-made explosion giving birth to a big, shiny beach ball called Echo. His father had said Echo’s skin was half the thickness of the cellophane wrap on his cigarette pack; a meteorite could puncture it, even the sun’s rays might disturb its course.1 It could collapse at any moment! And it was this that would linger in the boy’s mind: that something so powerful could be so fragile.

The boy, clutching his flashlight and his Davy Crockett cap, races after his father along the shadowy upper hallway past the bedroom where his mother lies sleeping, then down the stairs and through the living room where the blank eye of the new Philco TV gazes coolly upon their passage. On a sticky July evening a month ago, he had sat in front of the Philco with his parents and watched a young presidential nominee on a confetti-strewn proscenium turn his face ceremonially to the west and call on the “young men” of a “new generation” to join “a race for the mastery of the sky.” It was up to boys like him, the man had said, to save not just the Earth but the “far side of space” from a Communism that had already “penetrated into Asia.”2

He follows his father through the kitchen, the Frigidaire thrumming in the darkness, out the screen door and down the steps, where the aluminum patio furniture and the shiny globe of the barbecue grill phosphoresce like flying saucers come in for a landing. They are on the black-green quarter acre of clipped lawn now. His father bends, spreading his old navy peacoat like a blanket on the buzz-cut grass. The man and the boy in his raccoon cap kneel on the scratchy wool, two pioneers of the crabgrass prairie, and then the father snaps off the boy’s flashlight. All the familiar moorings drop away and they are swept up, a father and a son, into the bright sky. The father touches the boy’s shoulder and directs his vision to a faraway glimmer. The boy looks up, knowing that his father is pointing out more than just an object; it is a beacon of pride and secret knowledge, a paternal gift rocketing him into a future his father has helped to launch. At first, all he sees is the blanket of stars spreading out cold and vast between the trees. But then, there it is at last, a pinpoint of light crawling across the firmament, infinitesimally tiny, impossibly bright.

I knew this boy. Like everyone else who grew up in the late 1950s and early 1960s, I knew dozens of him. He was Bobby on the corner, who roamed the neighborhood with his cap gun and holster, terrorizing girls and household pets. He was Ronnie, who wore his Superman suit way past Halloween and, sure he could fly, leaped from his living-room stairs one day and cracked his head open on the foyer linoleum. He was Frankie, who blew off part of his pinkie while trying to ignite a miniature rocket in the schoolyard. Even if he wasn’t brought out into the backyard and shown an American satellite glinting in the sky, he was introduced to the same promise and the same vision, and by such a father. The fathers of that era often seemed remote, as unreal as those perfect dads on television, though not intentionally so. They were just fathers in the era after the war, living in brand-new suburbs with wives and children they barely knew, working at brand-new jobs on brand-new corporate “campuses,” miles from their brand-new aluminum-sided houses. Which is to say that the life of the postwar father was altogether too newly out of the box for him to understand it, much less explain it to his son.

Many of these fathers were veterans of World War II or Korea, but their bloody paths to virility were not ones they sought to pass on, or usually even discuss. Because the fathers offered few particulars about their “baptisms” at Normandy or Midway or Heartbreak Ridge, war was a remote romance that each boy had had to embellish with details culled from Sergeant Rock and his combat adventures in DC comics, or Sergeant Bilko and an endless procession of television war series (Crusade in Europe, Crusade in the Pacific, Victory at Sea, The Big Picture), or later, GI Joe and his miniature arsenal.3 Not that paternal knowledge of the war, even if shared, could have helped those sons, whose male proving grounds were to be on peaceful terrain. This was to be the era of manhood after victory, when the pilgrimage to masculinity would be guided not by the god of war Mars, but by the dream of a pioneering trip to the planet Mars. The satellite: here was a visible patrimony. And so Echo, with its reflective shell floating one thousand miles above the earth, became a remote point of triangulation connecting one generation of men to the next, and a visual marker of vaulting technological power and progress to be claimed in the future by every baby-boom boy. The men of the fathers’ generation had “won” the world and now they were giving it to their sons. Their nation had come into its own, powerful, wealthy, dominant, in control of the greatest destructive force ever imagined. The fathers had made their sons masters of the universe and it felt, as in the time of Alexander, that what they had created would last forever.

I. The American Century Versus the Century of the Common Man

Four decades later, as the nation wobbled toward the millennium, its pulse-takers seemed to agree that a domestic apocalypse was under way: American manhood was under siege. Newspaper editors, TV pundits, fundamentalist preachers, marketeers, legislators, no matter where they perched on the political spectrum, had a contribution to make to the chronicles of the “masculinity crisis.” Right-wing 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, ARE MEN NECESSARY?, MAYBE MANHOOD CAN RECOVER. Periodicals of every political stripe from the conservative Weekly Standard (THE CRISIS OF MANLINESS) to Newsweek (WHITE MALE PARANOIA) to the progressive Utne Reader (MEN: IT’S TIME TO PULL TOGETHER) bannered the crisis on their covers.4 Newspaper and broadcast journalists raced to report on one young-male hot spot after another: Tailhook, the Citadel, the Spur Posse, South Central gangsters, high-desert skinheads, militiamen blowing up federal buildings and abortion clinics, schoolyard shooters in Arkansas, Mississippi, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Oregon, and Colorado.

In the meantime, the media’s softer lifestyle outlets happily turned their attention to male-crisis-lite: the retreat to “gentlemen’s” cigar clubs and lap-dancing emporiums, the boom in male cosmetic surgery and the abuse of steroids, the bonanza of miracle hair-growth drugs and the brisk sales of Viagra. Social scientists from right, left, and center pontificated on “endangered” young black men in the inner cities, Ritalin-addicted white “bad boys” in the suburbs, “deadbeat dads” everywhere, and, less frequently, the anguish of downsized male workers. Social psychologists and researchers issued reports on a troubling rise in male distress signals stretching over the last several decades—anxiety and depressive disorders, suicides and attempted suicides, physical illnesses, certain criminal behaviors—and a “mortality gap” that was putting the average man in his grave seven years before the average woman.5 And by century’s end political pundits seemed incapable of discussing anything but the president’s supposedly dysfunctional masculinity; they contemplated Bill Clinton’s testosterone level and manly credentials (Too much or not enough? Office lech or military virgin?) as if his Y chromosome was the nation’s greatest blight.

Pollsters investigated the electoral habits of a new voting bloc they called “the Angry White Male” and researched the shopping choices of an emerging men-in-crisis demographic they had dubbed as early as the late eighties “the Contenders” or, less charitably, “the Change Resisters.” Marketeers hastened to turn the crisis into entertainment and profits—from TV shows like Men Behaving Badly to sporting-goods sales of T-shirts that proclaimed DESTROY ALL GIRLS or WIFE BEATER (a retail phenomenon described in one newspaper headline as CASHING IN ON THE BAD BOY IMAGE) to advertising campaigns meant to salve the crisis-ridden male’s wounds like Brut’s aftershave slogan for the nineties, “Men Are Back!” And by the hundreds of thousands, men without portfolio confirmed the male-crisis diagnosis, convening in Washington for both the black Nation of Islam–led Million Man March and a largely white, evangelical-led Promise Keepers rally entitled, hopefully, “Stand in the Gap.”6

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

As a feminist and a journalist, 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, California, I attended a gathering of men under court order to repent the commission of an act that stands as the emblematic masculine sin of our age. What did I expect to divine about the broader male condition by monitoring a weekly counseling session for batterers? That men are by nature brutes? Or, more optimistically, that the efforts of such a group might point to methods of managing or even “curing” such beastliness? Either way, I can see now that I 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, and that its cure was surely to be found in figuring out how to get men to stop whatever it was. I 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, out of control and trying to control everything in its path, then a domestic-violence therapy group must be at the very heart of this particular darkness.

In my defense, I wasn’t alone in such circular reasoning. Shortly after declaring my intention to investigate American masculinity, I was besieged with suggestions along the same lines from journalists, feminists, antifeminists, and other willing advisers. Women’s-rights advocates mailed me news clips about male office stalkers and computer harassers. A magazine editor urged me to explore the subject of men on offshore oil rigs—“A real bastion of retrograde masculinity!” he said with curious enthusiasm. A fellow reporter, also a man, repeatedly called to alert me to horrific acts of male criminality he had spotted in the paper; serial rapists and killers were particular favorites. That I was not ensconced in the courtroom for O. J. Simpson’s murder trial struck many of my volunteer helpers 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 by the time of the Simpson trial, 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 already apparent to me that whatever the crisis was, it did not stem from a preening sense of entitlement and control. The two counselors who ran the group, which was called Alternatives to Violence, worked hard to make “control” a central issue. Each new member would be asked to describe to the group what he had done to a woman, a request that was generally met with sullen reluctance, vague references to “the incident,” and invariably the disclaimer “I was out of control.” The counselors would then expend much energy showing him how he had, in fact, been in control the entire time. He had chosen his fists, not a knife; he had hit her in the stomach, not the face; he had stopped before landing a permanently injurious blow, and so forth. One session was devoted to reviewing “The Power and Control Wheel,” a mimeographed chart that enumerated the myriad ways men could victimize their mates. No doubt the moment of physical contact for these men had grown out of a desire for supreme control fueled by a need to dominate. I cannot conceive of a circumstance that would exonerate such violence. By making the abusive spouse take responsibility for his actions, the counselors were pursuing 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, who had also worked on the base. As he spoke he studied his massive, callused hands, lying uselessly on his lap. “I thought I’d blacked out. But looking back at that night when I beat her with an open hand, I didn’t black out. I was feeling good. I was in power, I was strong, I was in control. I felt like a man.” But what struck me most strongly was what he said next: that moment of control had been the only one in his recent life. “That feeling 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 outlaws but felt like castoffs. Their strongest desire was to be dutiful and to belong, to adhere with precision to the roles society had set out for them as men. In this respect, they were prototypical modern wife beaters, who, demographic research suggests, are commonly ill equipped to fulfill the requirements of expected stereotypical sex roles, men who are socially isolated, afflicted with a sense of ineffectuality, and have nothing but the gender rule book to fall back on.7

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

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

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

The man controlling his environment is today the prevailing American image of masculinity. A man is expected to prove himself not by being part of society but by being untouched by it, soaring above it. He is to travel unfettered, beyond society’s clutches, alone—making or breaking whatever or whoever crosses his path. He is to be in the driver’s seat, the king of the road, forever charging down the open highway, along that masculine Möbius 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. It seems to us as if it has always been thus, ever since the first white frontiersman strode into the New World wilderness, his rifle at the ready.

But a look at our history, long since buried under a visual avalanche of Marlboro Men and Dirty Harrys and Rambos, suggests a more complicated dynamic, one in which from the nation’s earliest frontier days the man in the community was valued as much as the loner in control, homely society as much as heroic detachment. Even in the most archetypal versions of the original American male myth, a tension prevailed between the vision of a man who stood apart from society and the man who was a part of society; the loner was not the ideal. The “Indian fighter” was ultimately a homesteader. In its genesis, the story of Daniel Boone was not simply a tale of a frontiersman taming the world with his rifle and knife. Essential to the myth of his journey into the wilderness was his return from it to retrieve his family and establish a new community. John Filson, the author who first mythologized Boone’s life in the late eighteenth century, was adamant on this point, as frontier historian Richard Slotkin observes: “For Filson, Boone’s solitary hunting trips are, not ends in themselves, but means to a social end. Solitude has value in the Boone narrative only insofar as it contributes to the ultimate creation of a better society; hunting is noble only insofar as it clears the way for husbandry.” Or, in words attributed to Boone in his as-told-to-Filson autobiography of 1784: “Thus we behold Kentucke, lately an howling wilderness, the habitation of savages and wild beasts, become a fruitful field; this region, so favourably distinguished by nature, now become the habitation of civilization.” Conquering “savages” on that uncultivated frontier was only half the story, and not necessarily the important half. “Soon after,” Boone recounted of his earliest forays into the hinterland, “I returned home to my family with a determination to bring them as soon as possible to live in Kentucke, which I esteemed a second paradise, at the risk of my life and fortune.”8 The risk only had meaning because it meant something for the future of his family and his society.

Historian E. Anthony Rotundo has observed in American Manhood that men of the colonial and Revolutionary eras “especially were judged by their contribution to the larger community. Before 1800, New Englanders saw a close link between manhood and ‘social usefulness.’ . . . Men who carried out their duties to family and community were men to admire.” A study of heroic male figures in late-eighteenth-century periodicals similarly found that the perceived key to masculinity was “publick usefulness.” The hunter in the saddle, untethered from public life, was regarded as only half a man. He was the outrider whose bloodletting served no social purpose, the lone killer who kept on killing because there was nothing else to do. He was the “frontier wastrel,” as literary historian Vernon Louis Parrington wrote of Davy Crockett in 1927, “but one of thousands who were wasting the resources of the Inland Empire, destroying forests, skinning the land, slaughtering the deer and bear, the swarms of pigeons and turkey, the vast buffalo herds. Davy the politician is a huge western joke, but Davy the wastrel was a hard, unlovely fact.”9

In industrializing nineteenth-century America, however, the wastrel would begin to gain a certain renown as an emblem of virility, his rapaciousness evidence of his ambitious, rags-to-riches drive, his heaps of dead pelts the equivalent of the tycoon’s consolidated fortunes, his killer instinct compensating for the loss of service to a community. To be a man increasingly meant being ever on the rise, and the only way to know for sure you were rising was to claim, control, and crush everyone and everything in your way. “American manhood became less and less about an inner sense of self, and more and more about a possession that needed to be acquired,” Michael Kimmel has observed in Manhood in America. Davy Crockett was elevated to the masculine pantheon, along with Wild Bill Hickok, Jesse James, and Captain Carver, the last famed in his time for slaughtering more buffalo in one day than any other man ever had—and leaving miles of carcasses behind him. Long forgotten was the final appeal to God by the Quaker-bred Daniel Boone in his autobiography, to “banish the accursed monster, war, from all lands, with her hated associates, rapine and insatiable ambition.”10

Even as the ethic of solo ambition gained ground, social utility remained a competing index of American manhood. The federal government would call on it in times of national emergency, and the quality of “publick usefulness” would continue to be longed for, however quietly, in the hearts and imaginations of individual men. At the tail end of the Gilded Age, novelist Frank Norris critiqued the prevailing culture in McTeague, the story of a giant-size, inept dentist driven by a predatory “ambition”—“to have projecting from that corner window a huge gilded tooth, a molar with enormous prongs”—who meets his demise in Death Valley chained to the corpse of the rival he has murdered. Norris expressed what many believed privately about the new ideal of Darwinian manhood—that it led to a sterile and self-destructive violence, that the “survival of the fittest” when applied to modern man might mean the survival of no one.11

But such critiques were in the minority, and later in our century would be nearly drowned out by images of virility generated by the overpowering new mediums of film and television. In his incarnation as a cleaned-up Walt Disney television character in 1955, Davy Crockett would eclipse Daniel Boone for good. His “appearance” in a three-part series on the popular program Disneyland set off a real-life mass slaughter, as the marketplace raced to meet the runaway demand for raccoon hats by doing in much of the continent’s raccoon population. In the popular imagination, Boone had dissolved into Crockett; actor Fess Parker would portray them both for Disney, each in a coonskin cap, oblivious to the fact that the real-life Boone had declined to wear what he viewed as the haberdashery of the uncivilized brute.12 The new King of the Wild Frontier would rule his era along with his advertising doppelgänger, the Marlboro Man, who was likewise no settler, just a mute icon presiding over an emptied-out Western landscape. In the new mass-marketed wilderness, a cast of heroic outriders triumphed over and over against the backdrop of Death Valley and Monument Valley and all the other never-to-be-populated valleys of the Wild West. They were men judged by their ride out into the wasteland, not their return; they were measured by the control they achieved over their environment through gunplay, not husbandry. The essential question to be resolved, in episode after episode, sequel after sequel, was not whether our hero had been socially engaged and useful, but whether he had maintained control and survived.

And so modern debates about male angst are invariably diverted by that old issue of control in the wilderness. What gets discussed is how men are exercising or abusing their control and power, not whether a lack of mooring, a lack of context, is causing their anguish. ARE MEN REALLY THAT BAD? was how Time magazine sniffily defined the central question in a 1994 cover story, memorably illustrated by a man sporting a business suit, a wedding ring, and a pig’s snout for a face.13 While the image indicted a swinish wallowing in dominance, it left unexamined the American man’s more common experience of fear at losing the job that requires the business suit, the family for whom he wears the ring, any context in which to embed his life. If men are the masters of their fate, what do they do about the unspoken sense that they are being mastered, in the marketplace and at 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 analyze what is happening to them?

More than a quarter century ago, women began to suspect in their own lives “a problem with no name.” Even the most fortunate woman in postwar, suburban America, maneuvering her gleaming Hoovermatic across an expansive rec room, sensed that she’d been had. Eventually, this suspicion would be expressed in books—most notably Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique—that traced this uneasiness back to its source: the cultural forces of the mass media, advertising, pop psychology, and all the other “helpful” advice industries. Women began to free themselves from the box in which they were trapped by feeling their way along its contours, figuring out how it had been constructed around them, how it was shaped and how it shaped them, how their reflections on its mirrored walls distorted who they were or might be. Women were able to take action, paradoxically, by understanding how they were acted upon. “Women have been largely man-made,” Eva Figes wrote in 1970 in Patriarchal Attitudes.14 What had been made by others women themselves could unmake. Once their problems could be traced to external forces generated by a male society and culture, they could see them more clearly and so challenge them.

Men feel 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? The box is there to showcase the man, not to confine him. After all, didn’t he build it—and can’t he destroy it if he pleases, if he is a man? For men to say they feel boxed in is regarded not as laudable political protest but as childish and indecent whining. How dare the kings complain about their castles?

Women’s basic grievances are seen as essentially reasonable; even the most blustery antifeminist these days is quick to say that, of course, he favors equal pay and equal opportunity. What women are challenging is something that everyone can see. Men’s grievances, by contrast, seem hyperbolic, almost hysterical; so many men seem to be doing battle with phantoms and witches that exist only in their own overheated imaginations. Women see men as guarding the fort, so they don’t see how the culture of the fort shapes men. Men don’t see how they are influenced by the culture either; in fact, they prefer not to. If they did, they would have to let go of the illusion of control.

Today it is men who cling more tightly to their illusions. They would rather see themselves as battered by feminism than shaped by the larger culture. Feminism can be demonized as just an “unnatural” force trying to wrest men’s natural power and control from their grasp. Culture, by contrast, is the whole environment we live in; to acknowledge its sway is to admit that men never had the power they imagined. To say that men are embedded in the culture is to say, by the current standards of masculinity, that they are not men. By casting feminism as the villain that must be defeated to validate the central conceit of modern manhood, men avoid confronting powerful cultural and social expectations that have a lot more to do with their unhappiness than the latest sexual harassment ruling.

The very paradigm of modern masculinity—that it is all about being the master of your universe—prevents men from thinking their way out of their dilemma, from taking active political steps to resolve their crisis. If they are the makers of history, not the subjects of historical forces, then how can they rise up? Even those most sympathetic to men’s anguish recoil from seeing their problems politically. Herb Goldberg’s 1977 book The Hazards of Being Male was among the first in the men-in-distress genre to acknowledge that men lead their lives “in harness.” Nonetheless, Goldberg typically rejected any solution that would snap the harness. “There could be no movement for men like the women’s movement,” he wrote in a foreword to the tenth-anniversary edition. To hold out hope “that men’s problems could be solved with external answers and solutions,” he warned, was just “fueling fantasies.”15

Goldberg, like others, assumed men’s problems to be internal. Yet clearly masculinity is shaped by society. Anyone wondering how mutable it is need only look at how differently it is expressed under the Taliban in Kabul or on the streets of Paris. Witness men walking with their arms wrapped around each other in Istanbul or observe the Mexican immigrant to Los Angeles whose manhood is so linked to supporting a family that any job, even a busboy’s, holds a masculine pride. As anthropologist David D. Gilmore demonstrated in Manhood in the Making, his comprehensive cross-cultural survey of masculine ideals, manliness has been expressed as laboring-class loyalty in Spain, as diligence and discipline in Japan, as dependence on life outside the home in the company of men in Cyprus, as gift-giving among Sikhs, as the restraint of temper and the expression of “creative energy” among the Gisu of Uganda, and as entirely without significance to the Tahitians. “Manliness is a symbolic script,” Gilmore concluded, “a cultural construct, endlessly variable and not always necessary.”16

It should be self-evident that ideas of manhood vary and are contingent on the times and the culture. Despite that, contemporary discussion about what bedevils men fixes almost exclusively on the psychological and the biological. Whatever troubles a man must be an essential aspect of that individual, a problem of testosterone surges, sperm counts, Ritalin dosages, or the scars of inadequate mothering. To alleviate his distress, he need only get a prescription for Viagra or a lifetime gym membership or reconnect with the Wild Man “lying at the bottom of his psyche” or “The King Within,” as two popular books that typify the fare in the new “men’s studies” sections instruct. (The coauthors of The King Within, a therapist and a Jungian psychoanalyst, even advised male readers that to remasculinize themselves they should collect pictures of Egyptian pharaohs and “imagine yourself inside the pyramid, or imagine it inside of you, perhaps in the chest area.”)17 The man in crisis need only picture himself a monarch, pump up, armor himself, go up against the enemy, and prove that he’s in control.

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

Popular accounts of the male crisis and male confusions are almost unrelievedly ahistorical. The conditions under which men live are ignored and men themselves are reduced to a perennial Everyman—as women were a century ago, when the phrase “the Woman Question” was invoked to refer to their perplexing sex in the ethereal singular. How would men’s problems be perceived, though, if we were to consider men as the subjects of their world, not just its authors? What if we put aside for a time the assumption of male dominance, put away our feminist rap sheet of men’s crimes and misdemeanors, or our antifeminist indictment of women’s heist of male authority, and just looked at what men have experienced in the past generation? God is the only being who has no history. Even the most “powerful” man has had at least as much happen to him as he has made happen.

What did happen to the men of postwar America?

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

There was nothing fancy about that type, not in the beginning at least. Ernie Pyle chose to sing not of the silk-scarfed fighter pilots but of the unsung infantrymen, “the mud-rain-frost-and-wind boys,” as he called them in his daily columns, which, more than any of the other wartime dispatches, determined how Americans saw and remembered the Second World War. The appellation was made visual in Bill Mauldin’s wartime cartoons of Willie and Joe, his “dogface” soldiers, characters for whom, as the artist noted, “the bags under their eyes and the dirt in their ears are so similar that few people know which is Willie and which is Joe.” Mauldin, himself an infantry “doggie” during the Italian campaign, “loved to throw hooked cartoons” at the glamorous image of the Air Corps “flying boy.”18 In his classic World War II memoir, To Hell and Back, Audie Murphy, the most decorated soldier of the war, recalled how he and his GI buddies literally threw hooks (of the left and right variety) at a group of drunken airmen they encountered in a café in Rome, after mocking them with a serenade of their version of “Junior Birdman”:



                             And when they make a presentation,

                             And hand out those wings of tin,

                             You too can be a Junior Birdman—

                             If you’ll send those box tops in.19

For Ernie Pyle, though, something more than home-team chauvinism inspired his praise of the men on the ground. “Goddamn all big shots,” he once said to a friend, summing up his view of men who call attention to themselves, who make public spectacles out of their individual “achievements.” Prewar, Pyle wrote what was probably the nation’s first aviation column in the Washington Daily News, and even then he was suspicious of macho displays: his daily air-flight reports eschewed the antics of stuntmen and speed-demon record breakers for the quiet dedication of the men who braved storms and poor navigational equipment to deliver the mail. Pyle also loathed writing about Hollywood. “It’s all I can do to face a movie star,” he told a friend. “They make me sick.” During the war, he refused to dote on airborne Hollywood-esque heroes. Let the rest of the media go gaga over the glittering “flyboy.” For Pyle, the mud-caked private was more man than any pilot would ever be. “War makes strange giant creatures out of us little routine men who inhabit the earth,” Pyle wrote, speaking of himself as much as of the men with whom he marched. “They live and die so miserably and they do it with such determined acceptance that your admiration for them blinds you to the rest of the war.”20

Pyle’s view became the official one. Government radio propaganda dubbed the conflict the “little guys’ war.” At war’s end, General Dwight D. Eisenhower pronounced: “All in that gigantic fighting machine agree in the selection of the one truly heroic figure in that war. He is GI Joe. . . . He and his platoon leaders have given us an example of loyalty, devotion to duty, and indomitable courage that will live in our hearts as long as we admire those qualities in men.” By Eisenhower’s voice and Pyle’s typewriter, the foot soldier was elevated into a masculine emblem—a man who proved his virility not by individual feats of showy heroism but by being quietly useful in conducting a war and supporting the welfare of his unit. “We are all men of new professions out in some strange night caring for each other,” Pyle wrote. Each “little routine man” was part of a team that shared a common mission, his manhood coming from contributing to something bigger than himself. “The men didn’t talk any,” Pyle wrote of the 9th Infantry Division as he accompanied the unit during its assault on the port city of Cherbourg, north of the Normandy beachheads. “They just went. They weren’t heroic figures as they moved forward one at a time, a few seconds apart. . . . They weren’t warriors. . . . They were American boys who by mere chance of fate had wound up with guns in their hands. . . . They were afraid, but it was beyond their power to quit. They had no choice. They were good boys.”21

In the forge of his daily columns, Ernie Pyle took these frightened good boys and made them, in the eyes of the nation, into men. The template for this man-making process was Pyle’s most famous column, “The Death of Captain Waskow,” a tribute to a beloved, paternal company commander. “After my own father,” Pyle quoted one of his sergeants as testifying, “he came next.”22 The prevailing narrative fashioned from the battlefronts of World War II, laid out in countless columns, newsreels, 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 officers acting as surrogate fathers watched over them as they were tempered into men in the heat of a heroic struggle against malevolent enemies. A father-son rupture in the nation had been healed: the boys, saved and molded into men, would return to find their wives, form their families, and take their places as adult men 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 commanding officers prepared their appreciative “boys” to assume their responsibilities in male society. It was the theme of the 1943 film Guadalcanal Diary, where the boys ship out, tussling playfully with one another like a bunch of mismatched kittens, and then shed their differences in a marine family presided over by a fatherly captain and a fatherly Father. “Great bunch of kids, Father,” the captain says proudly to the priest. “They’ll do all right.” It was the theme behind the 1949 film Sands of Iwo Jima, with John Wayne as Sergeant Stryker, a stern papa molding his wet-behind-the-ears charges into a capable and adult fraternity. “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 another, but I’m gonna get the job done.” And he does, fathering a whole squad of youngsters into communal adulthood.

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

The transition was celebrated on August 14, 1945, V-J Day, when the war ended in victory over Japan. President Harry Truman declared a two-day holiday. Across the country, joyous citizens welcomed returning troops with impromptu parades, spontaneous street dancing, and christenings of shredded-phone-book confetti, champagne, and water. Women raced to shower the GIs with “kissing from coast to coast,” as Life put it in a famous two-page photo spread on “the osculatory gamut.” In Manhattan, two million celebrants crammed into Times Square, while in Brooklyn, Italian-American mamas and papas set up tables on the street and plied their young heroes with food and wine. “We are faced with the greatest task we’ve ever been faced with,” the president declared from the lawn of the White House to cheering throngs. He called on the nation’s returning men to tackle the responsibilities of rebuilding a free nation and world. “It is going to take the help of all of us to do it. I know we are going to do it.”23 Was there ever such a national moment of masculine certainty, so ringingly recognizing the American boy’s transport into a state of manhood—a state where his passage was cheered, his contribution called essential, the nation’s faith in his ability to keep on “doing it” boundless?

By lionizing the grunt, Ernie Pyle inadvertently became an architect of what many hoped postwar manhood would become. The promise was that wartime masculinity, with its common mission, common enemy, and clear frontier, would continue in peacetime. By 1950, a quasi-militarized peacetime economy and a national security state had arisen in America. Within the context of the cold war, the postwar man, too, seemed to share with his cohorts a common mission of prevailing in a struggle against Communism on the battlements of Europe, throughout Asia, at home, and even on the frontiers of outer space. Like GI Joe, he would be judged not on his personal dominance but on his sense of duty, his voluntary service to an organization made up of equally anonymous men. The dog soldier would continue to have his day.

World War II, however, would prove not the coronation of this sort of masculinity but its last gasp. The model Ernie Pyle limned in his columns he had crafted during the Great Depression, while touring small-town and rural America chronicling the quiet struggles of Alabama sharecroppers and Mississippi shrimp-cannery workers, Oklahoma ditch-diggers and Great Plains Dust Bowl farmers trying to survive the nation’s economic devastation. In fact, Pyle’s vision owed more to the New Deal than it did to the Normandy invasion. Before he praised the GIs he was praising peacetime grunts like “the CCC boys,” the young Civilian Conservation Corps workers who were showing “what man can do with mountains.” The literary figure he emulated was John Steinbeck, and, long before World War II, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was his hero for the war he waged on poverty and on his own polio-paralyzed body. Observing one day in Rapid City, South Dakota, as the visiting president lifted himself into his leg braces on “his powerful arms,” an emotional Pyle wrote, “I have never seen a man so straight.”24

The idea of a manhood embedded in and useful to an embattled society seeking to foster social welfare and equity was promoted by a New Deal America and brought to life in such mammoth efforts as the federal Works Progress Administration, which invested billions of dollars in massive projects: building schools, constructing waterworks and sewage plants, electrifying rural areas, controlling floods, reforesting the distressed land. The WPA also employed small armies of artists, writers, actors, playwrights, and musicians, whose legacy is still with us in extraordinary murals on public buildings, literate regional and state guides, and classic plays and music. The New Deal’s masculine ideal was the selfless public servant whose “satisfaction derived from sinking individual effort into the community itself, the common goal and the common end,” Roosevelt’s attorney general Francis Biddle wrote at the time. “This is no escape from self; it is the realization of self.” And the realization of a manly self. As an artist with the Public Works of Art Project, a prototype for the WPA, wrote to President Roosevelt, this was the era when American art finally “took on a virility,” because of “this golden opportunity to do our best work for our fellow countrymen.” New Deal historian Arthur Ekirch, Jr., has observed, “No longer was competition considered superior to cooperation and association.” The New Deal’s master builder himself spelled out this newly minted masculine conception in a 1932 speech. “The man of ruthless force had his place in developing a pioneer country,” Roosevelt declared, but now he is “as likely to be a danger as a help”—a danger because “the lone wolf . . . whose hand is against every man’s, declines to join in achieving an end recognized as being for the public welfare.”25

This ethic was promoted most strongly by Roosevelt’s secretary of agriculture and, later, vice president Henry Wallace, an Iowa agrarian who spun a progressive dream for the nation’s future around the heroic figure of the “Common Man.” Wallace imagined an army of ordinary workingmen who, if given a shot at decent educations, jobs, and housing, could be a force on “the new frontier” for expanded production, well-being, and democracy not only in the nation but throughout the world. The “Century of the Common Man,” as Wallace dubbed it in a famous speech in May 1942, was to include both sexes, but he defined it in quintessentially masculine terms. Wallace saw America as “a boy of eighteen” who could no longer “avoid becoming a man by wearing short pants” and who could mature into a “grown-up United States” by stoically “shouldering our responsibility,” by contributing to the needs of the world rather than simply aspiring to dominate it.26 America’s mission, he said, only half jokingly, should be to ensure “that everybody in the world has the privilege of drinking a quart of milk a day.” He was guided, as historian John Morton Blum has written, by “his belief in the possibility of brotherhood and the inherent virtue of husbandmen.”27

It was this faith in the dignity and moral decency of Common Men who would shoulder responsibility for one another—not just respond to the war cry of “Kill Krauts and Japs!”—that Ernie Pyle was struggling to keep alive first on the European and then on the Pacific front, and was hoping would survive the war. “We have won this war because our men are brave, and because of many other things,” he wrote at the end of the European conflict. “We did not win it because destiny created us better than all other peoples. I hope that in victory we are more grateful than we are proud. . . . The dead men would not want us to gloat.”28

On April 18, 1945, in the final months of the war, Ernie Pyle made the mistake of poking his head out of a trench on Okinawa for a quick reportorial look around; a Japanese machine-gun bullet pierced his left temple. The “slightly used secondhand man,” as Pyle referred to himself, was dead.29 The day he died could well have been the day Ernie Pyle’s stoical man died and the Century of the Common Man was stillborn. Only nobody knew it yet.

Toward the end of the war, two visions of postwar America vied for attention on the national stage in a battle over the nation’s future that has long since been forgotten. One contender was Wallace’s Common Man century; the other was Henry Luce’s American Century. The fate of the world, broadcaster Edward R. Murrow wrote in August 1942, hinged on whether the vision of Henry Wallace or Henry Luce would become “the forerunner of the American policy of tomorrow.”30 Luce, the founder and editor of Time and Life magazines, saw America as a masculine nation whose manifest destiny was to loom like a giant on the global stage. He proposed the average man acquire a grander sense of himself by association with a nation that would dominate the world through unapologetic force. If Wallace’s manly ideal was all about parental care and nurturance, Luce’s was all about taking control—and, even more important, displaying it.

“The fundamental trouble with America,” Luce asserted in a classic 1941 call to arms to policy makers, which he published in Life and called “The American Century,” was that its citizens had “failed to play their part as a world power.” Luce’s argument had its merits in a nation reluctant to respond to Hitler. But Luce’s “cure”—“to exert upon the world the full impact of our influence, for such purposes as we see fit and by such means as we see fit”—would prove a postwar prescription for aggression. The price for failing to flex the national muscle, he warned repeatedly, would be a terrifying loss of virility: “the virus of isolationalist sterility” would infect America, he wrote; we must dominate the world “or else confess a pitiful impotence.”31

Wallace responded to Luce’s call for a domineering America with his own warning: “Force is important—but it is not enough. Force without justice would sooner or later make us into the image of that which we have hated in the Nazis.” Already, he observed in the early forties, such a mentality was taking its toll: “The symbols of collective security are being used to build collective aggression, the unity of the great nations against fascism is becoming a unity of the nations against communism, the ideals of the defeated have been taken over by the victors.” Would we, he asked plaintively, enter a “century of blood or milk”?32

This question had been lingering in the wings since at least the early nineteenth century. Did an American man establish his merit by nursing his nation’s people or by goring the world’s? Was he Daniel Boone come home to tend to his community’s affairs or Davy Crockett sallying forth to take his pelts? The years following World War II were not, of course, to usher in a “century of milk” and Henry Wallace himself would be one of the first victims of the rising appetite for blood. As his campaign to create sixty million jobs, support labor and civil rights, and challenge big business ran afoul of a conservativizing “get tough” Congress, Wallace would be dumped from the vice presidential ticket and replaced by Harry Truman in 1944. Four years later, after Wallace mounted an ill-advised, disastrous third-party bid for the presidency, he was deemed a Communist dupe and promptly retired to the slag heap of suspect, out-of-touch progressives.33

At first, the American Century would masquerade as a blood brother of the Century of the Common Man; it would appear to be designed to help a new generation of men become the caring good fathers that Wallace and Pyle had envisioned—and that the men themselves yearned to be. The veterans of World War II were actually more inclined toward a continuation of a common-man ethic than was the general public; they were eager to embrace a masculine ideal that revolved around providing rather than dominating. Their most important experiences centered on the support and comfort they had given one another in the war, and it was this that they wished to preserve. “Rather than being militarized by their war experience,” historian Paul A. Carter observed in Another Part of the Fifties, “the GIs to a remarkable extent had civilianized the armed forces in which they served.”34 As artilleryman Win Stracke told oral historian Studs Terkel in The Good War, he came back from the war “primarily concerned with making a living to support my new family” and bearing this most cherished memory of his service overseas: “You had fifteen guys who for the first time in their lives were not living in a competitive society. . . . There’s a job to be done and everyone pitches in, some more than others. For the first time in their lives, they could help each other without fear of losing a commercial advantage. Without cutting each other’s throat or trying to put down somebody else through a boss or whatever. . . . I had realized it was the absence of competition and boundaries and all those phony standards that created the thing I loved about the army.”35

The men who had bought into the Ernie Pyle ideal of heroically selfless manhood, the fathers who would sire the baby-boom generation, would try to pass that experience of manhood on intact to their sons in the 1950s and 1960s. The “routine little men” who went overseas and liberated the world came home to the expectation that they would liberate the country by quiet industry and caretaking. Their chances of that had already been greatly reduced with President Truman’s abandonment of the Democrats’ “New Bill of Rights,” which would have guaranteed, among other things, full employment and equal access to food, health care, education, and housing. But the vets made the most of what remained, the GI Bill of Rights, by which unprecedented numbers of them acquired college degrees, job skills, and homes. The vets threw themselves into their federally funded educations, and later their defense-funded corporate and production-line jobs, and their domestic lives in Veterans Administration-financed tract homes. White men from midwestern small towns and black men from the rural South moved west toward the promising oasis of southern California military-backed jobs and affordable home ownership. They were hopeful that their dedication, their anonymous service, their humble loyalty to the team would add up to something larger, something sturdy and generative that they could pass on to their sons.

More than a century earlier, Alexis de Tocqueville had puzzled over a singularly American paradox. The nation’s citizenry seemed “eaten up with longing to rise, but hardly any of them seem to entertain very great hopes or to aim very high.”36 Now it seemed that American men would all rise together, with the greatest of hopes and the highest of aims. When, in 1961, the nation’s helm was taken by a young president, a World War II vet, the nation’s aims seemed to rise as high as the moon. Men were buoyant with the expectation that the American Century would be their century. They were eager to show their sons how the postwar bounty would one day soon be theirs. They made a promise to their boys and they planned to make good on it. Like Sergeant Stryker in Sands of Iwo Jima, they vowed: “If I can’t teach you one way, I’ll teach you another, but I’m gonna get the job done.”

II. The Unpassed Torch

The American period of soaring expectations that followed the close of World War II is conventionally known as the “baby boom” era, as if its defining traits were the nesting and diapering habits of young mothers. But truly it was 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 tail-finned convertible. It was a father-son Eden showcased in Life with pictorials like the one where Dad shows Bill, nine, and Rob, eleven, “how to remove an old stoker motor from the furnace in the cellar.”37 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 moment in rounds of roughhouse play and model-airplane construction and backyard catch 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 preeminence; it was evident in the solicitous attentions of parents and schoolteachers, in the centrality of coaches and Cub Scouts and Little League, in the community life that revolved around boys’ contests and 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. It was evident in the periodic rampages of suburban boys that always seemed to go unchecked, the way they tore up the lawns with their minibikes or hurled rocks at newcomers with impunity or tormented the girls at the public swimming pool; inherent in their behavior was the assumption that this was their birthright—to be imperial bullies over their miniature dominions. To grow up as a girl in this era was to look on with envy, and to see the boy as being automatically entitled and powerful. Surely when we were grown, he would have the control. He would dispense the gifts. The boys believed that, too.

The 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 before the launch of Echo. The words would become, along with his inaugural oration, a haunting refrain in adolescent male consciousness. He spoke not of the populace at large but principally of “young men”—“young men who are coming to power,” “young men who can cast off the old slogans and the old delusions.” What Kennedy implicitly presented was not so much a political platform as a new rite of passage for an untested male generation. “[T]he 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 had their chance to be GI Joes, then Kennedy would ensure that at least a few of the sons would have their shot at being Green Berets. If the fathers had their Nazis and “Nips,” then Kennedy would 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 “the prey of hostile powers,” of the “hour of maximum danger,” of “a long twilight struggle,” and most memorably of a country that would be defined by its readiness to “pay any price” and “oppose any foe.” The fight was the thing, the only thing, if America was to retain its manhood. “And let every other power know,” Kennedy decreed in his inaugural address, “that this hemisphere intends to remain the master of its own house.” What Kennedy was selling was a government-backed program of man-making, of federal masculinity insurance. As author Norman Mailer observed at the time: “The President has commissions and commissars and bureaus and agents and computer machines to calculate the amount of schooling needed to keep America healthy, safe, vigorous, proof against the Russians. To keep America up [his emphasis]. Virility is the unspoken salesman in American political programs today.”38

The promise the president made to his nation of young men was the one the father made to the boy, the aerospace corporations made to their gray-flanneled male employees, the mission-control officials made to their astronauts, the expanded armed forces made to their cold warriors, the Boys’ Life editors made to the readers they addressed as “space conquerors” and “rocket riders,” the aeronautical-engineer dad Fred MacMurray made on TV to his three sons, the Mattel toy makers made to the young buyers of their water-powered, two-stage plastic missiles. The promise was of a spectacular ascension, a vertical demonstration of prowess that would concentrate all of the masculine force and beauty of battle into one breathtaking explosion of exploratory power and muscle. At the same time, the promise was supposed to reprise Ernie Pyle’s war, in which the anonymous work of dutiful men would add up to one glorious and visible victory on a faraway frontier, a victory that would belong to all men. Admittedly, no army of GI brothers would fight on that frontier. “But in a very real sense, it will not be one man going to the moon,” President Kennedy declared. “We make this judgment affirmatively—it will be an entire nation, for all of us must work to put him there.”39 Just to get astronaut John Glenn into orbit for the first time, Time reminded its readers in 1962, required “nearly 35,000 people”: “Besides his fellow astronauts and a staff of 2,000 at Cape Canaveral, 15,000 men stood by for recovery or rescue operations on ships stretched across the Atlantic, 500 technicians manned 18 tracking stations on four continents and two oceans, and 15,000 scientists, technicians and factory workers who had labored for nearly four years on the space program left their imprint on the flight.”40

The promise was a mission to manhood. It borrowed its blueprint from the time-tested tenets of what might be called the national male paradigm, which had four aspects: the promise of a frontier to be claimed—the American Wild West and the wartime fronts would now become the frontier of space; the promise of a clear and evil enemy to be crushed—instead of an Indian or a Nazi, the enemy would now be a Communist; the promise of an institution of brotherhood in which anonymous members could share a greater institutional glory—in place of an
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