
How to Be Normal
 Free Book Online

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/omojL/How-to-Be-Normal-Christman-Phil
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/omojL/How-to-Be-Normal-Christman-Phil
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/omojL/How-to-Be-Normal-Christman-Phil
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/omojL/How-to-Be-Normal-Christman-Phil


Phil Christman is one of the best cultural critics working today. Or, as a reviewer of his previous

book, Midwest Futures, put it, "one of the most underappreciated writers of [his]

generation." You may also know Phil from his columns in Commonweal and Plough, or his viral

essay "What Is It Like To Be A Man?" , the latter adapted in his new book, How To Be

Normal. Christman’s second book includes essays on "How To Be White," "How to Be

Religious," "How To Be Married," and more, in addition to new versions of the above. Find in it

also brilliant analyses of middlebrow culture, bad movies, Mark Fisher, Christian

fundamentalism, and more. With exquisite attention to syntax and prose, the astoundingly well-

read Christman pairs a deceptively breezy style with radical openness. In his witty, original

hands, seemingly "normal" subjects are rendered exceptional, and exceptionally.

"Erudite riffs on race, religion, masculinity, and other contentious subjects...A crisp set of

essays that bring big social and cultural debates to a human level." —Kirkus

Reviews "A probing and provocative collection." —Publishers Weekly"Christman presents

essays on a variety of topics ranging from race and masculinity to religion and pop culture, all

written in the tone of a subversive self-help guide. Engaging a belles-lettristic negative

capability, Christman takes on the big subjects while always remembering that the point of

criticism is to more fully be a person, part of 'our little attempts that we make at building a

home in this world.'" —Ed Simon, The Millions"In a host of grimly besieged arenas of public

life, from religion and race to mass culture and masculinity, Christman charts a frank and

fearless guide for the perplexed, the battered, the exhausted, and the outraged." —Chris

Lehmann, “Mr. Christman titles the collection and each of the essays with the 'How to' format,

but he points out in an author’s note that this is not an advice manual. Rather, he takes on a

subject and examines the generalizations and shibboleths clinging to it, puncturing them with

personal experience and his intellect—and with considerable research to back them up. . . .

Throughout How to Be Normal, the voice is earnest and intense, often spiraling around a

subject. . . . But as for the promise of comfort suggested by the title of this book, Mr. Christman

has some disappointing news: ‘There is no normal to get back to anymore.'” —Richard

Babcock, Wall Street Journal--This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorA

former substitute teacher, shelter worker, and home health aide, Phil Christman currently

lectures in the English department at University of Michigan. His work has appeared in The

Hedgehog Review, Commonweal, The Christian Century, The Outline, and other places. He

holds an MFA from the University of South Carolina-Columbia. He is the editor of the Michigan

Review of Prisoner Creative Writing, a journal sponsored by the University of Michigan's Prison

Creative Arts Project. He lives in Ann Arbor, MI. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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between 2018 and 2021. In some cases, I’ve recycled material from older pieces. They all fall

under the general heading of “cultural criticism” or “personal essay”—I say this now in order to

gently let down any reader who has picked up the book in the hope of finding an advice

manual. They all, in one way or another, examine things that have an air of banality,

normativity, or averageness about them.HOW TO BENORMALIn the wake of the COVID-19

pandemic, we have the oddest relationship with the word “normal.” In the spring of 2020, we’d

type promises to each other, say, to have dinner or a beer “when things are back to normal.” At

some point, everyone started adding scare quotes to “normal.” We invoke the word only to

place it immediately under erasure, as though we were still, in spite of ourselves, hoping it will

return anyway, as though normalcy were a cat that we pointedly ignore in the hope that it will

allow us to pet it again.Our longing for normalcy expresses itself in every area of culture. The

US presidency was finally won by a man whose attraction rests mainly on the unspoken and

impossible promise that he will restore the world of, say, 2014 or so. (That world was wretched

and doomed—it led directly to Trump—but some people didn’t know it yet, I suppose, and they

miss not knowing.) The university where I work spent the first part of the fall 2020 semester

pretending that things were back to normal. The dorms were open—which is to say, the dorms

were mostly closed, but they actually had some people in them. A student told me one day—

we had met for office hours, outdoors, at six feet distance, both masked—that she hadn’t sat

on a couch in two months: the only places she could go were her tiny dorm room, various

campus lawns, and (if she had wanted to take her life into her own hands) a restaurant. All the

common areas and study rooms were blocked off. Rightly, of course. The students were

simultaneously dangerously concentrated together and horribly alone. Most of their classes

took place online.The proximate cause for this grim parody of normalcy was, most likely, the

fact that one of our regents and major donors does double duty as a major owner of rental

property in the city. That, at least, is my cynical reading of the situation, and it’s hard to go

wrong banking on the venality of the American elite. But I think our situation has other causes.

Even college presidents long for the recurrence of the seasons, the playing-out of predictable

patterns. Some parents want their kids to have something as close as possible to their own

long-falsified memories of being twenty. And there are those of us who are trying to be sober

and responsible—often to the point of becoming grotesquely passive-aggressive, savoring and

sharing the hatred that wells up in us at every viral photo of unmasked restaurant patrons or

beachgoers—even we don’t really like thinking about any of this.There was such a default of

reliable information during the pandemic that even highly conscientious and informed people

had to string together a Personal Safety Regime as eccentric and individualized as a late



Godard film, against which almost anyone might transgress, so that we exchanged among

ourselves the role of COVID heel so often that it rivaled the virus in its reach. And our society’s

collective insistence that essential workers risk death bred in many people a certain devil-may-

care, damn-the-torpedoes spirit. Thus, it is hard for me to be mad at a grocery store worker

who decided to spend Thanksgiving with Grandma.Midway through the fall term, the graduate

students at my university went on strike. (I spent a stormy Monday morning picketing with them

and shivered pitifully in the car afterward, hoping that no one would take my bedraggled

physical state for an index of the working class’s strength.) Both because the focus of the strike

was public health—students and supporters went about chanting things like “What do we

want? / Randomized testing! / When do we want it? / Last week!”—and because, like all

strikes, it reminded everyone that workers are the real engine of any institution, it felt like an

acknowledgment of reality in a season when every person in authority seemed intent on

evading it. The grad students inspired further demonstrations of worker power from the

university’s dining hall workers and residential assistants. I was proud of all of them, and

hopeful for them, and I marched and picketed alongside them, and I canceled my own classes

in solidarity and told other people to do so. And I hated every second. I wanted my routine

back. I wanted to stop needing news all the time. I wanted to grade papers. In time, the

university made some concessions, and we went back to our already-abnormal normal.In the

larger scheme of things, of course, there is no normal to get back to anymore—at least not one

that most of us would recognize as such. The 2020 hurricane season was unprecedented, like

the last several hurricane seasons. A million acres of the state of California have burned, and

we are assured that such megafires will be common events over the next century. In February

of 2021, my sister-in-law and her family, who live in Houston, lost power and water for most of a

week, thanks to a record cold snap. (The governor of their state blamed this on the “Green

New Deal,” a package of legislation that has yet to be enacted, or fully drafted.) We are ruled,

locally and nationally and internationally, by greedy and silly people, to such an extent that the

planet itself is altered, on a massive scale, from year to year, in accordance with their whims.

The order of our world is disrupted down to the level of molecules and sperm cells. My father,

when I talk to him on the weekends, cannot remember what day it is. We are all in exile.There

is no future in normalcy, in our little attempts that we make at building a home in this world from

statistics and routines and habits. Our only home is each other.HOW TO BEA MANAt the time

my wife and I were beginning to date, I owned a broken bed. The box spring had a biggish

crack on one side, which caused you to feel like you were being gradually swallowed in the

night—an effect that was seriously exacerbated by the presence of a second person. I had not

bothered to buy pillows when I moved to Milwaukee, reasoning that old pants stuffed in a

pillowcase could not possibly feel that different. I did, however, have a desk, which I had carried

a mile and a half from the Salvation Army, on my shoulders, in August. I should mention here

that I have never been what anyone would consider macho. It simply hadn’t occurred to me

that I was allowed to live any other way.My wife now amuses guests by narrating this period in

our lives in the sitcom, gender-essentialist mode: the silly, uncivilized man; the patiently

exasperated woman. I defend myself by citing my actual poverty at the time—I was a graduate

student with no savings, from a working-class family, for whom a $12,000 yearly stipend was a

massive windfall. But she and I are both right: My choices rested on many years of

socialization, as much as they unfolded against a background of economic precarity. Were

there not buses? Could I not have asked a friend with a car to help me move the desk? Who

purchases a Riverside Chaucer and a copy of the Go-Betweens’ 16 Lovers Lane before he

gets around to pillows? I would never have put myself through all of that if I hadn’t spent my life



believing that it was my job to be, precisely, a man.As real as I know male privilege to be—if I

forget it for a moment, I have the newspapers to remind me—it is surreal to find maleness, an

aspect of my life that I associate mainly with chosen discomfort, equated now, by so many

people, with bovine self-complacency. A woman coworker, explaining the different ways men

and women move through the world, says to me, “As a man, you never think about how much

space you take up.” I nod, because I agree with the point she intends to make, even if the

wording of the statement is so literally false in my case. “Men don’t have to think about how

they look,” says another coworker, also a woman, and I nod again. For some reason, these

trivial exchanges stick with me. I realize, days later, that the reason these statements are still

bugging me is that I have fretted about the physical space I occupy for most of my clumsy, in-

the-way, yo-yo-dieting life. I am literally never not sore from the gym because I am so

concerned with looking a certain way.“What is it like to be a cis-gendered, heterosexual man?”

a friend, a trans man, asks on Facebook. “What is it like to feel at home in your body?” The

only answer I can come up with is that I never feel at home in my body. I live out my masculinity

most often as a perverse avoidance of comfort: the refusal of good clothes, moisturizer,

painkillers; hard physical training, pursued for its own sake and not because I enjoy it; a sense

that there is a set amount of physical pain or self-imposed discipline that I owe the

universe.Examples are easy enough to list. I ran cross-country for all four years of high school.

I wasn’t good at it, I didn’t get along with my teammates, and I found almost every moment of

every race or practice excruciating. (I was still a fundamentalist Baptist at that point and

wondered, during races, whether the literal hell that awaited the unsaved might feel like this.)

Yet I never thought of quitting. I had found the little niche where I could contribute my little tithe

of unnecessary pain to the universe, and this, I somehow understood, could give me some sort

of purchase on manhood that I was too small and uncoordinated to get by winning fights. I still

remember the aggrieved scorn with which my cross-country teammates and I responded to the

guy who did quit, after two years, for the perfectly sane and healthy reason that he preferred

watching cartoons. He wasn’t on the varsity squad; his absence had no effect on our team’s

standing in the state rankings. But we acted as though he’d cheated us in some way—as

though he’d left us to do some terrible group project alone.For years, as an adult, I was

obsessed with learning to box. (An anarchist friend of mine was going to teach me, until he left

town for vague but important-sounding reasons, as one’s anarchist friends are prone to do.)

For a while, I gardened, and when my wife and I first moved to Ann Arbor, I’d spend hours

working in the yard, always finding the costliest, least productive, most epic way of doing

everything. I tried to remove a tree stump with my hands, a saw, and a shovel. I cleaned the

gutters with a ladder so short that I pulled a shoulder muscle reaching overhead to dig out the

muck. I’d purchased that ladder, too, at a nearby Salvation Army and had walked home

carrying it on my head like a canoe. I mowed the lawn with a series of Nixon-era push reel

mowers I’d rolled home from the same place. I enjoyed none of these activities. I did them out

of fear of what would happen if I didn’t become, or continue to be, the kind of person who did

them.One does not talk about this imperative or scrutinize it. “The subject is irritating,” wrote

Simone de Beauvoir of womanhood, but The Second Sex is more interesting than any book

about masculinity. Manhood resists straightforward discussion even as men stand accused—

correctly, insofar as any accusation directed at such a broad target cannot fail to hit—of

sucking the air from every other conversation. We do have plenty of talk about masculinity, but

talk is all it is—aimless and nonconsecutive, never the sense of anything developing.

Sophisticated opinion rarely gets beyond the elementary observation that masculinity is a

social construct, or rather a set of many such constructs. As for unsophisticated opinion, it is a



dank cellar most impressively represented by the Canadian academic Jordan Peterson, who

bangs the table for logic and reason while basing much of his thought on the ideas of a

discredited occultist. Peterson’s reliance on the work of Carl Jung is revealing: If you want to

defend traditional masculinity as a kind of slaying-dragons-for-its-own-sake, but you can’t offer

a rational analysis of why this behavior is necessary, why it is good, or why you need a penis to

do it, the archetype theory offers you a pretentious and grandiose way of saying, “It is what it

is.” It dignifies tautology.Beneath Peterson, deeper in the cellar, are the vitamin-hawking

conspiracy theorists, rape apologists, and Nazis of YouTube, whose pronouncements on

masculinity eerily combine the commonsensical with the obscene: one video to tell you how to

tie a Windsor knot, another to tell you how to beat a restraining order. But they impugn

themselves. If you need a YouTube video to help you be a man, then in some essential sense,

simply being one is already off the table.What is this thing we’re trying to be? I resist writing

about masculinity just as I resist taking aspirin for a headache that has plagued me, on and off,

all week. Even as I seek to undermine the social power that feminism has shown me I have—

even as I apologize for interrupting, seek out the role of second fiddle, quiet my ego—my

masculinity, in exactly the same moment, tells me I ought not to be babying it by paying

attention to it at all. What do I think it is, anyway—some girl?When I try to nail down what

masculinity is—what imperative gives rise to all this pain seeking and stoicism, this

showboating asceticism and loud silence—I come back to this: Masculinity is an abstract rage

to protect. By “protect,” I don’t mean the actual useful things a man (or anyone else) may do for

other people—holding down a hated but necessary job, cleaning the toilet, doing the taxes if he

happens to be good at it, even jumping in front of a bullet if he is quick enough off the mark. All

functioning adults are “protective” of others in this sense, to the best of their ability. Rather, I

mean precisely the activities that stem from a fear that simple usefulness is not enough: that

one must train and prepare for eventualities one has no reason to anticipate, must keep one’s

dwelling and grooming spartan in case of emergencies, must undertake defensive projects that

have no connection to the actual day-to-day flourishing of the people one loves. We’ve all

known families in which the men putter away at Rube Goldberg schemes for “securing” the

family’s financial or physical safety while the women carry everyone through every day,

anticipating every emergency, meeting every contingency. We’ve all known families in which

such a man so exhausts himself in this way that he constantly increases the burden he places

on those same beleaguered women, whom he then blames, perhaps, for not being

“supportive.” And we’ve all noticed the way many men live our lives on patrol, whether or not

there’s anything to patrol against. In Self-Made Man (2006), her memoir about cross-dressing

as a man for a year, Norah Vincent immediately notices the way men don’t meet each other’s

eyes: how we pointedly refuse to look at each other. “For them, to look away was to decline a

challenge, to adhere to a code of behavior that kept the peace among human males in certain

spheres just as surely as it kept the peace and the pecking order among male animals.” To put

it simply, Every social encounter between men is potentially a fistfight. You learn this in

elementary school and never forget it. No wonder, as we age, that we ignore each other, let our

friendships wither, cancel plans. No wonder there are recurring expressions of concern about a

“male bonding crisis.” (Why spend your precious leisure hours among possible enemies?) And

no wonder many of us have failed to see grabby men as a serious social problem for women,

when an American boyhood consists of little else but unorganized combat drills, unwanted

invasions of personal territory. It’s all grabs, punches, towel flicks, fake homoerotic aggression,

threats of unspecified but grim and—as one ages—increasingly sexualized violence. One night

in my teenage years, as I was clocking out of my shift at McDonald’s, a guy flicked my balls,



decisively and painfully. We weren’t on bad terms. It was a greeting.The proponents of

traditional masculinity scorn many traits in modern men—our failure to do enough manual

labor, hold back tears, grip things, stand up straight with our shoulders back, and any number

of other failings. But most of all, they lament our failure to embrace this protective role, which

further suggests its centrality to the whole construct. Political theorist and pundit Harvey

Mansfield gives us a summation that is, by the low standards of our cultural conversation on

masculinity, relatively straightforward: “A man protects those whom he has taken in his care

against dangers they cannot face or handle without him. He makes an issue of some matter,

engages his honor, and takes charge of the situation either as a routine or in an emergency. . . .

The willingness to take on risk is the primary protection enveloping all other ways of providing

for someone.”The merit of taking on risk is self-evident—it sounds, again, like mere adulthood,

or mere goodness. Yet culture whispers to us that a too-narrow concern with securing a future

for one’s family or one’s lover can go badly wrong. We have the two Godfather films (the only

ones that exist), in which Michael Corleone is led, with nightmarish inevitability, to murder his

brother—the brother most in need of protection—and destroy his marriage, precisely because

he “loves family.” We have the television series Breaking Bad, which takes the Godfather films’

insight a step further. Intended as a show about a schoolteacher who becomes a meth dealer,

it turned, under the pressure of Bryan Cranston’s attempt to make the main character

psychologically believable, into the story of a man who relishes the role of drug kingpin. “I did it

for me. I was good at it,” he tells his wife, then leaves. There is a multigenerational family of

such stories, its lineage running from Othello to He Knew He Was Right to Dom Casmurro to

Black Mirror to, God help us, the current season of the Archie Comics–derived series,

Riverdale, in which men destroy their households in order to save them. Securing your family’s

future: You can’t even talk about this urge, as I’ve discovered in writing this paragraph, without

coming uncomfortably close to the “Fourteen Words” that define the neo-Nazi creed. Just add

“white.” Or just acknowledge, perhaps, that it’s already there.Without quite meaning to, Harvey

Mansfield also offers a useful explanation of how the mere desire to bear risks for a loved one

often drives a person willy-nilly into an ugly politics of dominance. “Honor is an asserted claim

to protect someone,” he writes, “and the claim to protect is a claim to rule. How can I protect

you properly if I can’t tell you what to do?” He judges the “entire enterprise of modernity,” with

its emphasis on Machiavellian foxiness over lionhearted classical courage, as “a project to

keep manliness unemployed,” and sees some limited hope for its revival in the war on terror,

still fairly new at the time he wrote these words, which we now call, with fatalistic humor, the

forever war. Talk about a claim to rule! But the destructive logic that Mansfield identifies here

most often works itself out closer to home than Iraq or Afghanistan. It works itself out in those

men who have lived mutely at the center of a stage for so long, providing, or pretending to

provide, or believing they provide, for a family that falls apart or that fails to materialize in the

first place, whereupon they pick up a gun and bring the curtain down on the whole play. How

can they protect you properly if you won’t let them tell you what to do?For the anthropologist

Peter McAllister, meanwhile, the rot set in considerably earlier than Machiavelli. In his 2009

book regrettably titled Manthropology, he cites studies of bone density, suggesting that average

Bronze Age men were so much fitter and fleeter than even today’s Olympic athletes that the

physical condition of currently living men can be quantified as “the worst . . . in history.” Oddly

enough, McAllister reserves his jocularly scolding tone for men only, though his own findings

regarding Bronze Age women—also stronger, or at least thicker in the wrists and arms, than

today’s humans, both male and female—would seem to put a definitive end to the notion of

men as the human race’s hired muscle.Mansfield and McAllister are conventional in seeing



manliness as a deep-seated biological necessity threatened by modernity. But human nature

and male nature, if either exists at all, are Kantian unknowables, apprehensible only

secondarily in their manifestations as culture. Our species’ single most predictable

characteristic is our refusal to be defined by instinct, to let evolutionary history answer all our

questions. Lions can no more tell men to be aggressive than bonobos can tell us to be

polyamorists or cats tell us to be orange. Nor am I convinced that this crisis is new, brought on

by feminism or modernity or reduced male-bonding opportunities or the shift to agriculture. Our

desire to project greater animal simplicity onto the human past has been refuted again and

again by anthropology, paleoanthropology, history, and the study of folklore, yet it survives,

precisely because it meets our emotional needs. Conan the Barbarian is a modern invention,

like radio and Leopold Bloom. One of the only things we know for sure about those dense-

boned paleolithic supermen is that they used their enormous wrists to paint some of the most

exquisitely observed art ever made.
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