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WISDOM, MASCULINITY, AND HEALTH IN THE BOOK OF PROVERBS
Abstract

“Being a man” in today’s world is a challenging and confusing task. Culture and religion, the two
main sources from which men construct their identities, now have an important addition: the
popular media. How men perceive themselves, however, is important because it has repercussions
for women with respect to how they relate with women. Indeed, emerging studies on masculinity
show that perceptions of what it means “to be a man” equally affect men who may be at risk
because of their disposition to life. Previous studies on masculinity in the Hebrew Bible largely
isolate and explain the qualities or traits that embody the concept of maleness in ancient Israel.
Apart from the social practice of sexual relations, most of the studies, however, are removed from
social life practices of Israelite men. For instance, little is known about the relationship between
masculinity and health within the Israelite society. Nevertheless, several profane studies indicate
that among the factors that shape health related beliefs and behaviours is the sociocultural element
of gender. This paper, therefore, departs from previous studies on masculinity in the Old Testament
(Hebrew Bible), by exploring the relationship between wisdom genre (specifically Proverbs) and
masculinity, and how they impinge on health.



Introduction

“Being a man” in today’s world is a challenging and confusing task. Culture, religion, and
now the popular media have become the main sources from which men construct their identities.
Taking the media, for instance, because of its power and scope, their portrayals of men foreground
“culturally accepted social relations, define sexual norms and provide ‘common sense’
understandings about male identity for the contemporary audience”.1 What is more, the vagaries
of these sources lead to multiple and shifting identifies of what constitute a “man”. Ulla Hakala
argues that ideas of what constitutes a man are “fluid, time-related and variable across cultures and
eras as well as subject to change over the course of a person’s life, and within any given society at
any time”.2 How men perceive themselves, however, is important because it has repercussions for
women. Emerging studies on masculinity show that perceptions on what it means “to be a man”
do not only affect women, but also the men who may be at risk because of their disposition to life.
The works of feminists and other social theorists reveal the damaging trails of patriarchy in history.
Traditional masculinity, for instance, has come under several criticisms, with some calling for its

rejection.s

The intellectual quest for an informed insight into men and their constructed identities has
spilled over into biblical studies. As in profane studies, the impetus for the search for the Bible’s
representation of men comes from the tremendous works of feminists who have laboured to show
that, to the contrary, the portrait of men in the Bible is not the norm, but constructed gender. Armed
with this knowledge, biblical scholars interested in the portrayal of men take maleness as an
interpretive category.4 According to Susan E. Haddox, biblical masculinity deals with “examining
the social construct and power structures at play in the textual presentation of men and

masculinity”.s This interesting but challenging quest is not just an intellectual exercise removed



from the realities of contemporary societies. There is a dynamic reciprocity in as much as our

modern understanding of maleness affects how we read men in the Bible and vice versa.

Relatively new, masculinity studies on the Hebrew Bible have produced interesting
insights into ancient Israelite society and its construction of maleness. This paper, therefore,
departs from previous studies, by exploring the relationship between wisdome and masculinity,
and how they relate to good health. Previous studies on masculinity in the Hebrew Bible largely
isolate and explain the qualities or traits that embody the concept of maleness in ancient Israel.
Apart from the social practice of sexual relations, most of the studies, however, are removed from
social life practices of Israelite men. For instance, little is known about the relationship between
masculinity and health within the Israelite society. Nevertheless, several profane studies indicate
that among the factors that shape health related beliefs and behaviours is the sociocultural element

of gender.

Wisdom traditions of the Hebrew Bible offer an interesting prospect for exploring the
relationship between masculinity and health. Proverbs specifically, has generated interesting and
nuanced discussion on the kind of masculinity it portrays. But what makes Proverbs apt for this
discussion is its pragmatic orientation. Proverbs details the daily life and concerns of the Israelite
people. The book provides insight into the beliefs and practices that characterised social life. It is
therefore an important resource in exploring how health related beliefs and practices were

informed by masculinity constructions.

The argument this paper seeks to defend is that the constructed male in Proverbs is one
who is conscious of health matters and takes less risk. This proposal largely contrasts with several

profane studies which indicate that many men today are negatively disposed to healthy practices



due to the identity they carve for themselves. In what follows, | first take a look at scholarly
discussions on the relationship between wisdom and masculinity in the Hebrew Bible. | then
proceed to explore the constructions of health and well-being in the Hebrew Bible and Proverbs in
particular. Finally, | examine the interplay between health-related beliefs and practices on the one
hand and masculinity on the other hand as contained in Proverbs. Although the topic makes the
bold claim of using the book of Proverbs as the interpretive object, what really transpires is a
purposeful selection of relevant sayings mainly concentrated in the lectures or instruction genre
and the aphorisms. And this is necessary because of the constraints of space: a faithful commitment

to the topic will demand a larger space.

Wisdom and Masculinity in the Hebrew Bible

In his study of masculinity in the Hebrew Bible, Clines identifies intelligence and
persuasiveness as a characteristic of males in ancient Israel.7 He links this quality to wisdom when
he writes, "Intelligent, eloquent, persuasive speech forms part of a wider category of 'wisdom'...".s
Using David as his case, Clines argues that the quality of intelligence and persuasive talk enables
a man to control others. It is a display of power, "which is not an alternative to, and far less a
denatured version of, physical strength, but part of the repertory of the powerful male™.9 Clines's
evaluation of David’s masculinity in the Davidic narratives fits under hegemonic masculinity.

Although he admits that David displays conflicting masculinities, he writes:

There is no 'new man' here in the David story. There is a fully fledged traditional
male, who for the most part recapitulates everything scripted for him by his culture,
but now and then conspicuously fails—so conspicuously that any non-feminized
reader knows immediately that it is a failure that is not to be excused or imitated,
but is a sorry example that serves only to reinforce the value of the traditional
norms.1o



Clines worked with a narrative text, a different genre from the Wisdom Literature. He
isolated the character David within the narrative and focused on the distinguishing traits that
characterize or project David’s understanding of himself as a man. In this respect, Clines uses
wisdom as a quality, a defining trait, and not a genre. However, in order to explore more deeply
the nexus between wisdom as a quality and the concept of masculinity, one cannot ignore the
wisdom books, since the wisdom traditions are the major sources through which we can gain
greater insights into the qualities of wisdom. This probably accounts for the reason why the few
scholars who have attempted exploring the nexus between wisdom and masculinity resort to the
wisdom books as the main source for their studies.11

One such scholar is Hilary Lipka. She holds a contrary view from Clines on the association
between wisdom and masculinity. Lipka sees the wisdom book of Proverbs as projecting
alternative masculinity as opposed to hegemonic masculinity. Alternative masculinity traits such
as inner strength and honor are upheld, while hegemonic traits such as physical strength and skills
in warfare are subordinated. Being a man in Proverbs revolves around values of integrity and social
harmony. The presentation of small, weak, but clever animals as models to look up to shows how
Proverbs moves away from the external display of physical strength to inner strength and
diplomacy. For Likpa, a historical development lies behind the association of wisdom with
alternative masculinity. She argues that the changes in ancient Israel’s historical landscape
accounted for the shifts or changes in how Israelite men constructed their identities.12 During the
monarchy, for instance, Israelite society demanded strength and valor, traits that were central to
sustaining a society that needed to justify its presence through wars. The social circumstances

during the exilic and post exilic period called for reflection and display of inner strength.



Clines and Likpa agree that wisdom is a quality of masculinity, but they differ on how it
positions one to act and think. While Clines is of the view that wisdom enables one to exercise
control and power over others, Lipka sees wisdom as guiding one to place value on inner strength
and diplomacy as opposed to external domination over others. Thus, Clines sees wisdom as
instrumental to hegemonic masculinity, while Lipka conceives wisdom as foundational to
alternative masculinity. Wilson who enters into the argument sides with Clines over Likpa when
he places wisdom under hegemonic masculinity.is He argues that apart from Proverbs, which
Likpa used to build her arguments, the data outside Proverbs do not support her views. For Wilson,
Likpa makes a mistake when she pushes the view that a new paradigm for masculinity emerged
because of the emphasis on wisdom traits.14 Rather, he sees the emphasis on inner strength and
social harmony as a matter of preference, since Proverbs is a wisdom book. Although agreeing
with Lipka on the shift from hegemonic masculinity to alternative masculinity among the
colonized Jewish men, he insists that even in Proverbs there are traces of hegemonic traits such as

physical strength which the sages promote.

It is not the goal of this paper to identify the type of masculinity manifested in Proverbs.
Nevertheless, the above arguments are important in as much as they reveal the different
perspectives on the nexus between wisdom and masculinity. I particularly find Lipka’s argument
on alternative masculinity useful since it provides a good foundation for appreciating the
complexity in determining the masculinity of ancient Israel, especially when its literary heritage is

the main source of our argumentation.



Construction of Health and Wellness in the Hebrew Bible and Its Relation to Proverbs

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines health as the “state of complete physical,
mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”.15 Although this
definition reflects the modern person’s understanding of health, it has continuities with ancient
and traditional/indigenous notions of health and well-being. For instance, the notion that health
transcends the physical into areas of mental and spiritual aspect of life is common among ancient
societies. In the Hebrew Bible, the word that comes close to health is Shalom. This word is often
translated as well-being or vitality in all dimensions of life. Shalom is achieved when one maintains
the right relationship with God and fellow humans. For the Israelites, God ultimately upholds
health, and the only way to protect one’s health was through obedience to God (cf. Ex 15:26). This
understanding flows from the Israelite conception of humans as a union of both the physical and
the spiritual; the inner and the outer dimensions of life are dovetailed into each other. In other
words, ancient Israelites did not conceive human life as an antithesis between the physical life and

spiritual life. Human life is perceived in its wholeness, having its roots in the divine power of God.

One of the sources in the Hebrew Bible that reveals the Israelite wholistic concept of health
and well-being is the book of Proverbs. Several literary genres populate the book of Proverbs, such
as the lectures or instructions in 1-9 as well as the wisdom interludes, and the aphorisms of 10:1-
22:16. As an international genre, the lectures appear within a pedagogical framework of an
interaction between a father (teacher) and his son (student), where the former passes on set(s) of
information to the latter. Within this framework is the assumption that a young man who has come
of age needs guidance and direction. As Wilson indicates, the “most significant social and
psychological transition in a man’s life is the change from childhood to adulthood”, a change that

cannot be left arbitrarily to the young man if the best is to be expected from him.16 The lectures,

8



therefore, serve as an important medium through which the son imbibes societal ideals, including
expectations of what constitutes a “good man”. The aphorisms, on their part, play similar roles as
they present their messages in a concise and witty manner with a penetrating effect on the heart.
As practical knowledge, wisdom offers itself as an alternative to other orientations to life. In order
to persuade its audience, wisdom promises several benefits, including good health and long life.
For Bland, proverbial wisdom is all about healthy living, especially when health is construed as
total well-being, and not the mere absence of physical illness.17 The truth of this assertion is borne

out in two main ways.

First, wisdom is basically about life and living, and not just about good life/living.
Although there is no explicit claim to a good life in the prologue of Proverbs (Prov. 1:1-7), where
the purpose of the book is spelt out, such a goal is latent in the ideals outlined which are; attaining
wisdom, discipline, and understanding words of insight (v. 2), acquiring prudent life and doing
what is just and fair (v. 3), and gaining knowledge and discretion (v. 4). These ideals are not ends
in themselves; rather they are instrumental (through character building) to achieving the good life.
Notably, character formation is key to the Israelite sages. Wisdom is not for mere cognition of
knowing what is good, but also for character building as in having the will to do what is right.
Character traits such as self-control, judiciousness, moderation, and tolerance are presented as
desirable traits that should be learned. As Fox intimates such character disposition led to several

benefits including health.1s

Second, the subject of health permeates the entire wisdom corpus, both explicitly and
implicitly. Proverbs uses words and ideas that expressly convey meanings of health and healing.

Such words include, rif*at (3:8), marpe’ (4:22; 12:18: 16:24) and gehah (17:22). There are also



a number of figurative expressions for health such as, ‘és-hayim (tree of life — 3:18) and ‘aleh

(green leaf -11:28).

Health and Masculinity in Proverbs

Health behaviours, here construed as the conscious and unconscious actions of people which
impinge on their health, are informed by wider sociocultural factors including gender.19 For
instance, some studies indicate that men are more likely than women to engage in riskier
behaviours such as drunk driving, and unprotected sex because of men’s attempt to demonstrate
dominant views of manhood.2o Since ancient Israel’s understanding of health was holistic and ties
into WHO’s definition, the latter is apt for our purposes here and will serve as the framework for

the discussion below.

a. Physical Health and Masculinity: Physical health deals with the optimal functioning of
the body. It is the most visible of all the dimensions of health as well as the foundation of a healthy
life. Physical health consists of many components including physical activity, alcohol and drug
use, and nutrition and diet. The discussion below focuses on dangerous activities of gangs, and
sexual exploits.

- Gangs and Violence: Men’s understanding of power and how it ought to be displayed
affects their disposition to physical health. Because men see themselves in relation to women as
the more powerful sex, they are predisposed to search and express power in their relationship with
women and among themselves. According to Clines, ancient Israelite men were disposed to display
power through violence and their ability to overcome and even kill other men.21 This image pops
up in the first lecture (Prov. 1:8-19), where we see a gang enticing a young man to join.22 Three

offers by the gang are placed before the young man: adventure (v, 11), wealth (v. 13), and
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camaraderie (v. 14). Although the gang openly admits the evil or antisocial nature of their
engagements, they do not shy away from indicating that they enjoy the violent life. The offers

from the gang, as important markers of manhood, point to the danger they pose to the young boy.23

In countering the persuasive claims of the gang, the sage employs images of life and death
to dissuade the young man from joining the group. Two key ideas in the rhetoric of the sage are
derek (way) and nepes (life). A common word in the Hebrew Bible, derek has many figurative
usages in the wisdom corpus. According to Waltke, the word projects these figurative nuances:
“(2) 'course of life' (i.e., the character and context of life); (2) ‘conduct of life' (i.e., specific choices
and behavior); and (3) ‘consequences of that conduct' (i.e., the inevitable destiny of such a
lifestyle).”24 On its part, nepes, basically refers to one’s life, precisely the physical dimension of
life. It appears the sage’s conclusion is that one’s way (derek) has a qualitative and quantitative

effect on one’s life (nepes).

Preservation of life emerges as one of the key persuasive strategies the sage uses to
dissuade the youth from identifying and internalising notions of masculinity associated with
violence and abusive use of power. Research indicates that young boys today do not hesitate to
jeopardise their health as they strive to demonstrate their manhood.2s Such may be the case in
ancient Israel, which leads the sage to offer wisdom as a better alternative since it promises to
deliver the youth from sheol (the place of the dead). Wisdom then is life; the gang offers the youth
what appears to be good life through violence and bloodshed, and the sage counters it with wisdom
which is the good life — one devoid of violence and ill intention. In such competing proposals, the
young boy would have to make a choice which reflects his self-understanding of what constitutes

maleness.

11



- Sexual Activity: A pressing physical health problem is sexually transmitted diseases
(STDs). In one report, it stated that “Men are more at risk for STDs because they are more likely
to be sexually active, begin sexual activity early in life, have more sexual partners, have sex under
the influence of drugs or alcohol ...”.26 This disposition of men, according to Seidler, lies in the
complex connection between sex and power on one hand and male identity on the other hand.27
For some reasons, sex has been a major medium men use to prove their masculinity. From the
biological theoretical perspective on masculinity, men are more prone to be promiscuous than

women. Steve Robertson explains this theory as follows:

The Y chromosome, and related hormonal influences (particularly testosterone) are
seen as creating a drive towards particular behaviours in men - hunter
(breadwinner), being territorial, sexual promiscuity - that are expressions of
evolutionary mechanisms designed to ensure the survival of the species and the
procreation of the strongest genetic pool.2s

Whether men’s proneness to sexual promiscuity is biological or social, Proverbs is aware
of this disposition of men and its health implication. Majority of the lectures are warnings against
promiscuous life, including adultery (Prov 2:16-19; 6:23-35;5; 7). As Fox posits, wisdom in the
lectures is mostly about how the young man can avoid temptation, especially that posed by the
“strange woman”.29 Unfortunately, the lectures elaborate more on the strange woman than the
young man. However, in the last of the lectures (Prov 7) we get a glimpse into the disposition of
the young man. In 7:7, the sage observes a group of young boys, among whom exists one who is
“without sense” (hasr-lév). First, the sage observed a group of young boys from the window of
his house. This group is labelled as péta’yim, which translates as “gullible” or “naive”, and it is
from this group one particular youth departs. ventures way. The reason for his adventurism is not

explicitly stated, but one cannot be far from right in conjecturing that the young man’s movement

12



from the group may have been due to the pressure he felt in the group. His actions in the following

verse (v. 8) give credence to this stance. The verse reads

AL

‘ober bassiq ’esel pinnah; wéderek bétah yis‘ad
Passing through the street near her corner; and the way to her house he went.

Exiting the group, the young man sets off on a road and he appears to know what lays in store for
him. As several commentators point out, the young man was not going specifically to the house of
the “strange woman” but it was also that he did not mistakenly end up on the path.so The phrases
>gsel pinnah (near her corner) and wéderek bétah (and the way to her house) suggest prior
knowledge and intentionality on the part of the young man. Indeed, the verb yis¢ad (he strode)
shows the confidence with which the young man acted. In the words of Fox, the word “suggests a
bold and deliberate step”.31 My understanding of this scene, therefore, is that the young man might
have been challenged by his peers to prove himself a man by daring to venture into the path of the
“strange woman”. Subsequently, the young man is dominated by the “strange woman” when she
appears on the scene (cf. vv. 10-21). Her dominance makes some posit that the young man is
unassuming, but from the above analysis complete innocence on his part cannot be ascribed to

him.32

In order to dissuade young men from proving themselves men through sexual promiscuity,
the sages outline series of negative consequences including venereal diseases and exhaustion of
the body. In Prov 5: 11, the sage retorts;

wénahamta bé’ahariteka biklot bésaréka sé’eéreka
And in the end you will groan, as your body and flesh waste away.
Scholars such as C. H. Toy do not see a physical health issue here, but rather a social problem as

a result of the loss of wealth as intimated in v. 9-10.33 However, the diction of the verse makes it
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difficult to rule out physical health problems. Opening the verse is the gal active verb, naham,
which means to groan or growl indicating pain and discomfort on the part of the young man. Such
pain emanates from the debilitating condition of the body as captured by the nouns basar (flesh)
and $é&’er (body). However, it is the verb, kalah, which puts into perspective the subject of health.
According to Baker and Carpenter, the primary meaning of the word “is to consummate or bring
to a completion”.34 This meaning reinforces the phrase bé& ahairiteka (in the end), indicating an
event in the future which will call for the excruciating pain. With flesh and body in a state which
causes pain and with an end in sight, it is not farfetched to suggest a health problem. Also because

of the context of promiscuity, Fox pushes for the possibility of venereal diseases as the cause of

pain.

However, it is important to note that the risk to young men who commit adultery is not
limited to venereal diseases. There is also the risk of being harmed by the strange woman’s
partner/husband. In most of the lectures on promiscuity, adultery emerges as the subject under
discussion. The strange woman is presented as the wife of another man (cf. 2:16-19; 5:20; 6:23-
35). Israelite laws were clear on what to do with the adulterous man. In Lev. 20:10 the married
man and woman who commit adultery are to be put to death. So, when the sages warned young
men of death and the destruction of self (2:18; 6:32), they were only rehashing what the laws

stipulated.

b. Mental Health and Masculinity: The absence of mental health compromises one’s
physical health. However, what exactly constitutes mental health is difficult to say. Many people
approach mental health from the perspective of mental illness, but as Katherine Weare points out
the two are different.ss While mental health is positively oriented, mental illness focuses on the

negative, the presence of disorders and problems. There is also the issue of the social construction
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of mental health as well as the issues of the causes of mental disorders, which are “a combination
of biological, psychological, and social factors”.3s Indeed it will be extremely difficult to come up
with what constituted mental health in ancient Israel. So, the approach this paper takes is to use
evidence from the book of Proverbs to construct the notion of mental health. This approach does
not mean that what exactly emerges as mental health in Proverbs has nothing to do with present
understandings of mental health; clearly there are continuities in human cultures that space and
time cannot erode. Also because of literary limitations, social and psychological casual factors
will be the focus. Therefore, the approach used here seeks a dialogue between ancient Israelite

perspective and modern perspectives on mental health.

According to Bland, Israelite understanding of health integrates mental and emotional
health.s7 Right thinking and proper expressions of emotions are preconditions for a healthy and
productive life. The importance of mental and emotional health is demonstrated in the wise person
who contrasts the fool. According to Proverbs, a wise person is prudent, capable of discerning, has
understanding, and is composed in life (3:13-14; 14:15-17; 15:1; 15:31; 19:20). On the contrary,
the fool is stubborn, lacks ability to make decisions, empty-headed, gullible, and mentally sluggish
(10:23; 12:15; 14:16; 18:6; 26:11). Because of the qualities he displays, the fool may engage in
behaviours that lead to health risk. An important dimension to mental health within ancient
Israelite society as Fox points out is the relationship between morality and spirituality on one hand
and mental health on the other. He writes, “the sages believed that intellectual powers—even
pragmatic ones that others might regard as morally neutral—were inherently conducive to
morality.ss What this means is that mental health in Proverbs has an intricately ethical basis. Right
behavior and right thinking should create in one feelings of self-efficacy, competence, intellectual

and emotional potential, and interdependence.
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Traditional notions of masculinity encourage men to be strong and not to be emotive.
Emotional displays, especially those characterized by crying and remorse, depict a weak man; one
who is not fit to be in the circles of men.ss In Proverbs, an ambivalent picture emerges on how
men are to deal with their emotions. On the one hand, Proverbs encourages submission and
dependence in relationships, two qualities that traditional masculinity considers disdainful. Two
important relationships where men are to be open and dependent are relationships with one’s
spouse and parents. Men’s relationship with their spouses can have far reaching health
implications. According to Clines, Israelite men were womanless. What Clines means is that

Israelite

males are so casual about women, and that women are so marginal to the lives of
the protagonists. There is in this story, on the whole, no sexual desire, no love
stories, no romances, no wooing, no daring deeds for the sake of a beloved. This is
not a world in which men long for women.4o

For Clines, the above description is applicable in relationships between couples. He writes, “It may
seem strange to speak of David, a man with eight principal wives and at least ten others of
secondary rank ... as ‘womanless’”. Proverbs, however, constructs a different identity for married
men by encouraging openness between spouses, one built on trust and love. In Prov 5, the sage
encourages the son to endear himself to his wife in a manner in which he completely surrenders
himself to the wife’s love.s1 Although sexual intimacy between the couple is the immediate
concern, ultimately what the sage encourages the young man to do is to totally surrender his love
and desires to the wife. Interestingly, such complete surrender of a man’s love to his wife is
perceived by some men to be dangerous and unwise. A probable reason for such fears, according

to Pollack, lies in the nature of the relationship young boys develop with their female caregivers.s2

16



Pollack argues that by toughening boys up through limiting their dependency on female caregivers,

boys learn to fear intimacy, which affects their emotional health. He explains further,

Having experienced a sense of hurt in the real connection to their mothers ... many
boys, and later men, are left at risk for emphatic disruptions in their affiliative
connections, doomed to search endlessly...and yet fend women off because of their
fear of traumatization.s3

Because men fear to fully express their love and commitment to their partners, they are likely to

adopt unhealthy behaviors such as refusal to discuss a pressing problem.

Proverbs also encourages young adult males to submit and depend on their parents for
guidance. The young man who has reached the threshold of adulthood is still admonished by the
father and mother. Words and phrases indicate the kind of bond in which the young man is
continuously dependent on the wisdom and direction of the parents. In the first lecture (Prov 1:8),
for instance, the word béni (my son) establishes the nature of the relationship between the father
and son. The father and mother are the instructors, the bearers of the teachings, wisdom, and
knowledge while the son is the student and the receiver of the parent’s wisdom. Implicit here is
the understanding that the father and mother by virtue of their experience in life are in a better and
superior position than the son relative to life experiences. A constructed male in Proverbs thus is
one who is continuously dependent on his parents (elders), because he is teachable. Prov 10:1 says,

bén hakam yéSammah ’av iibén késil tiigat ’immo
A wise son makes a glad father; but the foolish son is a sorrow to his mother
Success in life depends on the son’s continuous dependence on the parents’ instructions. Such
proposition is contested by many young men who see their advent of adulthood as a sign of
independence. According to Pollack the ability of boys to be stoic and independent strengthens
their image.44 J. Arcaya adds that Hispanic American boys, for instance, are encouraged to be

independent as early as possible in order to meet societal expectations of manhood.4s
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On the other hand, Proverbs encourages young men to be tough and resilient. Mostly
concentrated in the Solomonic collection of Prov 10-22:16, these sayings teach young men to
develop self-control and to persevere, two qualities that traditional masculinity also promote. For
instance, in Prov 12:16, the sage condemns young men who cannot control their anger or lack self-

control. Perhaps the height of the sayings on self-control is captured in 16:32:

tov *erek ’apayim miggibbor; umosél bériho milked ‘ir
Better the one who is slow to anger than the mighty;
And he who rules his spirit than he who takes the city

As a better saying, Prov 16:32 juxtaposes two values and makes an explicit choice of one over the
other. In the first clause, patience is chosen over anger, and the second presents self-control over
physical power. There is a complex interplay between control of emotions and health.
Traditionally, men have been socialised to be tough on their emotions. Shelling their “true”
emotions is hailed as a positive identity for men. According to Seidler, within the Western culture,
masculinity has been identified with self-control since the Reformation. Individuals such as Kant
championed reason over emotions and hailed a man who uses reason to construct his moral order
over one who succumbs to desires and emotions. However, the association between male identity

and suppression of emotions has been largely negative for men. In the words of Seidler,

“Imen] develop very little ongoing relationship with our emotional selves. This is why,

as men, we can so easily be overwhelmed by our emotionality when it takes hold. It is

often men who are ‘swept off their feet’ in love or who suddenly have emotional

breakdowns. It is as if our very lack of relationship with our emotional and somatic

selves means that when they make an entrance, they can so easily overwhelm us.4s
Although Proverbs advocates for control of emotions, it does not treat emotions as a suspect,
something antithetical to men’s development. Control of emotions is placed within the larger

framework of emotional intelligence, in that there is an attempt on the part of the sages to direct

attention on emotional awareness for proper management of the emotions.47 For instance, in Prov
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14:10, we get to know that living is about experiencing the full gamut of emotion — marat
(bitterness) and simhah (joy), of which only the individual and God (cf. 15:11) can completely
understand. Other sayings such as Prov 14:13 teaches the need for better understanding of the
shifting or impermanence of moods. One’s appreciation of his emotional alternations could lead
to proper management of emotions.

c. Social Health and Masculinity: Social health is an important component of well-being.
As part of WHO’s conceptualisation of health, social health encompasses all aspects of one’s social
life which promote one’s well-being. It can be perceived from various levels such as the social
health of a community or state, a group, or an individual. The paper focuses on the social health
of men as a group as well as the individual man. It also considers social health from the relational
perspective, and conceptualises it as “that dimension of an individual's well-being that concerns
how he gets along with other people, how other people react to him, and how he interacts with
social institutions and societal mores”.4¢ Research indicates that men tend to rank lower on social
health than women.49 This is compounded by the cliché that men are unwilling to ask for help
when they experience problems in life.

Proverbs places premium on relationship and by extension a sense of community. An
important tenet of wisdom is to pursue it in community with others, and not in isolation from
others.so With the goal of encouraging young men to live life to the fullest, Proverbs sees
companionship as instrumental in attaining such goals. Several sayings dwell on the power of
friendship in promoting well-being (cf. Prov 13:20; 18:24; 27:17). What is interesting is that
Proverbs is not oblivious to the danger that bad company or friends pose to young men, with quite
a number of sayings directing one to choose his associates wisely (cf. Prov 4:10-19 and 13:20).

For instance, a direct association between friendship and health is given in 13:20 which reads:
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Hoéleks: ’et-hakamim wehékam; wéro‘eh késilim yeroa‘
He who walks with the wise becomes wise; but he who associates with fools will be harmed

Wisdom and stupidity could be learned from the associates or friends one keeps. When one
associates with a bad company, the person is likely to suffer some form of harm (yéroa‘). As
Waltke points out, the use of the niphal stem shows that one inflicts the harm on oneself.s2 But
how does bad company cause one to inflict harm on oneself? Bad company has the ability to shape
the desire and resolutions of the young entrant. In most cases, the interests of these groups collide
with societal values and mores (cf. Prov 1:8-19; 4:14-17). This means that the young entrant will
begin to act against the expectations of society. Although the harm suffered can be of various
forms, an immediate harm will be the loss of respect and dignity of the young entrant within his
society. Ultimately, walking with fools can lead to social ostracism, which in turn reduces social
capital such as trust and mutual support one would have enjoyed.

Besides bad company, Proverbs also warns against arbitral formation of friendship as well
as bad neighbourliness, a case being Prov 18:24. Despite the textual difficulty in this saying, there
seem to be consensus on the fact that the saying contrasts quantitative and qualitative friendship.
True value of friendship is not in its quantitative values, that is possessing many friends. Rather it
is about the one true friend, the quality such a friend brings to the relationship is what is important.
By employing the word daveq (cling), the sage characterises a true friend as one who stays and
commits in the relationship. As essential factors of quality relationships, time and commitment are
alluded to through the comparison between ’oév (a friend) and ’ah (a brother). Young men,
therefore, should not necessarily be looking for bands or groups to join. Rather, they should be
interested in lasting relationships, in which partners commit to each other.

Social health thrives on the rich connection between people through their commitment to

assist, support, and care for each other. Prov 15:17, for instance, communicates the simple message

20



that love for others is better than fine food.ss Commenting on this, Rowland E. Murphy admits that
although the criterion for judgment is not given, the value of the proverb lies in the imponderable
and the immaterial.s2 The saying draws attention to the spirit of trust and love. For Bland, it is
about the sense of community which transcends material things.ss Such connections, based on trust
and respect for one another, are essential for the support men can give to each other.
Conclusion

Largely a manual for young men, Proverbs aims at shaping individuals into responsible
and decent members of their society. Such an agenda impinges on the identity Proverbs constructs
for men. Israelite sages appear to be weary of the competing identities young men faced, such as
display of power and machoism through joining gangs or the display of sexual prowess and pride
in engaging in sexual exploits all in attempt to prove oneself as having come of age. What emerges
from the discussion so far is that the constructed male in Proverbs differs from Cline’s constructed
male of the Hebrew Bible. While the former is a man who is sensitive to social norms and to the
preservation of life, the latter is a man who at the very least seems indifferent to social norms. One
implication of this is that the constructed male in Proverbs is inclined towards health promoting
behaviours. As an orientation to life, Wisdom directs and shapes men’s disposition towards life in
a manner which makes them adopt less risky behaviours. A possible reason for this could be that
for the sages, being a man is a task that needs conforming to the moral and ethical framework of
the society. This is a thesis that can be explored fully in another paper. What is important for now
is that knowing that behavioural and psychosocial processes are significant and fundamental to
health and well-being, Proverb’s construction of male is an appealing prospect for our world today
where young men face the difficulty of conforming to competing identities, some of which are

detrimental to their health and well-being.
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