
 

 

Almost a Man. 
Author unknown 
(Reprinted from Sinfonia Year Book; Vol. VII, No. 3; December 1916.) 
 

Every day, looking on crowds of better men than ourselves, we are tempted to put the 
blame on nature, on luck, on the fact that our ancestors were imperfect eugenists, on any and 
every cause except our loitering and indifferent selves. 
 It is provoking to be nearly and not quite and adequate specimen of the race. We do not 
ask to be as gods, or as understudies at least of Apollo and Adonis. But in the presence of all 
these better men we are conscious of our shabby incompetency. What is the matter? There is a 
“screw loose somewhere” in the personal social machinery. What is it? Where is it? Of course if 
we had known the advantages these other fellows enjoyed we should have “made good.” They 
were left money. The rolling wheel of fortune stopped at their door, opportunity knocked, and 
they accepted the invitation to step aboard the triumphal waiting chariot. We were born luckless, 
except for the hard luck whose story we have been retailing all our days. It has often been 
suggested, indeed, that we should hire a hall or put our lamentations in book form. That must 
mean, we assure by supreme infatuation, missing the sarcasm that everybody likes to hear them. 
 Is it any wonder that busy people who got there by the sweat of the brow and the 
callousness of the palm and the foot are made a little bit tired and a little bit cross sometimes by 
the caterwauling of the misfit who puts in his time mourning spilt milk and now spends the 
rushing hours envying those who passed him and got there? 
 Why does a man fail? One smash-up or a dozen cannot put out o the running the 
undefeatable soul. The world applauds the “up-boys-and-at-‘em” spirit that is flattened out and 
then puffs itself (but not without conceit) for a fresh start. Temporary failure is often the stepping 
stone, the starting point for victory. But there are men who when knocked down stay down. What 
is the matter with them? 

The solicitude for a fizzler is not one that concerns busy people as a rule. But in these 
days, when we are conserving every kind of waste material and coining dross into gold, it is time 
to take account of the wastage in brains and souls and moral stamina eschewed or but half 
utilized. Most men are using but a part of themselves, like a motorcar running on one or two of its 
six cylinders. As Williams James pointed out, they could do a great deal more than ever they 
attempt. But they are content with a latent capacity rather than a patent achievement. They 
describe to themselves—sometimes to us—what they could do if they would. Potentially they are 
in the superlative degree. We would have to admire with our whole box of adjectives the fine 
fellow whose portrait they limn with the lavish brush of the imagination. They talk till there is a 
risk of parching the tongue; but when we ask for the net proceeds, the brutal plain result, we are 
put aside with more linguistics. 

The plain man doing the work wants no more of the fancy, fainéant gentlemen than that 
they shall get out of his beset track and not bother him. He has his own straight furrow, and he 
cannot turn the clean billows of earth away from the plow’s keen, cleaving edge without striking 
many a flinty rock and stubborn root. These elegant folk, too proud to soil their hands, are a 
detriment to him. He heartily desires to see the last of them. Let the youth write in his bright 
lexicon, at the top of the first page, that the prime reason why men stay put, somewhere round the 
ladder’s lower rung, is that at one time or another in their lives they supposed that some particular 
species of work was beneath their precious dignity. 
 

Here is something you ought to know—of already you don’t know it. The first 
requirement for accomplishment is belief in yourself and your power to achieve. 
 If you do not believe yourself capable of doing a certain thing, you cannot do that thing. 
However much skill or knowledge you may possess, lack of self-confidence will rob you of the 
advantage conferred by these. 



 

 

If you believe you can accomplish the task, even though you be less skilled and more 
ignorant than some competitor who excels in mental and physical equipment but lacks the 
spirit—the will—you are apt to win over him. 

So great is the power of faith in self! 
 
Now, this priceless attribute is not solely a matter of self-production. 
If you have not the proper amount of belief in yourself and your ability to do things, it 

may not be all your fault. 
 Some of it IS your fault. For each normal individual has within him the possibility of 
building a reasonably strong belief in his power to overcome. 
 You have but to make a brief study of your own body to be sure of this. 
 Look at the delicate structure, intricate beyond words, and dependent for its existence on 
such a number of parts, which must work together to maintain the proper degree of heat and 
provide the right amount of energy! 
 Yet nature so orders this body that it does all this and more. 
 It defends itself against a hundred enemies a day. It goes even farther. It makes friends 
and helpers of many of these enemies. The cold air which might chill it is made an invigorator. 
The heat which might scorch it is transformed into a free Turkish bath. 
 This body is governed by a mind. 
 If the sub-conscious routine of that mind can—as it does—overcome so many obstacles 
in keeping this part of the business going, cannot the conscious mind, which is your master-whip, 
be trusted to take care of the rest? 
 IT CAN! 
 But you may seek to make the most of this possibility and still fail to achieve self-
confidence. 
 Here comes the part of the matter which is not wholly within your control. 
 For if those around you, those with whom you work and live, chill you with disapproval 
and mistrust, even your faith in self may be frozen. 
 Says a recent writer in the Irish World: 

For most persons an atmosphere of disapproval, of criticism of discouragement to 
incentive and to self-respect, is hard to bear. It is also the cause of many a 
disaster to character, through leading to the self-depreciation and to the 
indifference that makes effort seem useless. Those who take us at a generous 
valuation inspire us to our best. Even if what we regard as our best may not be 
much more than seeming, it nevertheless draws from us a recognition of true 
worth. Furthermore, it plants in the mind an ideal that may flower into a reality. 

 
 It is just as easy to say a word that will encourage as to say one that will discourage.  
 It is just as easy to look with a smile of favor on the effort of the person next to you as to 
cast thereon the cold, critical frown. 
 Just as easy—and in many an instance far more profitable for the one who encourages, as 
well as the one encouraged. 
 There’s a man in this country who forty years ago was working beside another man. That 
other man used his spare hours to perfect an invention. Everybody but this particular co-worker 
tried to discourage him. 
 Finally he completed his invention. He tried to put it on the market, but again he faced 
the doubts and discouragements of the crowd. 
 But before he did this he handed to the one man who had NOT discouraged a certificate 
for 100 shares of stick in his “company.” 
 “You’ve earned that by encouraging me,” he said. 
 Today that block of stock is worth $500,000. 



 

 

 
 Better than this sum is the satisfaction of knowing you’ve helped rather than hindered 
another in the struggle to make good. 
 You know how it helps you to be encouraged, praised commended! 
 What about the other fellow? 
 

 


