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The all too familiar story: a woman raped, a wife
battered, a lover abused. With a sense of imme-
diacy and anger, the women’s liberation move-
ment has pushed the many forms of men’s
violence against women—from the most overt
to the most subtle in form—into popular con-
sciousness and public debate. These forms of vi-
olence are one aspect of our society’s domination
by men that, in outcome, if not always in design,
reinforce that domination. The act of violence is
many things at once. At the same instant it is the
individual man acting out relations of sexual
power; it is the violence of a society—a hierar-
chical, authoritarian, sexist, class-divided, mili-
tarist, racist, impersonal, crazy society—being
focused through an individual man onto an indi-
vidual woman. In the psyche of the individual
man it might be his denial of social powerlessness
through an act of aggression. In total these acts of
violence are like a ritualized acting out of our so-
cial relations of power: the dominant and the
weaker, the powerful and the powerless, the ac-
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tive and the passive . . . the masculine and the
feminine.

For men, listening to the experience of
women as the objects of men’s violence is to
shatter any complacency about the sex-based
status quo. The power and anger of women’s
responses forces us to rethink the things we
discovered when we were very young. When
I was eleven or twelve years old a friend told
me the difference between fucking and raping.
It was simple: with rape you tied the woman
to a tree. At the time the anatomical details
were still a little vague, but in either case it was
something “we” supposedly did. This knowl-
edge was just one part of an education, started
years before, about the relative power and
privileges of men and women. I remember
laughing when my friend explained all that to
me. Now [ shudder. The difference in my re-
sponses is partially that, at twelve, it was part of
the posturing and pretense that accompanied
my passage into adolescence. Now, of course,
I have a different vantage point on the issue. 1t
is the vantage point of an adult, but more im-
portantly my view of the world is being re-

constructed by the intervention of that
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majority whose voice has been suppressed: the
women.

This relearning of the reality of men’s vio-
lence against women evokes many deep feelings
and memories for men. As memories are recalled
and recast, a new connection becomes clear: vi-
olence by men against women is only one cor-
ner of a triad of men’s violence. The other two
corners are violence against other men and vio-
lence against oneself.

On a psychological level the pervasiveness
of violence is the result of what Herbert Mar-
cuse called the “surplus repression” of our sex-
ual and emotional desires.! The substitution of
violence for desire (more precisely, the trans-
mutation of violence into a form of emotionally
gratifying activity) happens unequally in men
and women. The construction of masculinity
involves the construction of “surplus aggressive-
ness.” The social context of this triad of vio-
lence is the institutionalization of violence in the
operation of most aspects of social, economic,
and political life.

The three corners of the triad reinforce one
another. The first corner—violence against
women—cannot be confronted successfully
without simultaneously challenging the other
two corners of the triad. And all this requires a
dismantling of the social feeding ground of vi-
olence: patriarchal, heterosexist, authoritarian,
class societies. These three corners and the so-
cieties in which they blossom feed on each
other. And together, we surmise, they will fall.

The Social Context

In spite of proclamations from the skewed re-
search of sociobiologists, there is no good evi-
dence that men’s violence is the inevitable and
natural result of male genes or hormones. To the
contrary, anthropology tells us of many early so-
cleties with little or no violence against women,
against children, or among men. However, given

the compleéxity of the issues concerning the roots
of violence, the essential question for us is not
whether men are predisposed to violence but
what society does with this violence. Why has
the linchpin of so many societies been the man-
ifold expression of violence perpetrated dispro-
portionately by men? Why are so many forms of
violence sanctioned or even encouraged? Exactly
what is the nature of violence? And how are pat-
terns of violence and the quest for domination
built up and reinforced?

In other words, the key questions having to
do with men’s violence are not biological but
are related to gender and society—which is why
I speak not of “male violence” (a biological cat-
egory) but rather of “men’s violence” (the gen-
der category).

For every apparently individual act of vio-
lence there is a social context. This is not to say
there are no pathelogical acts of violence; but
even in that case the “language” of the violent
act, the way the violence manifests itself, can
only be understood within a certain social ex-
perience. We are interested here in the mani-
festations of violence that are accepted as more
or less normal, even if reprehensible: fighting,
war, rape, assault, psychological abuse, and so
forth. What is the context of men’s violence in
the prevalent social orders of today?

Violence has long been institutionalized as
an acceptable means of solving conflicts. But
now the vast apparati of policing and war mak-
ing maintained by countries the world over
pose a threat to the future of life itself.

“Civilized” societies have been built and
shaped through the decimation, containment,
and exploitation of other peoples: extermination
of native populations, colonialism, and slavery.
Our relationship with the natural environment
has often been described with the metaphor of
rape. An attitude of conquering nature, of mas-
tering an environment waiting to be exploited
for profit, has great consequences when we pos-
sess a technology capable of permanently dis-
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rupting an ecological balance shaped over hun-
dreds of millions of years.

The daily work life of industrial, class soci-
eties is one of violence. Violence poses as eco-
nomic rationality as some of us are turned into
extensions of machines, while others become
brains detached from bodies. Our industrial
process becomes the modern-day rack of torture
where we are stretched out of shape and ripped
limb from limb. It is violence that exposes work-
ers to the danger of chemicals, radiation, ma-
chinery, speedup, and muscle strain.

The racism, sexism, and heterosexism that
have been institutionalized in our societies are
socially regulated acts of violence. Our cities, our
social structure, our work life, our relation with
nature, our history, are more than a backdrop to
the prevalence of violence, They are violence;
violence in an institutionalized form encoded
into physical structures and socioeconomic rela-
tions. Much of the sociological analysis of vio-
lence in our societies implies simply that violence
is learned by witnessing and experiencing social
violence: man kicks boy, boy kicks dog.* Such
experiences of transmitted violence are a reality,
as the analysis of wife battering indicates, for
many batterers were themselves abused as chil-
dren. But more essential is that our personalities
and sexuality, our needs and fears, our strengths
and weaknesses, our selves are created—not sim-
ply learned—through our lived reality. The vio-
lence of our social order nurtures a psychology of
violence, which in turn reinforces the social,
economic and political structures of violence.
The ever-increasing demands of civilization and
the constant building upon inherited structures
of violence suggest that the development of civ-
ilization has been inseparable from a continuous
increase in violence against humans and our nat-
ural environment.

It would be easy, yet ultimately not very
useful, to slip into a use of the term “violence™
as a metaphor for all our society’s antagonisms,
contradictions, and ills. For now, let us leave

aside the social terrain and begin to unravel the
nature of so-called individual violence.

The Triad of
Men’s Violence

The longevity of the oppression of women must
be based on something more than conspiracy,
something more complicated than biological
handicap and more durable than economic ex-
ploitation (although in differing degrees all these
may feature).

—juliet Mitchel®

It seems impossible to believe that mere greed
could hold men to such a steadfastness of pur-
pose.

—Joseph Conrad*

The field in which the triad of men’s violence is
situated is a society, or societies, grounded in
structures of domination and control. Although
at times this control is symbolized and em-
bodied in the individual father—patriarchy, by
definition—it is more important to emphasize
that patriarchal structures of authority, domina-
tion, and control are diffused throughout social,
economic, political, and ideological activities
and in our relations to the natural environment.
Perhaps more than in any previous time during
the long epoch of patriarchy, authority does not
rest with the father, at least in much of the ad-
vanced capitalist and noncapitalist world. This
has led more than one author to question the ap-
plicability of the term patriarchy.® But I think it
still remains useful as a broad, descriptive cate-
gory. In this sense Jessica Benjamin speaks of the
current reign of patriarchy without the father.
“The form of domination peculiar to this epoch
expresses itself not directly as authority but indi-
rectly as the transformation of all relationships
and activity into objective, instrumental, deper-
sonalized forms.”®
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The structures of domination and control
form not simply the background to the triad of
violence, but generate, and in turn are nurtured
by, this violence. These structures refer both to
our social relations and to our interaction with
our natural environment. The relation between
these two levels is obviously extremely complex.
It appears that violence against nature—that is,
the impossible and disastrous drive to dominate
and conquer the natural world—is integrally
connected with domination among humans.
Some of these connections are quite obvious.
One thinks of the bulldozing of the planet for
profit in capitalist societies, societies character-
ized by the dominance of one class over others.
But the link between the domination of nature
and structures of domination of humans go be-
yond this.

The Individual
Reproduction of
Male Domination

No man is born a butcher.

—Bertolt Brecht”

In a male-dominated society men have a num-
ber of privileges. Compared to women we are
free to walk the streets at night, we have tradi-
tionally escaped domestic labor, and on average
we have higher wages, better jobs, and more
power. But these advantages in themselves can-
not explain the individual reproduction of the
relations of male domination, that is, why the
individual male from a very early age embraces
masculinity. The embracing of masculinity is
not only a “socialization™ into a certain gender
role, as if there is a preformed human being
Who learns a role that he then plays for the rest
of his life. Rather, through his psychological
development he embraces and takes into him-
self a set of gender-based social relations: the

person that is*created through the process of
maturation becomes the personal embodiment
of those relations. By the time the child is five
or six years old, the basis for lifelong masculin-
ity has already been established.

The basis for the individual’s acquisition of
gender is that the prolonged period of human
childhood results in powerful attachments to
parental figures. (Through a very complex
process, by the time a boy is five or six he claims
for himself the power and activity society asso-
clates with masculinity.) He embraces the pro-
ject of controlling himself and controlling the
world. He comes to personify activity. Mas-
culinity is a reaction against passivity and pow-
erlessness, and with it comes a repression of a
vast range of human desires and possibilities:
those that are associated with femininity.

Masculinity is unconsciously rooted before
the age of six, is reinforced as the child develops,
and then positively explodes at adolescence, ob-
taining its definitive shape for the individual. The
masculine norm has its own particular nuances
and traits dependent on class, nation, race, reli-
gion, and ethnicity. And within each group it has
its own personal expression. In adolescence the
pain and fear involved in repressing “femininity”
and passivity start to become evident. For most of
us, the response to this inner pain is to reinforce
the bulwarks of masculinity. The emotional pain
created by obsessive masculinity is stifled by re-
inforcing masculinity itself.

The Fragility
of Masculinity

Masculinity is power. But masculinity is terrify-
ingly fragile because it does not really exist in the
sense we are led to think it exists; that is, as a bi-
ological reality—something real that we have
inside ourselves. It exists as ideology; it exists as
scripted behavior; it exists within “gendered”
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relationships. But in the end it is just a social in-
stitution with a tenuous relationship to that with
which it is supposed to be synonymous: our
maleness, our biological sex. The young child
does not know that sex does not equal gender.
For him to be male is to be what he perceives as
being masculine. The child is father to the man.
Therefore, to be unmasculine is to be desexed—
“castrated.”

The tension between maleness and mas-
culinity is intense because masculinity requires
a suppression of a whole range of human needs,
aims, feelings, and forms of expression. Mas-
culinity is one-half of the narrow, surplus-
repressive shape of the adult human psyche. Even
when we are intellectually aware of the difter-
ence between biological maleness and masculin-
ity, the masculine ideal is so embedded within
ourselves that it is hard to untangle the person we
might want to become (more “fully human,” less
sexist, less surplus-repressed, and so on) from the
person we actually are.

But as children and adolescents (and often
as adults), we are not aware of the difference be-
tween maleness and masculinity. With the ex-
ception of a tiny proportion of the population
born as hermaphrodites, there can be no bio-
logical struggle to be male. The presence of a
penis and testicles is all it takes. Yet boys and
men harbor great insecurity about their male
credentials. This insecurity exists because male-
ness is equated with masculinity; but the latter
is a figment of our collective, patriarchal, sur-
plus-repressive imaginations.

In a patriarchal society being male is highly
valued, and men value their masculinity. But
everywhere there are ambivalent feelings. That
the initial internalization of masculinity is at the
father’s knee has lasting significance. Andrew
Tolson states that “to the boy, masculinity is both
mysterious and attractive (in its promise of a
world of work and power), and yet, at the same
time, threatening (in its strangeness, and emo-
tional distance). . . . It works both ways; attracts
and repels in dynamic contradiction. This simul-

taneous distance and attraction is internalized as
a permanent emotional tension that the individ-
ual must, in some way, strive to overcome.”®

Although maleness and masculinity are
highly valued, men are everywhere unsure of
their own masculinity and maleness, whether
consciously or not. When men are encouraged
to be open, as in men’s support and counseling
groups, it becomes apparent that there exists,
often under the surface, an internal dialogue of
doubt about one’s male and masculine creden-
tials.

Men’s Violence
Against Women

In spite of the inferior role which men assign to
them, women are the privileged objects of
their aggression.

—Simone de Beauvoir’

Men’s violence against women is the most com-
mon form of direct, personalized violence in the
lives of most adults. From sexual harassment to
rape, from incest to wife battering to the sight of
violent pornographic images, few women escape
some form of men's aggression.

My purpose here is not to list and evaluate
the various forms of violence against womnien,
nor to try to assess what can be classed as vio-
lence per se."" It is to understand this violence
as an expression of the fragility of masculinity
combined with men’s power. I am interested in
its place in the perpetuation of masculinity and
male domination.

In the first place, men’s violence against
women is probably the clearest, most straight-
forward expression of relative male and female
power. That the relative social, economic, and
political power can be expressed in this manner
is, to a large part, because of differences in phys-
ical strength and in a lifelong training (or lack of
training) in fighting. But it is also expressed this




ARTICLE | THE CONSTRUCTION OF MASCULINITY AND THE TRIAD OF MEN’S VIOLENCE 9

way because of the active/passive split. Activity
as aggression is part of the masculine gender de-
finition. That is not to say this definition always
includes rape or battering, but it is one of the
possibilities within a definition of activity that is
ultimately grounded in the body.

Rape is a good example of the acting out of
these relations of power and of the outcome of
fragile masculinity in a surplus-repressive society.
In the testimonies of rapists one hears over and
over again expressions of inferiority, powerless-
ness, anger. But who can these men feel superior
to? Rape is a crime that not only demonstrates
physical power, but that does so in the language
of male—female sex-gender relations. The testi-
monies of convicted rapists collected by Douglas
Jackson in the late 1970s are chilling and reveal-
ing.!" Hal: “I feel very inferior to others. . . . I felt
rotten about myself and by committing rape I
took this out on someone I thought was weaker
than me, someone I could control.” Len: “I feel
alot of what rape is isn’t so much sexual desire as
a person’s feelings about themselves and how that
relates to sex. My fear of relating to people
turned to sex because . . . it just happens to be the
fullest area to let your anger out on, to let your
feelings out on.”

Sometimes this anger and pain are experi-
enced in relation to women but just as often
not. In either case they are addressed to women
who, as the Other in a phallocentric society, are
objects of mystification to men, the objects to
whom men from birth have learned to express
and vent their feelings, or simply objects with
less social power and weaker muscles. It is the
crime against women par excellence because,
through it, the full weight of a sexually based
differentiation among humans is played out.

Within relationships, forms of men’s vio-
lence such as rape, battering, and what Meg Lux-
ton calls the “petty tyranny” of male domination
in the household!? must be understood both “in
terms of violence directed against women as
Women and against women as wives.”> The
';ﬁuni,ly provides an arena for the expression of

needs and emotions not considered legitimate
elsewhere.' It is the one of the only places where
men feel safe enough to express emotions. As the
dams break, the flood pours out on women and
children.!® The family also becomes the place
where the violence suffered by individuals in
their work lives is discharged. “At work men are
powerless, so in their leisure time they want to
have a feeling that they control their lives.”1¢

While this violence can be discussed in
terms of male aggression, it operates within the
dualism of activity and passivity, masculinity and
femininity. Neither can exist without the other.
This is not to blame women for being beaten,
nor to excuse men who beat. It is but an indica-
tion that the various forms of men’s violence
against women are a dynamic affirmation of a
masculinity that can only exist as distinguished
from femininity. It is my argument that mas-
culinity needs constant nurturing and affirma-
tion. This affirmation takes many different forms.
The majority of men are not rapists or batterers,
although it is probable that the majority of men
have used superior physical strength or some sort
of physical force or threat of force against a
woman at least once as a teenager or an adult.
But in those who harbor great personal doubts or
strongly negative self~images, or who cannot
cope with a daily feeling of powerlessness, vio-
lence against women can become a means of try-
ing to affirm their personal power in the language
of our sex-gender system. That these forms of vi-
olence only reconfirm the negative self-image
and the feelings of powerlessness shows the
fragility, artificiality, the precariousness of mas-
culinity.

Violence Against
Other Men

At a behavioral level, men’s violence against
other men is visible throughout society. Some
forms, such as fighting, the ritualized display vi-
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olence of teenagers and some groups of adult
men, institutionalized rape in prisons, and at-
tacks on gays or racial minorities, are very direct
expressions of this violence. In many sports, vi-
olence is incorporated into exercise and enter-
tainment. More subtle forms are the verbal
putdown or, combined with economic and
other factors, the competition in the business,
political, or academic world, In its most fright-
ening form, violence has long been an accept-
able and even preferred method of addressing
differences and conflicts among different groups
and states. In the case of war, as in many other
manifestations of violence, violence against
other men (and civilian women) combines with
autonomous economic, ideological, and politi-
cal factors.

But men’s violence against other men is
more than the sum of various activities and
types of behavior. In this form of violence a
number of things are happening at once, in ad-
dition to the autonomous factors involved.
Sometimes mutual, sometimes one-sided, there
is a discharge of aggression and hostility. But at
the same time as discharging aggression, these
acts of violence and the ever-present potential
for men’s violence against other men reinforce
the reality that relations between men, whether
at the individual or state level, are relations of
power."

Most men feel the presence of violence in
their lives. Some of us had fathers who were
domineering, rough, or even brutal. Some of us
had fathers who simply were not there enough;
most of us had fathers who either consciously or
unconsciously were repelled by our need for
touch and affection once we had passed a cer-
tain age. All of us had experiences of being
beaten up or picked on when we were young.
We learned to fight, or we learned to run; we
learned to pick on others, or we learned how to
talk or joke our way out of a confrontation. But
either way these early experiences of violence
caused an incredible amount of anxiety and re-
quired a huge expenditure of energy to resolve.

That anxiety is crystallized in an unspoken fear
(particularly among heterosexual men): all other
men are my potential humiliators, my enemies,
my competitors.

But this mutual hostility is not always ex-
pressed. Men have formed elaborate institutions
of male bonding and buddying: clubs, gangs,
teams, fishing trips, card games, bars, and gyms,
not to mention that great fraternity of Man.
Certainly, as many feminists have pointed out,
straight male clubs are a subculture of male priv-
ilege. But they are also havens where men, by
common consent, can find safety and security
among other men. They are safe houses where
our love and affection for other men can be ex-
pressed.

Freud suggested that great amounts of pas-
sivity are required for the establishment of social
relations among men but also that this very pas-
sivity arouses a fear of losing one’s power. (This
fear takes the form, in a phallocentric, male-
dominated society, of what Freud called “cas-
tration anxiety.”) There is a constant tension of
activity and passivity, Among their many func-
tions and reasons for existence, male institutions
mediate this tension between activity and pas-
sivity among men.

My thoughts take me back to grade six and
the constant acting out of this drama. There was
the challenge to fight and a punch in the stom-
ach that knocked my wind out. There was our
customary greeting with a slug in the shoulder.
Before school, after school, during class change,
at recess, whenever you saw another one of the
boys whom you hadn’t hit or been with in the
past few minutes, you'd punch each other on
the shoulder. I remember walking from class to
class in terror of meeting Ed Skagle in the hall.
Ed, a hefty young football player a grade ahead
of me, would leave a big bruise with one of his
friendly hellos. And this was the interesting
thing about the whole business; most of the
time it was friendly and affectionate. Long after
the bruises have faded, | remember Ed’s smile
and the protective way he had of saying hello to
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me. But we couldn’t express this affection with-
out maintaining the active/passive equilibrium.
More precisely, within the masculine psychol-
ogy of surplus aggression, expressions of affec-
tion and of the need for other boys had to be
balanced by an active assault.

But the traditional definition of masculin-
ity is not only surplus aggression. It is also ex-
clusive heterosexuality, for the maintenance of
masculinity requires the repression of homosex-
uality.!® Repression of homosexuality is one
thing, but how do we explain the intense fear of
homosexuality, the homophobia, that pervades
so much male interaction? It isn’t simply that
many men may choose not to have sexual rela-
tions with other men; it is rather that they will
find this possibility frightening or abhorrent.

Freud showed that the boy’s renunciation of
the father—and thus men—as an object of sex-
ual love is a renunciation of what are felt to be
passive sexual desires. For the boy to deviate
from this norm 1s to experience severe anxiety,
for what appears to be at stake is his ability to be
active. Erotic attraction to other men is sacrificed
because there is no model central to our society
of active, erotic love for other males. The emo-
tionally charged physical attachments of child-
hood with father and friends eventually breed
feelings of passivity and danger and are sacri-
ficed. The anxiety caused by the threat of losing
power and activity is “the motive power behind
the ‘normal’ boy's social learning of his sex and
gender roles.” Boys internalize “our culture’s de-
finition of ‘normal’ or ‘real’ man: the possessor
ofa penis, therefore loving only females and that
actively; the possessor of a penis, therefore
‘strong’ and ‘hard,’ not ‘soft,’ ‘weak," ‘yielding,’
‘Sentimental,” ‘effeminate,’ ‘passive.” To deviate
from this definition is not to be a real man. To
deviate is to arouse [what Freud called] castration
anxiety, """

Putting this in different terms, the young
¥ learns of the sexual hierarchy of soclety.
his learning process is partly conscious and
attly unconscious. For a boy, being a girl is a

..

threat because it raises anxiety by representing a
loss of power. Until real power is attained, the
young boy courts power in the world of the
imagination (with superheroes, guns, magic, and
pretending to be grown-up). But the continued
pull of passive aims, the attraction to gitls and to
mother, the fascination with the origin of babies
ensure that a tension continues to exist. In this
world, the only thing that is as bad as being a girl
is being a sissy, that is, being like a gir.20 Al-
though the boy doesn’t consciously equate
being a girl or sissy with homosexual genital ac-
tivity, at the time of puberty these feelings,
thoughts, and anxieties are transferred onto ho-
mosexuality per se.

For the majority of men, the establishment
of the masculine norm and the strong social pro-
hibitions against homosexuality are enough to
bury the erotic desire for ather men. The re-
pression of our bisexuality is not adequate, how-
ever, to keep this desire at bay. Some of the
energy is transformed into derivative pleasures—
muscle building, male comradeship, hero wor-
ship, religious rituals, war, sports—where our
enjoyment of being with other men or admir-
ing other men can be expressed. These forms of
activity are not enough to neutralize our con-
stitutional bisexuality, our organic fusion of
passivity and activity, and our love for our fa-
thers and our friends. The great majority of
men, in addition to those men whose sexual
preference is clearly homosexual, have, at some
time in their childhood, adolescence, or adult
life, had sexual or quasi-sexual relations with
other males, or have fantasized or dreamed
about such relationships. Those who don’t (or
don’t recall that they have), invest a lot of en-
ergy in repressing and denying these thoughts
and feelings. And to make things worse, all
those highly charged male activities in the
sportsfield, the meeting room, or the locker
room do not dispel eroticized relations with
other men. They can only reawaken those feel-
ings. It is, as Freud would have said, the return
of the repressed.
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Nowhere has this been more stunningly
captured than in the wrestling scene in the per-
haps mistitled book, Wormen in Love, by D. H.
Lawrence. It was late at night. Birkin had just
come to Gerald’s house after being put off fol-
lowing a marriage proposal. They talked of
working, of loving, and fighting, and in the end
stripped off their clothes and began to wrestle in
front of the burning fire. As they wrestled, “they
seemed to drive their white flesh deeper and
deeper against each other, as if they would break
into a oneness.” They entwined, they wrestled,
they pressed nearer and nearer. “A tense white
knot of flesh [was] gripped in silence.” The thin
Birkin “seemed to penetrate into Gerald’s more
solid, more diffuse bulk, to interfuse his body
through the body of the other, as if to bring it
subtly into subjection, always seizing with some
rapid necromantic foreknowledge every motion
of the other flesh, converting and counteracting
it, playing upon the limbs and trunk of Gerald
like some hard wind. . . . Now and again came
a sharp gasp of breath, or a sound like a sigh,
then the rapid thudding of movement on the
thickly-carpeted floor, then the strange sound of
flesh escaping under flesh.”?!

The very institutions of male bonding and
patriarchal power force men to constantly reex-
perience their closeness and attraction to other
men, that is, the very thing so many men are
afraid of. Our very attraction to ourselves, am-
bivalent as it may be, can only be generalized as
an attraction to men in general.

A phobia is one means by which the ego
tries to cope with anxiety. Homophobia is a
means of trying to cope, not simply with our
unsuccessfully repressed, eroticized attraction to
other men, but with our whole anxiety over the
unsuccessfully repressed passive sexual aims,
whether directed toward males or females. Ho-
mophobia is not merely an individual phobia,
although the strength of homophobia varies
from individual to individual. It is a socially
constructed phobia that is essential for the im-
position and maintenance of masculinity. A key

expression of homophobia is the obsessive de-
nial of homosexual attraction; this denial is ex-
pressed as violence against other men. Or to put
it differently, men's violence against other men
is one of the chief means through which patri-
archal society simultaneously expresses and dis-
charges the attraction of men to other men.

The specific ways that homophobia and
men’s violence toward other men are acted out
varies from man to mar, society to society, and
class to class. The great amount of directly ex-
pressed violence and violent homophobia among
some groups of working class youth would be
well worth analyzing to give clues to the rela-
tion of class and gender.

This corner of the triad of men’s violence
interacts with and reinforces violence against
women. This corner contains part of the logic
of surplus aggression. Here we begin to explain
the tendency of many men to use force as a
means of simultaneously hiding and expressing
their feelings. At the same time the fear of other
men, in particular the fear of weakness and pas-
sivity in relation to other men, helps create our
strong dependence on women for meeting our
emotional needs and for emotional discharge.
In a surplus-repressive patriarchal and class soci-
ety, large amounts of anxiety and hostility are
built up, ready to be discharged. But the fear of
one’s emotions and the fear of losing control
mean that discharge only takes place in a safe sit-
uation. For many men that safety is provided by
a relationship with a woman where the com-
mitment of one’s friend or lover creates the
sense of security. What is more, because it is a
relationship with a woman, it unconsciously res-
onates with that first great passive relation of the
boy with his mother. But in this situation and in
other acts of men’s violence against women,
there is also the security of interaction with
someone who does not represent a psychic
threat, who is less socially powerful, probably
less physically powerful, and who is herself op-
erating within a pattern of surplus passivity. And
finally, given the fragility of masculine identity
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and the inner tension of what it means to be
masculine, the ultimate acknowledgement of
one’s masculinity is in our power over women.
This power can be expressed in many ways. Vi-
olence is one of them.

When I speak of a man’s violence against
himself I am thinking of the very structure of
the masculine ego. The formation of an ego on
an edifice of what Herbert Marcuse called sur-
plus repression and surplus aggression is the
building of a precarious structure of internal-
ized violence. The continual conscious and un-
conscious blocking and denial of passivity and
all the emotions and feelings men associate with
passivity—fear, pain, sadness, embarrassment—is
a denial of part of what we are. The constant
psychological and behavioral vigilance against
passivity and its derivatives is a perpetual act of
violence against oneself.

The denial and blocking of a whole range
of human emotions and capacities are com-
pounded by the blocking of avenues of dis-
charge. The discharge of fear, hurt, and sadness,
for example (through crying or trembling), is
necessary because these painful emotions linger
on even if they are not consciously felt. Men be-
come pressure cookers. The failure to find safe
avenues of emotional expression and discharge
means that a whole range of emotions are trans-
formed into anger and hostility. Part of the anger
is directed at oneself in the form of guilt, self-
hate, and various physiological and psychologi-
cal symptoms. Part is directed at other men. Part
of it is directed at women.

By the end of this process, our distance
from ourselves is so great that the very symbol
of maleness is turned into an object, a thing.
Men'’s preoccupation with genital power and
pleasure combines with a desensitization of the
penis. As best he can, writes Emmanuel Rey-
naud, a man gives it “the coldness and the hard-
ness of metal.” It becomes his tool, his weapon,
his thing. “What he loses in enjoyment he
hqpes to compensate for in power; but if he
84188 an undeniable power symbol, what plea-

sure can he really feel with a weapon between
his legs?”2?

Beyond Men’s Violence

Throughout Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s Antumn of
the Patriarch, the ageless dictator stalked his palace,
his elephantine feet dragging forever on endless
corridors that reeked of corruption. There was
no escape from the world of terror, misery, and
decay that he himself had created. His tragedy
was that he was “condemned forever to live
breathing the same air which asphyxiated him.”?*
As men, are we similarly condemned; or is there
aroad of escape from the triad of men’s violence
and the precarious structures of masculinity that
we ourselves recreate at our peril and that of
women, children, and the world?

Prescribing a set of behavioral or legal
changes to combat men’s violence against
women Is obviously not enough. Even as more
and more are convinced there is a problem, this
realization does not touch the unconscious
structures of masculinity. Any man who is sym-
pathetic to feminism is aware of the painful
contradiction between his conscious views and
his deeper emotions and feelings.

The analysis in this article suggests that men
and women must address each corner of the
triad of men’s violence and the socioeconomic,
psychosexual orders on which they stand. Or to
put it more strongly, it is impossible to deal suc-
cessfully with any one corner of this triad in iso-
lation from the others.

The social context that nurtures men’s vi-
olence and the relation between socioeconomic
transformation and the end of patriarchy have
been major themes of socialist feminist thought.
This framework, though it is not without con-
troversy and unresolved problems, is one I ac-
cept. Patriarchy and systems of authoritarianism
and class domination feed on each other. Rad-
ical socioeconomic and political change is a re-
quirement for the end of men’s violence. But
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organizing for macrosocial change is not
enough to solve the problem of men’s violence,
not only because the problem is so pressing here
and now, but because the continued existence
of masculinity and surplus aggressiveness works
against the fundamental macrosocial change we
desire.

The many manifestations of violence against
women have been an important focus of femi-
nists. Women's campaigns and public education
against rape, battering, sexual harassment, and
more generally for control by women of their
bodies are a key to challenging men's violence.
Support by men, not only for the struggles
waged by women, but in our own workplaces
and among our friends is an important part of the
struggle. There are many possible avenues for
work by men among men. These include: form-
ing counselling groups and support services for
battering men (as is now happening in different
cities in North America); championing the in-
clusion of clauses on sexual harassment in collec-
tive agreements and in the constitutions or
bylaws of our trade unions, associations, schools,
and political parties; raising money, campaigning
for government funding, and finding other
means of support for rape crisis centers and shel-
ters for battered women; speaking out against
violent and sexist pornography; building neigh-
borhood campaigns of wife and child abuse; and
personally refusing to collude with the sexism of
our workmates, colleagues, and friends. The lat-
ter is perhaps the most difficult of all and requires
patience, humor, and support from other men
who are challenging sexism.

But because men’s violence against women
is inseparable from the other two corners of the
triad of men’s violence, solutions are very com-
plex and difficult. Ideological changes and an
awareness of problems are important but insuf-
ficient. While we can envisage changes in our
child-rearing arrangements (which in turn
would require radical economic changes) lasting
solutions have to go far deeper. Only the de-
velopment of non-surplus-repressive societies

(whatever these might look like) will allow for
the greater expression of human needs and,
along with attacks on patriarchy per se, will re-
duce the split between active and passive psy-
chological aims.?

The process of achieving these long-term
goals contains many elements of economiic, so-
cial, political, and psychological change, each
of which requires a fundamental transformation
of society. Such a transformation will not be
created by an amalgam of changed individuals;
but there is a relationship between personal
change and our ability to construct organiza-
tional, political, and economic alternatives that
will be able to mount a successful challenge to
the status quo.

One avenue of personal struggle that is
being engaged in by an increasing number of
men has been the formation of men’s support
groups. Some groups focus on consciousness
raising, but most groups stress the importance of
men talking about their feelings, their relations
with other men and with women, and any
number of problems in their lives. At times these
groups have been criticized by some antisexist
men as yet another place for men to collude
against women. The alternatives put forward are
groups whose primary focus is either support for
struggles led by women or the organization of
direct, antisexist campaigns among men. These
activities are very important, but so too is the
development of new support structures among
men. And these structures must go beyond the
traditional form of consciousness raising.

Consciousness raising usually focuses on
manifestations of the oppression of women and
on the oppressive behavior of men. But as we
have seen, masculinity is more than the sum total
of oppressive forms of behavior. It is deeply and
unconsciously embedded in the structure of our
egos and superegos; it is what we have become.
An awareness of oppressive behavior is impor-
tant, but too often it only leads to guilt about
being a man. Guilt is a profoundly conservative
emotion and as such is not particularly useful for
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bringing about change. From a position of inse-
curity and guilt, people do not change or inspire
others to change. After all, insecurity about one’s
male credentials played an important part in the
individual acquisition of masculinity and men’s
violence in the first place.

There is a need to promote the personal
strength and security necessary to allow men to
make more fundamental personal changes and
to confront sexism and heterosexism in our so-
ciety at large. Support groups usually allow men
to talk about our feelings, how we too have
been hurt growing up in a surplus-repressive
society, and how we, in turn, act at times in an
oppressive manner. We begin to see the con-
nections between painful and frustrating expe-
riences in our own lives and related forms of
oppressive behavior. As Sheila Rowbotham
notes, “the exploration of the internal areas of
consciousness is a political necessity for us.””2®

Talking among men is a major step, but it is
still operating within the acceptable limits of
what men like to think of as rational behavior.
Deep barriers and fears remain even when we
can begin to recognize them. As well as talking,
men need to encourage direct expression of
emotions—grief, anger, rage, hurt, love—within
these groups and the physical closeness that has
been blocked by the repression of passive aims,
by social prohibition, and by our own superegos
and sense of what is right. This discharge of emo-
tions has many functions and outcomes: like all
forms of emotional and physical discharge it
lowers the tension within the human system
and reduces the likelihood of a spontaneous
discharge of emotions through outer- or inner-
directed violence.

But the expression of emotions is not an
end in itself; in this context it is a means to an
end. Stifling the emotions connected with feel-
ings of hurt and pain acts as a sort of glue that
allows the original repression to remain. Emo-
tional discharge, in a situation of support and
encouragement, helps unglue the ego structures
that require us to operate in patterned, phobic,

oppressive, and surplus-aggressive forms. In a
sense it loosens up the repressive structures and
allows us fresh insight into ourselves and our
past. But if this emotional discharge happens in
isolation or against an unwitting victim, it only
reinforces the feelings of being powetless, out of
control, or a person who must obsessively con-
trol others. Only in situations that contradict
these feelings—that is, with the support, aftec-
tion, encouragement, and backing of other men
who experience similar feelings—does the basis
for change exist.””

The encouragement of emotional discharge
and open dialogue among men also enhances
the safety we begin to feel among each other and
in turn helps us to tackle obsessive, even if un-
conscious, fear of other men. This unconscious
fear and lack of safety are the experience of most
heterosexual men throughout their lives. The
pattern for homosexual men difters, but growing
up and living in a heterosexist, patriarchal cul-
ture implants similar fears, even if one’s adult re-
ality is different.

R eceiving emotional support and attention
from a group of men is a2 major contradiction to
experiences of distance, caution, fear, and ne-
glect from other men. This contradiction is the
mechanism that allows further discharge, emo-
tional change, and more safety. Safety among
even a small group of our brothers gives us
greater safety and strength among men as a
whole. This gives us the confidence and sense
of personal power to confront sexism and ho-
mophobia in all its various manifestations. In a
sense, this allows us each to be a model of a
strong, powerful man who does not need to
operate in an oppressive and violent fashion in
relation to women, to other men, or to himself.
And that, 1 hope, will play some small part in
the challenge to the oppressive reality of patri-
archal, authoritarian, and class societies. It will
be changes in our own lives inseparably intet-
twined with changes in society as a whole that
will sever the links in the triad of men’s vio-
lence.
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