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" MASCULINITY AS HOMOPHOBIA
MiICHAEL S. KIMMEL '

observe how, in less sexualized terms, the father is the first man who

evaluates the boy’s masculine performance, the first pair of male eyes be-
fore whom he tries to prove himself. Those eyes will follow him for the rest of
his life. Other men’s eyes will join them — the eyes of role models such as teach-
ers, coaches, bosses, or media heroes; the eyes of his peers, his friends, his
workmates; and the eyes of millions of other men, living and dead, from whose
constant scrutiny of his performance he will never be free. “The tradition of all
the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living,” was
how Karl Marx put it over a century ago (1848/1964, p. 11). “The birthright of
every American male is a chronic sense of personal inadequacy,” is how two
psychologists describe it today (Woolfolk & Richardson, 1978, p. 57).

That nightmare from which we never seem to awaken is that those other
men will see that sense of inadequacy, they will see that in our own eyes we
are not who we are pretending to be. What we call masculinity is often a
hedge against being revealed as a fraud, an exaggerated set of activities that
keep others from seeing through us, and a frenzied effort to keep at bay
those fears within ourselves. Qur real fear “is not fear of women but of being
ashamed or humiliated in front of other men, or being dominated by
stronger men” (Leverenz, 1986, p. 451).

This, then, is the great secret of American manhood: We are afraid of other,
men. Homophobia is a central organizing principle of our cultural definition |

E ven if we do not subscribe to Freudian psychoanalytic idééé, we can still

of manhood. Homophobia is more than the irrational fear of gay men, more
than the fear that we might be perceived as gay. “The word “faggot” has noth-
ing to do with homosexual experience or even with fears of homosexuals,”
writes David Leverenz (1986). “It comes out of the depths of manhood: a
Tabel of ultimate contempt for anyone who seems sissy, untough, uncool”

Michael Kimmel, excerpt from “Masculinity as Homophobia” (1994). Copyright ©
1994 by Michael 5. Kimmel. All rights reserved.
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f&‘f’ ,{,9’% (p. 455). Homophobia is the fear that other men will unmask us, emasculate
. PA’V & P us reveal to us and the world that we do not measure up, that we are not
"’;{? o real men, We are afraid fo let other men see THat Tair Fear makes us

ashamed, because the recognition of fear in ourselves is proof to ourselves

thal’ wWe are not as manly as we pretend, that we are, like the oung man in

a poem by Yeals, "one that rutfles m a THARTY Boge for ailm
~ Our fear is the fear of htimiliation. We are ashamed to be afraid.

Shame leads to siléfice~The silences that keep other people believing

that we actually approve of the things that are done to women, to minorities,

to gays and I6SBTANS 14 our culture. The frightened silence as we scurry past

a woman bemg hassled by men on the street. That furtive silence when men

mak§ sexisTorTacist{okes n a barJThat clammy-handed silence when guys
in the office make gay-bashing jokes. Qur fears are the sources. of Our sio
lences, and men's silence is what keeps the Systerm%g; This might help.
to explain why women often complain that their male friends or pariners are
often so understanding when they are alone and yet laugh at sexist jokes or
even make those jokes themselves when they are out with a group.

The fear of being seen as a sissy dominates the cultural definitions of
manhood. It starts so early. “Boys among boys are ashamed to be unmanly,”
wrote one educator in 1871 (cffed Th Rotundo, 1993, p. 264). I have a stand-
ing bet with a friend that T can walk onto any playground in America where
¢-year-old boys are happily playing and by asking one question, I can pro-
‘voke a fight. That question is simple: “Whe’s a_sissv around here?” Once

- posed, the challenge is made. One of two things is likely to happen. One boy
will accuse another of being a sissy, to which that boy will respond that he is
not a sissy, that the first boy is. They may have to fight it out to see who's
lying, Or a whole group of boys will surround one boy and all shout “He is!
He is!” That boy will either burst into tears and run home crying, disgraced,
or he will have to take on several boys at once, to prove that he's not a sissy.
(And what will his father or older brathers tell him if he chooses to run home
crying?) It will be some time before he regains any sense of self-respect.

Violence is often the single most evident marker of manhood. Rather it

f}ii é is the willingness to fight, the desire to fight. The origin of our expression
thaf one has a chip on one’s shoulder liés in the practice of an adolescent boy -
in the country or small town at the turn of the century, who would literally
walk around with a chip of wood balanced on his shoulder —a signal of his
readiness to fight with anyone who would take the initiative of knocking the
chip off (see Gorer, 1964, p. 38; Mead, 1965). i

As adolescents, we learn that our peers are a kind of gender police con:

fl il M‘?’ stantly threatening to unmask 1t 35 Teminine, as sissies, One of the favorite
o

W tricks when I was an adolescent was to ask a boy ta 100K at his fingernails. If .-

a2 he held his palm toward his face and curled his fingers back to see them, he '
passed the test. He'd looked at his nails “like a man.” But if he held the back
of his hand away from his face, and looked at his fingernails with arm out-
stretched, he was immediately ridiculed as a 8185V,
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As young men we are constantly riding those gender boundaries, check-
ing the fences we have constructed on the perimeter, making sure that noth-
ing even remotely feminine might show through. The possibilities of being
unmasked are everywhere. Even the most seemingly insignificant thing can
pose a threat or activate that haunting terror. On the day the students in my
course “Sociology of Men and Masculinities” were scheduled to discuss ho-
mophobia and male-male friendships, one student provided a touching il-
lustration. Noting that it was a beautiful day, the first day of spring after a
brutal northeast winter, he decided to wear shorts to class. “] had this really
niice pair of new Madras shorts,” he commented. “But then I thought to my-
self, these shorts have lavender and pink in them. Today’s class topic is ho-
mophobia. Maybe today is not the best day to wear these shorts.”

Our efforts to maintain a manly front cover everything we do. What we
wear. How we talk, How we walk. What we eat. Bvery mannerism, every
movement contains a coded gender language. Think, for example, of how

you would answer the question: Fow do you “know” if a man is homosex-
ual? When 1 ask this gquestion in classes or workshops, respondents invari-
ably provide a pretly atandard Tist of stereotypically effeminate behaviors.
[Te walks a certain way, [alks a certain way, acts a certain way. He's very
emotional; he shows his feelings. One woman commented that she “knows”

a man is gay if he really cares about her; another said she knows he's gay it
Tre shows 1o interest in ner, if he leaves her alone. | '
TTRGw alter the question and magine what heterosexual men do to make
sure no one could possibly get the “wrong idea” about them. Responses typ-
ically refer to the original sterectypes, this time as a set of negative rules
sbout behavior. Never dress that way. Never talk or walk that way. Never
show your feelings or get emotional. Always be prepared to demonstrate
sexual interest in women that you meet, so it is impossible for any woman

to get the wrong idea about you. In this sense, homophobia, the fear of being 'k'

oL

e

perceived as gay, as not a real mar, keeps men exaggerating all the tradi-
@1 rules of mascuiin‘ity,@ing sexual predation with women, Homo-
phobia and sexism go hand in hand.

"The stakes of percéived sissydom are enormous —sometimes matters of
life and death. We take enormous risks to prove our manhood, exposing
ourselves disproportionately to health risks, workplace hazards, and stress-
related illnesses. Men commit suicide three times as often as women. Psy-
chiatrist Willard Gaylin (1992) explains that it is “invariably because of per-
ceived social humiliation,” most often tied to failure in business:

Men become depressed because of loss of status and power in the

- world of men. It is not the loss of money, or the material
advantages that money could buy, which produces the despair that
Jeads to self-destruction. It is the “shame,” the “humiliation,” the
sense of personal “failure.”. . . A man despairs when he has ceased
being a man among men. (p. 32)
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In one survey, women and men were asked what they were most afraid
of. Women responded that they were most afraid of being raped and mug

dered. Men responded that they were most afraid of being laughed at
(Noble, 1992, pp. 105-106). "

Power and Powerlessness in the Lives of Men

I have argued that homophobia, men’s fear of other men, is the animating
condition of the dominant definition of masculinity, in America, that the
reigning definition of masculinity is a defensive effort to prevent being
emasculated. Im - efforts to suppress or overcome those fears, the domyj-
nant culture exacts a tremendous price from those deemed less than fully
manly: women, gay men, nonnative-born men, men of color. This perspecs,,
tive may help clarify a paradox in men’s lives, a paradox in which men have
virtually all the power and vet do not feel powerful (see Kaufman, 1993).
T Manhood is equated with power —over women, over other men. Every-

where we look, we see the institutional expression of that power—in state
and national legislatures, on the boards of directors of every major .5, cor-
poration or law firm, and in every school and hospital administration.

. Women have long understood this, and feminist women have spent the past.

three decades challenging both the public and the private expressions of

~men’s power and acknowledging their fear of men. Feminism as a set of the-

" ories both explains women’s fear of men and empowers women to confront

it both publicly and privately. Feminist women have theorized that mas-
culinity is about the drive for domination, the drive for power, for conquest,
T This Yermimmiat definition of masculinity as the drive for power is theo-
rized from women's point of view. It is how women experience masculinity.
But it assumes a symmetry between the public and the private that does nat.
conform to men’s experiences. Feminists observe that women, as a group, do
not hold power in our society. They also observe that individually, they, as
women, do not feel powerful. They feel afraid, vulnerable. Their observation.
of the social reality and their individual experiences are therefore syminetriz.
cal. Feminism also observes that men, as a group, are in power, Thus, with
the same symmetry, feminism has tended to assume that individually men .
must feel powerful. -

This is why the feminist critique of masculinity often falls on deaf ears
with men, When confronted with the analysis that men have all the power,
many men Teact ipcredulousty. ~WWhat do you mean, men bave all the
power?” they ask. “What are you talking about? My wife bosses me around,
My kids Boss Tie around. My boss bosses me arotnd. 1 have no power at allt
I'm completely powerless!” . '

Mert's feelings are not the feelings of the powerful, but of those who see
themselves as powerless. These are the feelings that come inevitably from
the discontinuity between the social and the psychological, 'bw
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gregate analysis that reveals how men are in power as a group and the psy-
chological fact that they do not feel powerful as individuals. They are the
f‘é;éﬂb_ ngs of men who were raised to believe themselves entitled to feel that
power, but do not feel it. No wonder many men are frustrated and angry.
This may explain the recent popularity of those workshops and retreats
designed to help men to claim their “inner” power, their “deep manhood,”
or their “warrior within.” Authors such as Bly (1990), Moore and Gillette
(1991, 1992, 1993a, 1993Db), Farrell (1986, 1993), and Keen (1991) honor and re-
spect men's feelings of powerlessness and acknowledge those feelmgs to be
both true and real. “Theév_gave white men the '
john Lee, one of the Ieaders csf these retreats (quoted in Ferguson, 1992,
p- 28) “We'll let you run the country, but i in the meantime, stop feeling, stop

talking and continue swallowing yot nd vour hurt.” (We are not told
LENY ‘they” are.)

Often the purveyors of the mythopoetic men’s movement, that broad
umbrella that encompasses all the groups helping men to retrieve this
o tl’ucdeep manhood, use the image of the chauffeur to describe modern
man’s position. Lhe c;l;ig}_lffeur appears 10 have the power—he’s wearing the

umform he's in the driver’s'seat, and he knows where he’s going, So, to the

65%?3'3?;@1; the chauffeur Tooks as though he is in command. But to the chauf-
feur Rimself THey note, he is merely taking orders. He is not at all in charge 1

Despite the Tealify that everyone knows chauffeurs do not have the
power, this image remains appealing to the men who hear it at these week-
end workshops. But there is a missing piece to the image, a piece concealed
by the framing of the image in terms of the individual man’s experience.
That missing piece is that the person who is giving the orders is also a man.
Now we have a relationship befween men—between men giving orders and
other men taking those orders. The man who identifies with the chauffeur 15
entitled to be the man giving the orders, but he is not. (“They,” it turns out,
are other men.)

The dimension of power is now reinserted into men’s experience not

Qxaly;@g; the product of individual experience but also as the product of rela-
Lions with other men. In this sense, men’s experience of pawerlessness is
redl — the men actuatty feel TEand certainly act on it — but it is not frue, thal is,
_1t,d.gg:g_amn;0t accurately describe their condition. In contrast to women’s lives,
men’s lives are structured around relationships of power and men’s differ-
ential access to power, as well as the differential access to that power of men
as a group. Our imperfect analysis of our own situation leads us to believe
that we men need more power, rather than leading us to support feminists’
efforts to rearrange power relationships along more equitable lines.

Philosopher Hannah Arendt (1970} fully understood this contradictory
experience of social and individual power:

Power corresmonds to the human ability not just to act but to act in
Con neert, Power is never the property of an individual; it belongs to
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a group and remains in existence only so long as the Broup i(eeps

gether. When we say of somebody that he is “in power” w
actual}y refer to his being empowered by a certain number of
people to act in their name, The moment the group, from which
the power originated to begin with . . . disappears, his “power”
also vanishes. (p. 44)

Why, then, do American men feel so powerless? Part of the answer is be-
cause we've constructed the rules of manhood so that only the tiniest frac-
tion of men come fo believe that they are the bzggest of wheels, the sturdiest
of oaks, the most virulent repudiators of femininity, the most daring and ag-
gressive, We've managed to disempower the overwhelming majority of
American men by other means-such as discriminating on the basis of race,
class, ethnicity, age, or sexual preference.

Masculinist retreats to retrieve deep, wounded mascuhmty are but one
of the ways inn which American men currently struggle with their fears and
their shame. Unfortunately, at the very moment that they work to break

"down the isolation that governs men's lives, as they enable men 1o express
those fears and that shame, they ignore the social power that men continue
t0 exert over women and the privileges from which they_(as the middle-
aged, middle-class white men who largely make up these rei’reats) continue
tB&EE‘rTQﬁ,Heam dless of their experiences as wounded victims Qf oppressive

‘male socmﬁza’cmn
Others still rehearse the politics of exclusion, as if by clearm g away the
playing field of secure gender identity of any that we deem less than
manly —women, gay men, nonnative-born men, men of color—middle-
class, straight, white men can reground their sense of themselves without
those haunting fears and that deep shame that they are unmanly and will be
exposed by other men. This is the manhood of racism, of sexism, of homo-
phobia Itis the manhood that i so chronically insecure that it trembles at_
' f lifting the ban on gays in the military, that is so thréatened Ey
women in the wcrkplace that women become the targets of sexual harass-
ment, that is so deeply frightened of equality that it must engure that the_

playing field of male competition fémains stacked against all newcomers to

the game.

bﬂ%?ﬂﬁsion and escape have been the dominant methods American men
have used to keep their fears of humiliation at bay. The fear of emasculation
by other men, of being humiliated, of being seen as a sissy, is the leitmotif in
my reading of the history of American manhood. Masculinity has become a
relentless test by which we prove to other men, to women, and ultimately to
ourselves, that we have successfully mastered the part. The restlessness that
men feel today is nothing new in American history; we have been anxious
and restless for almost two centuries, Neither exclusion nor escape has ever
brotight us the relief we've sought, and there is no reason to think that either
will solve our problems now. Peace of mind, relief from gender struggle, will -
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come only from a politics of inclusion, not exciusmn from s’candmg up for
equality and justice, and not by running away.

NOTE

1. Theimage is from Warren Farrell, who spoke at a workshop 1 attended at the First
International Men's Conference, Austin, Texas, October 1991.

REFERENCES

Arendt, H. (1970). On revolution. New York: Viking,
Bly, R. {(1990). Iron John: A book about men. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Farrell, W, (1986). Why men are the way they are. New York: McGraw-Hill.
Farrell, W. (1993). The myth of male power: Why men are the disposable sex. New York:
Simon & Schuster.
Ferguson, A. (1992, January). America’s new men. American Spectator, 25 (1).
Gaylin, W. (1992). The male ego. New York: Viking,
Gorer, G, (1964) The American people: A study in national character. New York: Norton.
Kaufman, M. {1993). Cracking the armour: Power and pain in the lives of men. Tomnto
Viking Canada. + -
Keen, S, (1991), Fire in the belly. New York: Bantam.
Leverenz, D. (1986, Fall). Manhood, humzhatlon and public life: Some stories. South-
. west Review, 71.
Marx, K., & Engels, F. (1848/1964). The communist mamfes{to In R. Tucker (Ed.), The
_ mewEngels reader. New York: Norton., . .
Mead, M. {1965). And iceep your powder dry New York: William Mortow,
Moore, R, & Gillette, D {19‘91) King, warrior, magician lover. New York: Harper
Collins.
Moore, R., & Gillette, D. (1 992} The king within: Accessmg the king in the male psyche.
New York: William Morrow.
Moore, R., & Gillette, D. (1993a). The warrior within: Accessing the warrior in the male
psyche. New York: William Morrow.
Moore, R., & Gillette, D. (1993b). The magician within: Accessing the magician in the male
. pasyche. New York: William Morrow.
Noble, V. (1992) A helping hand from the guys. In K. L. Hagan (Ed.), Worsen respond
to the men’s movement. San Francisco: HarperCollins.
Rotundo, E. A. (1993). American manhood: Transformations in masculinity from the revo-
lution to the modern era. New York: Basic Books.
Woolfolk, R. L., & Richardson, F. (1978). Sanity, stress and survival. New York: Signet.



