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feelings and memories for men. As memories are recalled and recast, a new connection
becomes clear: violence by men against women is only one corner of a triad of men’s vio-
lence. The other two corners ar€ i gamnst other men and violence against oneself.

On a psychological level the pervasiveness of violence is the result of what Herbert
Marcuse called the “surplus repression” of our sexual and emotional desires." The sub-
stitution of violence for desire (more precisely, the transmutation of violence into a
form of emotionally gratifying activity) happens unequally in men and women. The
construction of masculinity involves the construction of “surplus aggressiveness.” The
social context of this triad of violence is the institutionalization of violence in the oper-
ation 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 challeng-
ing the other two corners of the triad. And all this requires a dismantling of the social
feeding ground of violence: patriarchal, heterosexist, authoritarian, class societies.
These three corners and the societies in which they blossom feed on each other. And
together, we surmise, they will fall.

The Social and Individual Nature of Violence and Aggression

Origins of Violence

The most vexing question in the matter of men’s violence is, of course, its biological
roots. It would be very useful to know whether men in particular, or humans in
general, are biologically (for example, genetically or hormonally) predisposed to acts of
violence against other humans.

From the outset, feminism has been careful to draw a distinction between sex and
gender. The strictly biological differences between the sexes form only the substrate for
a society’s construction of people with gender. Indeed, the appeal of feminism to many
men, in addition to the desire to ally ourselves with the struggle of our sisters against
oppression, has been to try to dissociate “male” from “masculine.” While many of the
characteristics associated with masculinity are valuable human traits—strength,
daring, courage, rationality, intellect, sexual desire— the distortion of these traits in the
masculine norm and the exclusion of other traits (associated with femininity) are
oppressive and destructive. The process of stuffing oneself into the tight pants of mas-
culinity is a difficult one for all men, even if it is not consciously experienced as such.

But the actual relation of sex and gender is problematic. For one thing, what might
be called the “gender craft” of a society does its work on biological entities—entities
whose ultimate source of pleasure and pain is their bodies.2 What makes the relation-
ship between sex and gender even more difficult to understand is that the production
of gender is itself an incredibly complex and opaque process. As Michele Barrett and
Mary McIntosh point out, although stereotypical roles-do exist, each individual is not
“the passive victim of a monolithically imposed system.”?

In recent years there has been a major attempt to reclaim for biology the social
behaviour of human beings. Sociobiology aims at nothing less than the reduction of
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human social interaction to our genetic inheritance. The study of apes, aardvarks, and
tapeworms as a means of discerning the true nature of humans is almost surprising in
its naivete, but at times it is socially dangerous in its conception and execution. As
many critics have pointed out, it ignores what is unique about human beings: our con-
struction of ever-changing social orders.

Indeed, humans are animals—physical creatures subject to the requirements of
genes, cells, organs, and hormones of every description. Yet we do not have a compre-
hensive understanding of how these things shape behavior and, even if we did, behav-
jor is just a small, fragmented moment to be understood within the larger realm of
human desire and motivation. Even if we did have a more comprehensive knowledge,
what is important is that humans, unlike apes or even the glorious ant, live in con-
stantly evolving and widely differing societies. Since the era when humans came into
existence, our history has been a movement away from an unmediated, “natural,”
animal existence.

Even if we could ascertain that humans in general, or men in particular, are predis-
posed to building neutron bombs, this does not help us answer the much more impor-
tant question of how each society shapes, limits, or accentuates this tendency. To take
only the question of violence, why, as societies develop, does violence seem to move
from something isolated and often ritualistic in its expression to a pervasive feature of
everyday life? And why are some forms of physical violence so widely accepted (corpo-
ral punishment of children, for example) while others are not (such as physical attacks
on pharaohs, presidents, and pontiffs)?

That much said let us also say this: there is no psychological, biological, or social evi-
dence to suggest that humans are not predisposed to aggression and even violence. On
the other hand, a predisposition to cooperation and peacefulness is also entirely pos-
sible. It is even possible that men—for reasons of hormones—are biologically more
aggressive and prone to violence than women. We do not know the answer for the
simple reason that the men we examine do not exist outside societies.

But in any case, the important question is what societies do with the violence. What
forms of violence are socially sanctioned or socially tolerated? What forms of violence
seem built into the very structure of our societies? The process of human social devel-
opment has been one of restraining, repressing, forming, informing, channeling, and
transforming various biological tendencies. Could it not be that this process of repres-
sion has been a very selective one? Perhaps the repression of certain impulses and the
denial of certain needs aggravate other impulses. I think of the man who feels he has no
human connections in his life and who goes out and rapes a woman.

In spite of a general feminist rejection of sociobiology, this pseudoscience receives a
strange form of support among some feminists. In her book, Against Our Will: Men,

Women and Rape, Susan Brownmiller argues, not only that violent, male aggression is
psychologically innate, but that it is grounded in male anatomy. And conversely, the
View of female sexuality appears to be one of victimization and powerlessness. She
j‘énglleS, “By anatomical fiat— the inescapable construction of their genital organs—the
human male was a natural predator and the human female served as his natural prey’*
l:_ﬁ_l:lce Echols suggests that many cultural feminists also tend to repeat many traditional,
Slereotypical images of men and women.’



