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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 manifold expression of violence perpetrated disproportionately by men? Why are
so many forms of violence sanctioned or even encouraged? Exactly what is the nature
of violence? And how are patterns of violence and the quest for domination built up

and reinforced?

The Social Context

For every apparently individual act of violence there is a social context. This is not to
say there are no pathological 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 experience. We are interested here in the manifestations 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 making 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, contain-
ment, and exploitation of other peoples: extermination of native populations, colonial-
ism, and slavery. “IT am talking,” writes Aimé Césaire, “about societies drained of their
essence, cultures trampled underfoot, institutions undermined, lands confiscated, reli-
gions smashed, magnificent artistic creations destroyed, extraordinary possibilities
wiped out. . . . T am talking about millions . . . sacrificed.”®

Our relationship with the natural environment has often been described with the
metaphor of rape. An attitude of conquering nature, of mastering an environment
waiting to be exploited for profit, has great consequences when we possess technology
capable of permanently disrupting an ecological balance shaped over hundreds of mil-
lions of years.

The daily work life of industrial, class societies is one of violence. Violence poses as
economic 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 workers to the danger of chemicals, radiation, machin-
ery, speedup, and muscle strain. It is violence that condemns the majority to work o

exhaustion for forty or fifty years and then to be thrown into society’s garbage bin for
the old and used-up.

The racism, sexism, and heterosexism that have been institutionalized in our sociz
eties are socially regulated acts of violence.

Our cities themselves are a violation, not only of nfture, but of human community
and the human relationship with nature. As the architect Frank Lloyd Wright said, “To
Jook at the plan of a great City is to look at something like the cross-section of a fibrous$

tumor.”?
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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 violence 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 children. But more
essential is that our personalities and sexuality, our needs and fears, our strengths and
weaknesses, our selves are created—not simply learned—through our lived reality.
The violence of our social order nurtures a psychology of violence, which in turn rein-
forces the social, economic and political structures of violence. The ever-increasing
demands of civilization and the constant building upon inherited structures of vio-
Jence suggest that the development of civilization has been inseparable from a continu-
ous increase in violence against humans and our natural environment.

It would be easy, yet ultimately not very useful, to slip into a use of the term “vio-
lence” as a metaphor for all our society’s antagonisms, Contfédictioné, and i'lls. For
now, let us leave aside the social terrain and begin to unravel the nature of sd-called
individual violence.

The Triad of Men’s Violence

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

—Juliet Mitchell®

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

—Joseph Conrad!®

The field in which the triad of men’s violence is situated is a society, or societies,
groundc?d in structures of domination and control. Although at times this control is
SYmbc.)hzed and embodied in the individual father—patriarchy, by definition—it is
more important to emphasize that patriarchal structures of authority, domination, and
contfol are diffused throughout social, economic, political, and ideological activities
_'c_\'nd in our relations to the natural environment. Perhaps more than in any previous
-F-lrne during the long epoch of patriarchy, authority does not rest with the father, at least
m much of the advanced capitalist and noncapitalist world. This has led more than one
';lsl';}fl‘cl)lr to question the aPpli.cability of the term patriarchy.!! But I think it still remains
.@urr as a broad, d'escr1pt1v.e category. In this sense Jessica Benjamin speaks of the
5 ent reign of patriarchy without the father. “The form of domination peculiar to this
ég%i‘;}llafiﬁie}f‘ses itszlf nc.)t. ditectly as a11‘th01Tity but indirectly as the transformation of
k. Struc1ps an facidtmt.y mFo objective, instrumental, dePersonalized forms”1?
R ures o omination and c‘ontrol form not simply the background to

of violence, but generate, and in turn are nurtured by, this violence. These



