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objects and incorporate them into our own personalities. This is largely an uncon-
scious process. This incorporation and internalization, or rejection, of the characteris-
tics of our love objects is part of the process of constructing our ego, our self.

This internalization of the objects of love is a selective one, and it is a process that
takes place in specific social environments. The immediate environment is the family,
which is a “vigorous agency of class placement and an efficient mechanism for the cre-
ation and transmission of gender inequality.”’® Within itself, to a greater or lesser
extent, the family reflects, reproduces, and re-creates the hierarchical gender system of
society as a whole.?

As noted above, the child has ambivalent feelings toward his or her primary caring
figures. Love combines with feelings of powerlessness, tension, and frustration. The
child’s experience of anxiety and powerlessness results not only from the prohibitions
of harsh parents but also from the inability of even the most loving parents who cannot
exist solely for their young, because of the demands of society, demands of natural
reality, and demands of their own needs.

Both girls and boys have these ambivalent feelings and experiences of powerlessness.
But the feelings toward the parents and the matter of power are almost immediately
impregnated with social meaning. Years before the child can put words to it, she or he
begins to understand that the mother is inferior to the father and that woman is infe-
rior to man. That this inferiority is not natural but is socially imposed is beyond the
understanding of the child and even beyond the understanding of sociobiologists, pres-
idents, and popes. (Size itself might also feed into this perception of inferiority, or
perhaps it is simply that in hierarchical, sexist society, size becomes a symbol of superi-
ority.) In the end the biological fact of “otherness” becomes overlaced with a socially
imposed otherness. The child is presented with two categories of humans: males, who
embody the full grandeur and power of humanity, and females, who in Simone de
Beauvoir’s words, are defined as “other” in a phallocentric society.?!

The human’s answer to this powerlessness and to the desire to find pleasure is to
develop an ego and a superego, that is, a distinct self and an internal mechanism of
authority. An important part of the process of ego development is the identification
with the objects of love. Progressively both sexes discover and are taught who the
appropriate figures of identification are. But the figures of identification are not equal.
Society presents the young boy with a great escape. He may feel powerless as a child, but
there is hope, for as an adult male he will have privilege and (at least in the child’s imag-
ination) he will have power. A strong identification—that is, an incorporation into his
own developing self—of his image of his father in particular and male figures in
general is his compensation for his own sense of powerlessness and insecurity. It is his
compensation for distancing himself from his first love, his mother.

In this process the boy not only claims for himself the activity represented by men
and father. At the same time he steps beyond the passivity of his infantile relationship to
the mother and beyond his overall sense of passivity (passivity, that is, in the sense of
feeling overwhelmed by desires and a frustrating wostd). He embraces the project of
controlling himself and controlling the world. He comes to personify activity. Mas-
culinity is a reaction against passivity and powerlessness, and with it comes a repres-
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sion of all the desires and traits that a given society defines as negatively passive or as
resonant of passive experiences. The girl, on the other hand, discovers she will never
possess men’s power, and henceforth the most she can aspire to is to be loved by a man
—that is, to actively pursue a passive aim.

Thus the achievement of what is considered the biologically normal male character
(but which is really socially created masculinity) is one outcome of. the splitting.of
human desire and human being into mutually exclusive spheres of activity an.d passiv-
ity. The monopoly of activity by males is not a timeles.s Psychol(.)glcal or social neces-
sity. Rather, the internalization of the norms of masculinity require the su.rp.1u5 repres-
sion of passive aims—the desire to be nurtured. The repression of pass.1v1"fy and the
accentuation of activity constitute the development ofa “surplus-aggres.sn're character
type. Unfortunately, such a character type is the norm in patriarch'al societies, although
the degree of aggressiveness varies from person to person and society to society.

Part of the reason for this process is a response to the fear of rejection and of pun-
ishment. What does one fear? Loss of love and self-esteem. Why, in the child’s mind,
would it lose love and self-esteem? Because it does what is prohibited or degraded.' In
order to not do what is prohibited or degraded, during this process of identification
the child internalizes the values and prohibitions of society. This is the shaping of the
superego, our conscience, sense of guilt, and standards of se?f—worth. Through the
internalization of social authority, aggressiveness is directed against oneself.”? '

This whole process of ego development is the shaping of a psychic realm that medi-
ates between our unconscious desires, the world, and a punishing superego. But as

should now be clear, the development of the ego is the development of fna'sculin.e or
femninine ego. In this sense, the ego is a definition of oneself fo.rmed within a given
social and psychological environment and within what Gayle Rubin calls a specific sex-
gender system.” . .

The boy is not simply learning a gender role but is becoming part of .that gender. .H1s
whole self, to a greater or lesser extent, with greater or lesser conflict, will be mascuhn.e.
Ken Kesey magnificently captured this in his description of Hank, a central character in

Sometimes a Great Notion: “Did it take that much muscle just to walk, or was Ha}nk
showing off his manly development? Every movement constituted open aggression
against the very air through which Hank passed.”**

The Reinforcement of Masculinity

Masculinity is unconsciously rooted before the age of six, is reinforced as the ch.ild
develops, and then positively explodes at adolescence. Beauvoir’s commen't about glqs
is no less true for boys: “With puberty, the future not only approaches; it takes resi-
dence in her body; it assumes the most concrete reality”?

It is particularly in adolescence that masculinity obtains its definitive shape for the
individual. The masculine norm has its own particular nuances and traits dependent
on class, nation, race, religion, and ethnicity. And within each group it has its own per-
sonal expression. Adolescence is important because it is the time when the body

reawakens, when that long-awaited entrance into adulthood finally takes place, and



