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when our culture makes the final socio-educational preparations for adult work life. 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 bul-
warks of masculinity. The emotional pain created by obsessive masculinity is stifled by
reinforcing masculinity itself.
The family, school, sports, friends, church, clubs, scouts, jobs, and the media all play
a role as the adolescent struggles to put the final touches on himself as a real man. The
expression of male power will be radically different from class to class. For the middle-
class adolescent, with a future in a profession or business, his own personal and social
power will be expressed through a direct mastering of the world. Workaholism or at
least a measuring of his value through status and the paycheck might well be the
outcome. Fantasies of power are often expressed in terms of fame and success. For a
working-class boy, the avenue of mastering the world of business, politics, the profes-
sions, and wealth is all but denied. For him male power is often defined in the form of
working-class machismo. The power to dominate is expressed in a direct physical form.
Domination of the factors of production or of another person is achieved through
sheer bravado and muscle power. In an excellent examination of the development of
white male, working-class identity in Britain, Paul Willis demonstrates that the acquisi-
tion of a positive working-class identity is coterminous with the development of a par-
ticular gender identity. Though stigmatized by society as a whole, manual labor
becomes the embodiment of masculine power. “Manual labor is suffused with mascu-
line qualities and given certain sensual overtones for ‘the lads. The toughness and awk-
wardness of physical work and effort . . . takes on masculine lights and depths and
assumes a significance beyond itself”?

Adolescence is also the time of our first intense courtships. Although so much of
pre- and early-adolescent sexual experience is homosexual, those experiences tend to
be devalued and ignored. Relations with young women are the real thing. This interac-
tion furthers the acquisition of masculinity for boys because they are interacting with
girls who are busy acquiring the complementary femininity. Each moment of interac-
tion reinforces the gender acquisition of each sex.

The Fragility of Masculinity

Masculinity is power. But masculinity is terrifyingly fragile because it does not really
exist in the sense we are led to think it exists, that is, as a biological reality—something
real that we have inside ourselves. It exists as ideology; it exists as scripted behavior; it
exists within “gendered” relationships. But in the end it is just a social institution 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 masculinity is intense because masculinity
requires a suppression of a whole range of human needs, aims, feelings, and forms of
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expression. Masculinity is one half of the narrow,'surplus—rep.ressive shape of the. adult
human psyche. Even when we are intellectually aware of the difference b.et\»{een biolog-
ical maleness and masculinity, the masculine ideal is so embedded within ourselve,s’
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
between maleness and masculinity. With the exception of a tiny proportion of the pop-
ualation born as hermaphrodites, there can be no biological struggle to be fnale. T'he
presence of a penis and testicles is all it takes. Yet boys and men harbor great 1nsecur}ty
about their male credentials. This insecurity exists because maleness is equated thh
masculinity; but the latter is a figment of our collective, patriarchal, surplus-repressive
imaginations. N
1m31‘§ a patriarchal society being male is highly valued, anfl men Yalue th.eir r.nascuhnlty.
But everywhere there are ambivalent feelings. That the initial internalization o£ mas-
culinity is at the father’s knee has lasting signiﬁcance: Ar.ldrew To.lson states that “to thli
boy, masculinity is both mysterious and aftractive (1-n 1j(s promise of a world of wor
and power), and yet, at the same time, threatening (in its strangeness, anq efnotlonai\l
distance). . . . It works both ways; attracts and repels in dynamic contra.d1ct10n. T.hls
simultaneous distance and attraction is internalized as a permanent emotional tension
that the individual 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 no.t. When men are
encouraged to be open, as in men’s support and counseling groups, it becomes appar’—
ent that there exists, often under the surface, an internal dialogue of doubt about one’s
male and masculine credentials.

One need think only of anxieties about the penis, that incomp.arable scepter, that
symbol of patriarchy and male power. Even as a child the boy experiences, more or less
consciously, fearful fantasies of “castration.” The child ob.serves that the people who do
not have penises are also those with less power. In the mind of a four- or ﬁv.e—year—Qld
child who doesn’t know about the power of advertising, the state, education, interactive
psychological patterns, unequal pay, sexual harassment, and rape, what else can he
think bestows the rewards of masculinity than that little visible difference between men
and women, boys and girls? ‘

Of course at this early age the little penis and testicles are not much defense against
the world. Nor can they measure against the impossibly huge genitals of one’s father‘ or
other men. I remember standing in the shower when I was five or six years old, staring
up in awe at my father. Years later I realized a full circle had turned when I was showe'r-
ing with my five-year-old son and saw the same crick in his neck and t}‘le same look in
his eyes. This internalized image of the small, boyish self retains a nagging presence in

each man’s unconscious. This is so much so that, as adults, men go to war to prove
themselves potent, they risk their lives to show they have balls. Expressions such as
these, and the double meaning of the word impotent, are no accident. o

Just the presence of that wonderfully sensitive bit of flesh, as highly v.alued as it is in
patriarchal culture, is not enough to guarantee maleness and masculinity. But if there




