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homosexual, have, at some time in their childhood, adolescence, or adult life, had
sexual or quasi-sexual relations with other males, or have fantasized or dreamed about
such relationships. Those who don’t (or don’t recall that they have) invest a lot of
energy in repressing and denying these thoughts and feelings. And to make things
worse, all those highly charged male activities in the sportsfield, the meeting room, or
the locker room do not dispel eroticized relations with other men. They can only
reawaken those feelings. It is, as Freud would have said, the return of the repressed.

Nowhere has this been more stunningly captured than in the wrestling scene in the
perhaps mistitled book, Women in Love, by D. H. Lawrence. It was late at night. Birkin
had just come to Gerald’s house after being put off following a marriage proposal. They
talked of working, of loving, and fighting, and in the end stripped off their clothes and
began to wrestle in front of the burning fire. As they wrestled, “they seemed to drive
their white flesh deeper and deeper against each other, as if they would break into a
oneness.” They entwined, they wrestled, they pressed nearer and nearer. “A tense white
knot of flesh [was] gripped in silence.” The thin Birkin “seemed to penetrate into
Gerald’s more solid, more diffuse bulk, to interfuse his body through the body of the
other, as if to bring it subtly into subjection, always seizing with some rapid necroman-
tic foreknowledge every motion of the other flesh, converting and counteracting it,
playing upon the limbs and trunk of Gerald like some hard wind. . .. Now and again
came a sharp gasp of breath, or a sound like a sigh, then the rapid thudding of move-
ment on the thickly-carpeted floor, then the strange sound of flesh escaping under
flesh.”0

The very institutions of male bonding and patriarchal power force men to con-
stantly reexperience their closeness and attraction to other men, that is, the very thing
so many men are afraid of. Our very attraction to ourselves, ambivalent as it may be,
can only be generalized as an attraction to men in general.

A phobia is one means by which the ego tries to cope with anxiety. Homophobia is
a means of trying to cope, not simply with our unsuccessfully repressed, eroticized
attraction to other men, but with our whole anxiety over the unsuccessfully repressed
passive sexual aims, whether directed toward males or females. But often, Otto Fenichel
writes, “individuals with phobias cannot succeed in avoiding the feared situations.
Again and again they are forced to experience the very things they are afraid of. Often
the conclusion is unavoidable that this is due to an unconscious arrangement of theirs.
It seems that unconsciously they are striving for the very thing of which they are con-
sciously afraid. This is understandable because the feared situations originally were
instinctual aims. It is a kind of ‘return of the repressed.’ ”*!

In the case of homophobia, it is not merely a matter of an individual phobia,
although the strength of homophobia varies from individual to individual. It is a
socially constructed phobia that is essential for the imposition and maintenance of
masculinity. A key expression of homophobia is the obsessive denial of homosexual
attraction; this denial is expressed as violence against other men. Or to put it differ-
ently, men’s violence against other men is one of the chief means through which patri-
archal society simultaneously expresses and discharges the attraction of men to other
men. The specific ways that homophobia and men’s violence toward other men are
acted out varies from man to man, society to society, and class to class. The great
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amount of directly expressed violence and violent homophobia among some groups of
working-class youth would be well worth analyzing to give clues to the relation of class
and gender.

This corner of the triad of men’s violence interacts with and reinforces violence
against women. This corner contains part of the logic of surplus aggression. Here we
begin to explain the tendency of many men to use force as a means of simultaneously
hiding and expressing their feelings. At the same time the fear of other men, in particu-
lar the fear of weakness and passivity in relation to other men, helps create our strong
dependence on women for meeting our emotional needs and for emotional discharge.
In a surplus-repressive patriarchal and class society, large amounts of anxiety and hos-
tility are built up, ready to be discharged. But the fear of one’s emotions and the fear of
losing control mean that discharge only takes place in a safe situation. For many men
that safety is provided by a relationship with a woman where the commitment of one’s
friend or lover creates the sense of security. What is more, because it is a relationship
with a woman, it unconsciously resonates with that first great passive relation of the
boy with his mother. But in this situation and in other acts of men’s violence against
women, there is also the security of interaction with someone who does not represent a
psychic threat, who is less socially powerful, probably less physically powerful, and who
is herself operating within a pattern of surplus passivity. And finally, given the fragility
of masculine identity and the inner tension of what it means to be masculine, the ulti-
mate acknowledgment of one’s masculinity is in our power over women. This power
can be expressed in many ways. Violence is one of them.

Violence against Oneself

When I speak of a man’s violence against himself I am thinking of the very structure
of the masculine ego. The formation of an ego on an edifice of surplus repression and
surplus aggression is the building of a precarious structure of internalized violence.
The continual conscious and unconscious blocking and denial of passivity and all the
emotions and feelings men associate with passivity—fear, pain, sadness, embarrass-
ment—is a denial of part of what we are. The constant psychological and behavioral
vigilance against passivity and its derivatives is a perpetual act of violence against
oneself. The denial and blocking of a whole range of human emotions and capacities
are compounded by the blocking of avenues of discharge. The discharge of fear, hurt,
and sadness, for example (through crying or trembling), is necessary because these
painful emotions linger on even if they are not consciously felt. Men become pressure
cookers. The failure to find safe avenues of emotional expression and discharge means
that a whole range of emotions are transformed into anger and hostility. Part of the
anger is directed at oneself in the form of guilt, self-hate, and various physiological and
psychological symptoms. Part is directed at other men. Part of it is directed at women.

By the end of this process, our distance from ourselves is so great that the very
Symbol of maleness is turned into an object, a thing. Men’s preogcupation with genital
Power and pleasure combines with a desensitization of the penis. As best he can, writes
Emmanuel Reynaud, a man gives it “the coldness and the hardness of metal.” It



