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Michael S. Kimmel

We think of manhood as eternal, a timeless essence that resides deep in the heart of every
man. We think of manhood as a thing, a quality that one either has or doesn't have.
We think of manhood as innate, residing in the particular biological composition of
the human male, the result of androgens or the possession of a penis. We think of man-
hood as a transcendent tangible property that each man must manifest in the world; the
reward presented with great ceremony to a young novice by his elder for having success-
fully completed an arduous initiation ritual. In the words of poet Robert Bly (1990), “the
structure at the bottom of the male psyche is still as firm as it was twenty thousand years
ago” (230)....

This idea that manhood is socially constructed and historically shifting should not be
understood as a loss, that something is being taken away from men. In fact, it gives us
something extraordinarily valuable—agency, the capacity to act. It gives us a sense of
historical possibilities to replace the despondent resignation that invariably attends time-
less, ahistorical essentialisms. Our behaviors are not simply “just human nature, " because
“boys will be boys.” From the materials we find around us in our culture—other people,
ideas, objects—we actively create our worlds, our identities. Men, both individually and
collectively, can change. . ..
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Sexism

Other men: We are under the constant careful scrutiny of other men. Other men watch
us, rank us, grant our acceptance into the realm of manhood, Manhood is demonstrated
for other men’s approval. It is other men who evaluate the performance. Literary critic
David Leverenz (1991) argues that “ideologies of manhood have functioned primarily in
relation to the gaze of male peers and male authority” (769). Think of how men boast to
one another of their accomplishments—from their latest sexual conquest to the size of
the fish they caught—and how we constantly parade the markers of manhood—wealth,
power, status, sexy women—in front of other men, desperate for their approval,

That men prove their manhood in the eyes of other men is both a consequence of sex-
ism and one of its chief props. “Women have, in men’s minds, such a low place on the
social ladder of this country that it’s useless to define yourself in terms of a woman,”
noted playwright David Mamet.

“What men need is men'’s approval.” Women become a kind of currency that men use
to improve their ranking on the masculine social scale. (Even those moments of heroic
conquest of women carry, I believe, a current of homosocial evaluation.) Masculinity is
a homosocial enactment. We test ourselves, perform heroic feats, take enormous risks, all
because we want other men to grant us our manhood.

Masculinity as a homosocial enactment is fraught with danger, with the risk of fail-
ure, and with intense relentless competition. “Every man you meet has a rating or an
estimate of himself which he never loses or forgets,” wrote Kenneth Wayne (1912) in
his popular turn-of-the-century advice book. “A man has his own rating, and instantly
he lays it alongside of the other man” (18). Almost a century later, another man
remarked to psychologist Sam Osherson (1992) that “[b]y the time you're an adult, it's
easy to think you're always in competition with men, for the attention of women, in
sports, at work” (291). ...

Homophobia is a central organizing principle of our cultural definition of manhood.
Homophobia is more than the irrational fear of gay men, more than the fear that we
might be perceived as gay. “The word ‘faggot’ has nothing to do with homosexual experi-
ence or even with fears of homosexuals,” writes David Leverenz, “It comes out of the
depths of manhood: a label of ultimate contempt for anyone who seems sissy, untough,
uncool” (1986, 455). Homophobia is the fear that other men will unmask us, emascu-
late us, reveal to us and the world that we do not measure up, that we are not real men.
We are afraid to let other men see that fear. Fear makes us ashamed, because the recog-
nition of fear in ourselves is proof to ourselves that we are not as manly as we pretend,
that we are, like the young man in a poem by Yeats, “one that ruffles in a manly pose for
all his timid heart.” Our fear is the fear of humiliation. We are ashamed to be afraid.

Shame leads to silence—the silence that keeps other people believing that we actually
approve of the things that are done to women, to minorities, to gays and lesbians in our
culture. The frightened silence as we scurry past a woman being hassled by men on the
street. That furtive silence when men make sexist or racist jokes in a bar. That clammy-
handed silence when guys in the office make gay-bashing jokes. Our fears are the sources
of our silences, and men's silence is what keeps the system running. This might help to
explain why women often complain that their male friends or partners are often so under-
standing when they are alone and yet laugh at sexist jokes or even make those jokes them-
selves when they are out with a group.

The fear of being seen as a sissy dominates the cultural definitions of manhood. It
starts so early. “Boys among boys are ashamed to be unmanly,” wrote one educator in
1871 (cited in Rotundo 1993, 264). I have a standing bet with a friend that I can walk







