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3.1 INTRODUCTION

Women’s movement first started with women as the leaders and the recipients of
the outcomes of the struggle, both in the society and in the field of academics.
The pace of change was found to be slow and it was looking at one side of a coin.
It was realized that it is important to include men in the process of women’s
empowerment. For this it is imperative to understand masculinity and its effect
on men and women to bring about change in gendered societal attitude and
expectations in society.

In this unit we will start with a discussion on why a course on gender sensitization
needs to be talked about masculinity and masculinities, how men and women are
affected by these concepts. Then you will read about how masculinity is defined,
its forms and construction, its relationship with patriarchy, violence and sexuality.
The last section of the unit will focus on role of media followed by conclusion.
Let us now go through the objectives of reading this Unit.

3.2 OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit you would be able to:

e Define and explain construction of masculinities;

e Describe linkage between masculinities, patriarchy , violence and sexuality;
and

e Discuss forms of masculinities and their impact on men and women in
societies.
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3.3 WHY TALK OF MASCULINITY?

Boys and men learn appropriate gender roles and behaviours that are in agreement
with masculine expectations of the society in which they perform or live. Boys
from their early childhood get messages about what it means to be a “boy”. You
can understand how gendering takes place looking at the toys that are given to
girls and boys to play with. Also, observe the games little boys and girls play,
what roles do each of them take up. You find it to be a natural extension of their
gender roles that they see unfolding in the family and outside of it in the society.

Let us take a look at what Kamala Bhasin has to say:

e Gender issues are not issues related to women only. Femininity does not
exist in isolation from masculinity. Women are subordinated because men
are able to dominate them because of societal hierarchy.

e Men and boys also suffer from stereotyping that emerge out of a patriarchal
culture that make them the protector and provider of not only the women
but the whole family. This patriarchal expectation needs to be interrogated.
This needs to be understood in the context  of how masculinities are
constructed in a given society.

e Men are also subjected to hierarchal power relations that a certain kind of
masculinity is being promoted. For example, gentle boys and men are
sexually exploited by stronger and macho men/boys.

e [t is important for men also to understand and address gender issues raised
as they not only affect women but affect men too.

e  Socio-economic changes in contemporary times have led to changes in
gender roles and relations thus shaking the stereotypical patriarchal notions
which are difficult for the men to accept. Erosion of male supremacy, power
and privileges especially in education and employment has led to
psychological and social problems leading to frustration and anger
manifested as increase of violence on women, violent crimes, higher
incidences of drug abuse and alcoholism.

e  Women’s demand of equality, development and peace can not be attained
without active support of the men. This would also free men of patriarchal
shackles that constrict their wellbeing.

e To understand the issue of male violence against women, understanding
constructions of masculinity is a must.

Bhasin (2004, pp. 2-5)

So, now you can see why it is essential to discuss masculinity and its variations
to understand gender discrimination that girls and women face in society. Also,
by changing societal and cultural scripts for masculinity and also the notion of
femininity we can move towards a more gender just and gender sensitive society.
Let’s now read how masculinity is defined.



3.4 DEFINITION OF MASCULINITY

The word masculinity is the noun form of ‘masculine” which means having
qualities or appearance traditionally associated with men, especially strength
and aggressiveness. That is masculinity is primarily associated with traits and
qualities which are socially defined and built. Thus, masculinity is social definition
given to attributes of men and boys in a given society or culture and like gender,
masculinity too is a ‘social construct’. That is, it is the society that prescribes
how men and boys should dress, behave, act; what attitude and qualities they
should possess and how they should be treated. So, masculinity is a set of socio-
cultural expectations from the males which decrees how they should look,
behave, earn etc. Masculinity differs from one particular society to another. For
example, how a man in England is expected to portray his masculinity may differ
from that of a man say from Egypt or in India. Thus, masculinity is also not static
in relation to time and geography. And, since all men are also not alike in terms
of their caste, class, ethnicity, race and even in sexual orientations, masculinity
can not be a monolithic construct and therefore, has to be referred to as
‘masculinities’.

Masculinity is always local and subject to change. What does not change is
the justification and naturalization of male power or masculine ideology.

Arthur Brittain ( cited in Kamla Bhasin 2004, pg. 9)

Let us now read about different aspects relating to masculinity and various forms
of it.

3.5 UNDERSTANDING MASCULINITY

Masculinity cannot be understood without looking at the opposite construct and
that is femininity. We can say that ‘a woman/girl’ is what ‘a man /boy’ is not and
vice-versa; meaning masculine traits and qualities are opposites of feminine traits
and qualities. As you have read in the above section, both masculinity and
femininity are not biologically determined but are social constructs. Thus, gender
identities are socio- culturally determined. Let’s look at some of the universally
accepted masculine and feminine traits.

Masculine Feminine
Rational Emotional
Strong Weak

Smart Beautiful
Indifferent/Rough Caring
Aggressive Nurturing
Brave Coy

Violent Compassionate
Domineering Tolerant
Independent Dependent

Masculinities
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When we translate the above masculine and feminine traits in societal relationship
we find if men are expected to be aggressive, controlling and hot-tempered then
women are expected to be submissive, meek, patient and docile. Thus, do you
see that for one set of traits to function the other set of traits should be accepting
of them? That is if one rules, then there should be someone to rule; and if one is
superior, the other should be inferior.

What happens if the status quo of these masculine/feminine stereotypes is not
adhered to? If for instance a person is treated very unkindly by society to the
extent of being subjected to extreme form of violence like rape and murder.
Suppose, if a boy has a tendency to cry or is gentle he is called ‘sissy’ and if a girl
is aggressive or commanding she is derogatively labeled as ‘manly’.

Understanding and challenging masculinities fundamentally means
considering and questioning hierarchical power relations and systems in
our society.

Experts have different opinion about the difference between men and women
which are due to nature or nurture or some combination of both

From an early age, children get messages that shape their personality into boys
and girls. Also, there are external sources called agents of gendering providing
ideals or standard behaviour or roles expected of each member in a given society.
Family and friends, educational institutions namely, schools, college and
university, media, religion and other social, political and economic systems in
society are all agents of gendering. They shape masculinity constructs for boys
and men in their respective culture and society. Society expects different attitudes
and behavioral response for any given situation or incident from the boys and
the girls leading to gendered socialization.

Gendered socialization can be explained as the preference for boys and girls
to be socialized differently. Boys are raised to follow male gender roles
expectations and girls are supposed to conform to female roles, behaviour
and actions appropriate for women.

Family generally socializes babies in a gendered manner without consciously
following the culturally expected outcomes. For example, in most Indian homes
boys are told not to cry, as girls do that . They are ridiculed if they want to play
with a doll or apply a ‘bindi’ or wear a bangle like their mother or a sister. Even
from the early childhood years boys are encouraged by the family to hit back and
retaliate: that when in a fight they are taught to‘give it back’ rather than being at
the receiving end or losing out to the opponent. Also, winning is promoted as the
goal of every situation, again instilling competition that should be clinched at all
costs.

Masculinity is also shaped by the age, religion, caste, class, race, ethnicity, and
sexuality of an individual. Since, patriarchy perpetuates inequality and hierarchical
social order, it considers men as superior and therefore, in a commanding and
controlling position over women and men who are lower in position and status
to them. In this sense, supremacy of masculinity is also endorsed by patriarchy
as masculinity not only defines relationship between men and women but also
between men too. It is also seen that women in public spaces also adopt masculine
ways of working or leadership to have an upper hand over their subordinates in



order to show aggression and control like men. There is a perception that women
cannot be successful until they masculinize the system of power. This suggests
that we have to understand the concepts of masculinity and femininity .And, we
should also be aware of the fact that these constructs are not biological but
structures of consciousness which may be present in men and women.

3.6 MASCULINITY CONSTRUCT

It is a myth that masculinity is biological, that men possess masculine
characteristics as a result of their physiology or it is a play of hormones. Then we
will have to believe that all men are domineering, aggressive, short/hot tempered
and violent and none of them can be different as they have the same biological
makeup. But, we do find men who don’t have many of these traits. Also, just
think why a man who is domineering or violent with his wife is so timid and
fearful in front of his boss. This goes to show that men depict typical masculine
behaviour where they have a position of power and influence and bend over to
so called ‘feminine attributes’ when they are in subordinate positions. Does it
not prove that masculinity or for that matter femininity are not biological
constructs but are governed by hierarchy and power dynamics that regulate
relationships between men and women.

Masculinism is an approach that believes in and justifies male superiority
and domination. It refers to observance and promotion of opinion, attitude,
values, behavior and traits distinctive of men.

Androgyny is the state of having traits/appearance of both male and female
genders.

The following section, you will read about different forms of masculinities.

3.7 FORMS OF MASCULINITIES

Connell (1995) discusses the following forms of masculinities:

e Hegemonic masculinity is a form of masculinity that is dominant, expresses
a successful strategy for domination of women and men. Connell refers to
it as a culturally authoritative form of masculinity that supports the
dominance of men and the subordination of women demanding total
submission. It is also constructed in relation to various other masculinities
that are affected by class, caste, race and sexuality. Although it is the
dominant form of masculinity but only a few man can actually meet the
standards, necessitating emergence of multiple masculinities as discussed
below.

e  Subordinated Masculinity: There are gender relations of dominance and
subordination between groups of men too. For example, gay men are
subordinated to straight men by many practices/ behaviour/attitudes. Gay
men face cultural and at times economic exclusion too and are a target of
street violence, workplace discrimination and personal boycotts. Such
oppression makes homosexual masculinities come at the bottom of the
gender hierarchy among men. Gay masculinity is the most conspicuous but
it is not the only subordinated masculinity. Some heterosexual men and
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boys too are target of ridicule when abused as sissy, nerd, geek, mama’s
boy etc. as they portray an impression of feminine traits.

Complicit Masculinity: The number of men who practice hegemonic pattern
of masculinity (behaviour and attitude) in totality is always very small.
But, majority of men gain from this hegemonic form as a sort of spill-over
bonus. Here, there is no risk or fear of bearing the brunt of being in the
forefront of hegemonic masculinity but these men get the advantage
indirectly. Thus, they are complicit in this masculinity since it helps them
to draw upon the advantage men in general gain from overall subordination
of women in society.

Marginalized Masculinity: Here is the interplay of gender with other
structures such as class, race or caste that creates further hierarchical
relationships amongst masculinities. It is a relational situation between the
masculinities in dominant and subordinated classes, castes or ethnic groups.

Check Your Progress Exercise 1

Note: i) Use the space given below to answer the questions.

1)

2)

i1) Compare your answer with the Course material of this unit.

What is masculinity?

Let us now look at important linkage that is between patriarchy and masculinity.

3.8 PATRIARCHY AND MASCULINITY

Patriarchy and masculinity are closely linked since both emerged in 1960°s as a

result of theorizing male dominance. Patriarchy, as you already read in the earlier
Unit, is systematic domination by men over women and over other men. Also,
patriarchy is predominantly carried out through societal institutions and structures
while, masculinities are the range of alternative ways in which male gender
relations are expressed. Also, it is mostly confined to actions/behavior of an

individual or a small group of individuals. For example, we can say that the



family as an institution is patriarchal while the head of the family (supposedly a
male) may be portraying hegemonic masculinity.

Very often patriarchy and masculinity are interchangeably used, though both are
different in orientation and in terms of the concepts involved. But, many of the
traditionally associated negative traits of masculinity like aggression and
domination are functions of patriarchy. Patriarchy may represent the imbalanced
expression of masculinity. In fact, the purpose of understanding masculinity is to
free men from the shame of patriarchal autocracy and the resulting fear of lacking
masculine experiences. Patriarchy prescribes social world of power and
subordination in which men are forced to compete if they want to benefit from
their inherited masculinities.

When patriarchal notions are confronted, hegemonic masculinity shifts to
preserve power.

Men unequally share the fruits of patriarchy. Hegemonic masculinity in India is
influenced by class, caste and heterosexuality. It is constructed in relation to
femininities and to various subordinated masculinities which are again associated
with lower status in society and non-normative sexualities as in case of working
class, dalits or homosexuals.

Cyclic Relationship between Patriarchy and Masculinity

Patriarchal Society ?

Social Production of Patriarchy Hegemﬁaseuhmj
Social Inequality Gendered Socialization

)

Source: Alex-Scott Samuel ( www.scielosp.org)

Power Inequality

Fig.1

In the following section, read about linkage between masculinity and violence
against women.

3.9 MASCULINITY AND VIOLENCE AGAINST
WOMEN

Men are expected to be in control of their women. Thus, it is no wonder that by
marrying a woman, her husband (supposedly her owner), thinks that he has a
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right to lose his temper or beat her up to keep her in control. Interestingly, many
women do accept that that there is nothing wrong if their husband uses violence
on them for non-compliance of his demands. This is because of social conditioning
of women.

Violence is mostly imposed by men on women to show their domination and
supremacy. It is accepted in many societies as men who are violent with women
get away with it. Violence keeps women subordinated and also under societal
control.

Several national surveys have shown that domestic violence is highly prevalent
in Indian society and as many as 50% of married women report it as a normal
part of their married life. The more disturbing finding of these researches is that
domestic violence is not private. It is known to the community but is ignored as
it is considered as a family’s private affair.

Research also shows that domestic violence plays an important role in gendering
of boys and girls in the family. It also shapes gender identities that both boys and
girls manifest in their own families and society at large as they learn from the
pattern and behaviour of their parents. Boys feel it is appropriate for them to
perpetuate the same violence that they had seen while growing up and girls
internalize their acceptance and tolerance towards it. Our folklore too glorifies
violent behaviour by a male beloved!

Thus, in patriarchal societies violence and aggression in men are justified as
markers of masculinity. Men are expected to be the providers and protectors of
women and children in the family. Thus, they consider it their duty to discipline
their family members so as to guard the honour of the family/ community.

If we want to reduce violence, conflict and wars, if we want peace, if we want
meaningful relationships and if we are really interested in sustainable
development we will have to understand men and masculinity. Further, we
will have to develop partnership between boys/ men and girls/women in order
to achieve gender justice. Women can and may have to lead the movement
but men must be made to join in large numbers.

Kamla Bhasin, 2004 pg. 5

Let us now look at how sexuality and masculinity are interlinked.

3.10 SEXUALITY AND MASCULINITY

You have learnt that masculinity represents aggression, domination and control.
Then, it is quite natural that masculinity affects all interactions and relationships
including sexual relations. Male sexuality, aggression and violence are connected
in many ways. An example of this is language and expressions used by men. You
will notice that all expletives used by men have sexual connotations and men use
them so naturally for just about everything they do or not like to do or are angry
about.

Men, in their mind, take sex as a controlling mechanism and women who refuse
to respond or submit to sexual advances at times face terrible consequences. You
must have also read in the newspapers about several incidents of ‘acid attacks’
on young women who resist sexual advances by the perpetrator professing that
if he cannot own them, nobody else should be able to do so.



Violent male sexuality is also responsible for sexual harassment (relates to
molestation, stalking and sexual abuse etc.) that takes place in public spaces like
roads, public transport, educational institutions and offices. Men commit rape to
punish a woman. Look at the ‘Nirbhaya rape case’ where the woman was brutally
raped as a punishment presumably for staying out at night with a man and her
friend was also beaten up for being out with a woman. Thus, rape is the most
gruesome consequence of link between masculinity, sexuality and violence. It
has been widely used as a weapon in wars, holocausts and communal riots to
punish men and women of affected communities or nations.

Violent masculinity make women pay for everybody’s sins, but especially for
the cardinal sin of being born a female, writes Bhasin ( 2004, pg.32).

Violence against men by other men is also rampant and on the rise in contemporary
societies. It is very damaging and self-perpetuating. There is evidence to show
those boys who are violated and abused in their childhood are more likely to be
violent and aggressive in their adulthood. Most of the men involved in crimes
are found to have been subjected to childhood victimization and violence and
this is how the vicious cycle continues. It is the notion of masculinity that push
boys and men to be muscular and forceful. See how boys idealize Spiderman,
Batman, Superman , [ronmen and other such iconic cartoon characters.

Along with the male’s greater aggression in other fields, goes his aggression
in the sphere of sexuality. Males generally initiate sexual contact. The female’s
sexuality is supposed to be in her receptiveness, extending it to the whole
structure of feminine personality as dependent, passive, unaggressive and
submissive.

Ann Oakley, 1985

Hence, it is important to understand how delinquency, crime and masculinity are
linked and manifested in real life situations in the form of street fights, extortions,
land and sex deals and other activities of underworld mafia.

Let us read how media reinforces motions of masculinity and also femininity.

3.1 ROLE OF MEDIA

Media is another gendering agent that reinforces the notion of both femininity
and masculinity. Electronic media, especially, has a powerful influence in
constructing notions of femininity and masculinity. It makes statements about
what to wear, how to talk and how to behave in the family, community and the
society at large. For example, media projects men as aggressive and macho. Do
you know, there was an era of ‘angry young man’ cliché in the film industry?
The hindi film ‘Mard’ depicts how a society deals with the gendering of boys
and make them construct their hegemonic masculinity by showing aggression
and adopting violent behavior. Another recent film ‘NH 10’ too makes a very
poignant portrayal of hegemonic masculinity by perpetuating violence to save
family honour not only on the sister and her fiancé, but also on those who
support the so considered ‘erring girl” and her beloved.

Our advertisements too reinforce gender stereotypes of masculinity and femininity.
Male aggression and power is appreciated and idealized for example, when a
man rides a motorbike at high speed in slush, on mountains; or jumps from high
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mountains and building to demonstration his toughness. The disclaimer that is
run before the advertisement is hardly noticeable put to just complete the legal
formality but the otherwise rough display of power is in the face of the viewer.
You must be knowing that there is channel that is dedicated to showing wrestling
all the time and WWF is such a craze with young boys that they put up pin-ups
and also bash up weaker boys emulating their WWF heroes. Look at the serials
or soap operas that are aired on our TV channels. The older men are shown as
providers and protectors while the young ones are seen indulging in violence,
both with men and women in different forms and intensity. Watching these media
images on TV, boys learn to accept aggressive masculinity as a norm.

3.12 SUMMING UP

We have read that masculinity is all about power over others. Those who submit
are feminine and those who dominate are masculine. It is not to suggest that
diversity between men and women should be removed. It is to say that not all
men are same and not all women are alike. Rigid stereotyping needs to be
challenged and broken as it harms both men and women, though in a different
manner and at different levels. It is important to have diversity and opening of
choices based on a person’s ability and inclination and not based on his/her
gendered socialization. Patriarchy creates hierarchies and inequalities that are
harmful and devalues not only girls and women but to the family and society as
a whole.

Thus, society’s categorization of what is masculine is unrealistic as it may not
capture what many men and women truly feel, but how they are expected to
feel. So, there is a need to redefine masculinity for any progressive society.

3.13 KEY WORDS

Acid Attacks: Acid throwing is also called an acid attack, a vitriol attack or
vitriolage. It is a form of violent assault defined as the act of throwing acid or a
similarly corrosive substance onto the body of another “with the ilntention to
disfigure, maim, torture, or kill”.
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3.15 UNIT END QUESTIONS

1) Define masculinity?

2) Discuss why do we have multiple masculinities in society.
3) Write a note on relationship between masculinity and violence.

4) Explain how agents of gendering shape masculinities in a given society.





