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CHAPTER 1

The Social Organization  
of Masculinity

Raewyn Connell

The task of this chapter is to set out a framework based on contemporary analyses of gender 
relations. This framework will provide a way of distinguishing types of masculinity, and of 
understanding the dynamics of change.

Defining Masculinity

All societies have cultural accounts of gender, but not all have the concept ‘masculinity’. In its modern 
usage the term assumes that one’s behaviour results from the type of person one is. That is to say, an 
unmasculine person would behave differently: being peaceable rather than violent, conciliatory rather 
than dominating, hardly able to kick a football, uninterested in sexual conquest, and so forth.

This conception presupposes a belief in individual difference and personal agency. In that sense it 
is built on the conception of individuality that developed in early-modern Europe with the growth of 
colonial empires and capitalist economic relations.

But the concept is also inherently relational. ‘Masculinity’ does not exist except in contrast with 
‘femininity’. A culture which does not treat women and men as bearers of polarized character types, 
at least in principle, does not have a concept of masculinity in the sense of modern European/ 
American culture.

Historical research suggests that this was true of European culture itself before the eighteenth 
century. Women were certainly regarded as different from men, but different in the sense of being 
incomplete or inferior examples of the same character (for instance, having less of the faculty of rea-
son). Women and men were not seen as bearers of qualitatively different characters; this conception 
accompanied the bourgeois ideology of ‘separate spheres’ in the nineteenth century.

In both respects our concept of masculinity seems to be a fairly recent historical product, a few 
hundred years old at most. In speaking of masculinity at all, then, we are ‘doing gender’ in a culturally 
specific way. This should be borne in mind with any claim to have discovered transhistorical truths 
about manhood and the masculine.

Definitions of masculinity have mostly taken our cultural standpoint for granted, but have fol-
lowed different strategies to characterize the type of person who is masculine. Four main strategies 
have been followed; they are easily distinguished in terms of their logic, though often combined in 
practice.

SOURCE: Connell, R. (2005). The Social Organization of Masculinity. In Masculinities, 2nd ed. Oakland, CA: University of 
California Press. Reproduced with permission from the University of California Press.1
EDITORS' NOTE: Although the author originally published this piece under the name R. W. Connell, we have attributed it to 
the name that she now uses, Raewyn Connell.
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6   Part I • Theories of Masculinity

Essentialist definitions usually pick a feature that defines the core of the masculine, and hang an 
account of men’s lives on that. Freud flirted with an essentialist definition when he equated masculinity 
with activity in contrast to feminine passivity—though he came to see that equation as oversimplified. 
Later authors’ attempts to capture an essence of masculinity have been colourfully varied: risk-taking, 
responsibility, irresponsibility, aggression, Zeus energy . . . Perhaps the finest is the sociobiologist 
Lionel Tiger’s idea that true maleness, underlying male bonding and war, is elicited by ‘hard and heavy 
phenomena’. Many heavy-metal rock fans would agree.

The weakness in the essentialist approach is obvious: the choice of the essence is quite arbitrary. 
Nothing obliges different essentialists to agree, and in fact they often do not. Claims about a universal 
basis of masculinity tell us more about the ethos of the claimant than about anything else.

Positivist social science, whose ethos emphasizes finding the facts, yields a simple definition of 
masculinity: what men actually are. This definition is the logical basis of masculinity/femininity 
(M/F) scales in psychology, whose items are validated by showing that they discriminate statistically 
between groups of men and women. It is also the basis of those ethnographic discussions of masculin-
ity which describe the pattern of men’s lives in a given culture and, whatever it is, call the pattern 
masculinity.

There are three difficulties here. First, as modern epistemology recognizes, there is no description 
without a standpoint. The apparently neutral descriptions on which these definitions rest are them-
selves underpinned by assumptions about gender. Obviously enough, to start compiling an M/F scale 
one must have some idea of what to count or list when making up the items.

Second, to list what men and women do requires that people be already sorted into the categories 
‘men’ and ‘women’. This is unavoidably a process of social attribution using common-sense typologies 
of gender. Positivist procedure thus rests on the very typifications that are supposedly under investiga-
tion in gender research.

Third, to define masculinity as what-men-empirically-are is to rule out the usage in which we call 
some women ‘masculine’ and some men ‘feminine’, or some actions or attitudes ‘masculine’ or ‘femi-
nine’ regardless of who displays them.

Indeed, this usage is fundamental to gender analysis. If we spoke only of differences between men 
as a bloc and women as a bloc, we would not need the terms ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ at all. We could 
just speak of ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’, or ‘male’ and ‘female’. The terms ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ point 
beyond categorical sex difference to the ways men differ among themselves, and women differ among 
themselves, in matters of gender.

Normative definitions recognize these differences and offer a standard: masculinity is what men 
ought to be. Strict sex role theory treats masculinity precisely as a social norm for the behaviour of 
men. In practice, male sex role texts often blend normative with essentialist definitions, as in Robert 
Brannon’s widely quoted account of ‘our culture’s blueprint of manhood’: No Sissy Stuff, The Big 
Wheel, The Sturdy Oak and Give ‘em Hell.

Normative definitions allow that different men approach the standards to different degrees. But 
this soon produces paradoxes, some of which were recognized in the early Men’s Liberation writings. 
Few men actually match the ‘blueprint’ or display the toughness and independence acted by Wayne, 
Bogart or Eastwood. What is ‘normative’ about a norm hardly anyone meets? Are we to say the major-
ity of men are unmasculine? How do we assay the toughness needed to resist the norm of toughness, 
or the heroism needed to come out as gay?

Semiotic approaches abandon the level of personality and define masculinity through a system of 
symbolic difference in which masculine and feminine places are contrasted. Masculinity is, in effect, 
defined as not-femininity.

This follows the formulae of structural linguistics, where elements of speech are defined by their 
differences from each other. In the semiotic opposition of masculinity and femininity, masculinity is 
the unmarked term, the place of symbolic authority. The phallus is master-signifier, and femininity is 
symbolically defined by lack.
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Chapter 1 • The Social Organization of Masculinity   7

This definition of masculinity has been very effective in cultural analysis. It escapes the arbitrari-
ness of essentialism and the paradoxes of positivist and normative definitions. It is, however, limited 
in its scope—unless one assumes, as some postmodern theorists do, that discourse is all we can talk 
about in social analysis. To grapple with the full range of issues about masculinity we need ways of 
talking about relationships of other kinds too: about gendered places in production and consump-
tion, places in institution and in natural environments, places in social and military struggles.

What can be generalized is the principle of connection. The idea that one symbol can only be 
understood within a connected system of symbols applies equally well in other spheres. No masculin-
ity arises except in a system of gender relations.

Rather than attempting to define masculinity as an object (a natural character type, a behavioural 
average, a norm), we need to focus on the processes and relationships through which men and women 
conduct gendered lives. ‘Masculinity’, to the extent the term can be briefly defined at all, is simultane-
ously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men and women engage that place in 
gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily experience, personality and culture.

Gender as a Structure of Social Practice

Gender is a way in which social practice is ordered. In gender processes, the everyday conduct of life 
is organized in relation to a reproductive arena, defined by the bodily structures and processes of 
human reproduction. This arena includes sexual arousal and intercourse, childbirth and infant care, 
bodily sex difference and similarity.

I call this a ‘reproductive arena’ not a ‘biological base’ to emphasize that we are talking about a 
historical process involving the body, not a fixed set of biological determinants. Gender is social prac-
tice that constantly refers to bodies and what bodies do, it is not social practice reduced to the body. 
Indeed reductionism presents the exact reverse of the real situation. Gender exists precisely to the 
extent that biology does not determine the social. It marks one of those points of transition where 
historical process supersedes biological evolution as the form of change. Gender is a scandal, an out-
rage, from the point of view of essentialism. Sociobiologists are constantly trying to abolish it, by 
proving that human social arrangements are a reflex of evolutionary imperatives.

Social practice is creative and inventive, but not inchoate. It responds to particular situations and 
is generated within definite structures of social relations. Gender relations, the relations among peo-
ple and groups organized through the reproductive arena, form one of the major structures of all 
documented societies.

Practice that relates to this structure, generated as people and groups grapple with their historical 
situations, does not consist of isolated acts. Actions are configured in larger units, and when we speak 
of masculinity and femininity we are naming configurations of gender practice.

‘Configuration’ is perhaps too static a term. The important thing is the process of configuring 
practice. Taking a dynamic view of the organization of practice, we arrive at an understanding of 
masculinity and femininity as gender projects. These are processes of configuring practice through 
time, which transform their starting-points in gender structures.

We find the gender configuring of practice however we slice the social world, whatever unit of 
analysis we choose. The most familiar is the individual life course, the basis of the commonsense 
notions of masculinity and femininity. The configuration of practice here is what psychologists have 
traditionally called ‘personality’ or ‘character’.

Such a focus is liable to exaggerate the coherence of practice that can be achieved at any one site. 
It is thus not surprising that psychoanalysis, originally stressing contradiction, drifted towards the 
concept of ‘identity’. Post-structuralist critics of psychology such as Wendy Hollway have emphasized 
that gender identities are fractured and shifting, because multiple discourses intersect in any indi-
vidual life. This argument highlights another site, that of discourse, ideology or culture. Here gender 
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8   Part I • Theories of Masculinity

is organized in symbolic practices that may continue much longer than the individual life (for 
instance: the construction of heroic masculinities in epics; the construction of ‘gender dysphorias’ or 
‘perversions’ in medical theory).

Many find it difficult to accept that institutions are substantively, not just metaphorically, gen-
dered. This is, nevertheless, a key point.

The state, for instance, is a masculine institution. To say this is not to imply that the personalities of 
top male office-holders somehow seep through and stain the institution. It is to say something much 
stronger: that state organizational practices are structured in relation to the reproductive arena. The 
overwhelming majority of top office-holders are men because there is a gender configuring of recruit-
ment and promotion, a gender configuring of the internal division of labour and systems of control, a 
gender configuring of policymaking, practical routines, and ways of mobilizing pleasure and consent.

The gender structuring of practice need have nothing biologically to do with reproduction. The 
link with the reproductive arena is social. This becomes clear when it is challenged. An example is the 
recent struggle within the state over ‘gays in the military’, i.e., the rules excluding soldiers and sailors 
because of the gender of their sexual object-choice. In the United States, where this struggle was most 
severe, critics made the case for change in terms of civil liberties and military efficiency, arguing in 
effect that object-choice has little to do with the capacity to kill. The admirals and generals defended 
the status quo on a variety of spurious grounds. The unadmitted reason was the cultural importance 
of a particular definition of masculinity in maintaining the fragile cohesion of modern armed forces.

We need at least a three-fold model of the structure of gender, distinguishing relations of (a) power, 
(b) production and (c) cathexis (emotional attachment). This is a provisional model, but it gives some 
purchase on issues about masculinity.

(a) Power relations. The main axis of power in the contemporary European/American gender order 
is the overall subordination of women and dominance of men—the structure Women’s Libera-
tion named ‘patriarchy’. This general structure exists despite many local reversals (e.g., woman-
headed households, female teachers with male students). It persists despite resistance of many 
kinds, now articulated in feminism. These reversals and resistances mean continuing difficulties 
for patriarchal power. They define a problem of legitimacy which has great importance for the 
politics of masculinity.

(b) Production relations. Gender divisions of labour are familiar in the form of the allocation of 
tasks, sometimes reaching extraordinarily fine detail. Equal attention should be paid to the 
economic consequences of gender divisions of labour, the dividend accruing to men from 
unequal shares of the products of social labour. This is most often discussed in terms of unequal 
wage rates, but the gendered character of capital should also be noted. A capitalist economy 
working through a gender division of labour is, necessarily, a gendered accumulation process.

(c) Cathexis. Sexual desire is so often seen as natural that it is commonly excluded from social 
theory. Yet when we consider desire in Freudian terms, as emotional energy being attached to 
an object, its gendered character is clear. This is true both for heterosexual and homosexual 
desire. (It is striking that in our culture the non-gendered object choice, ‘bisexual’ desire, is ill-
defined and unstable.) The practices that shape and realize desire are thus an aspect of the 
gender order. Accordingly we can ask political questions about the relationships involved: 
whether they are consensual or coercive, whether pleasure is equally given and received. In 
feminist analyses of sexuality these have become sharp questions about the connection of het-
erosexuality with men’s position of social dominance.

Because gender is a way of structuring social practice in general, not a special type of practice, it is 
unavoidably involved with other social structures. It is now common to say that gender ‘intersects’—
better, interacts—with race and class. We might add that it constantly interacts with nationality or 
position in the world order.
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Chapter 1 • The Social Organization of Masculinity   9

This fact also has strong implications for the analysis of masculinity. White men’s masculinities, for 
instance, are constructed not only in relation to white women but also in relation to black men. White 
fears of black men’s violence have a long history in colonial and post-colonial situations. Black fears 
of white men’s terrorism, founded in the history of colonialism, have a continuing basis in white 
men’s control of police, courts arid prisons in metropolitan countries. African-American men are 
massively over-represented in American prisons, as Aboriginal men are in Australian prisons. This 
situation is strikingly condensed in the American black expression ‘The Man’, fusing white masculin-
ity and institutional power. As the black rap singer Ice-T put it,

It makes no difference whether you’re in or out. The ghetto, the pen, it’s all institutionalized. It’s 
being controlled by the Man . . . Ever since 1976, they stop trying to rehabilitate Brothers. Now 
it’s strictly punishment. The Man’s answer to the problem is not more education—it’s more 
prisons. They’re saying let’s not educate them, let’s lock them the fuck up. So when you come 
outta there you’re all braindead, so yeah it’s a cycle.

To understand gender, then, we must constantly go beyond gender. The same applies in reverse. We 
cannot understand class, race or global inequality without constantly moving towards gender. Gender 
relations are a major component of social structure as a whole, and gender politics are among the 
main determinants of our collective fate.

Relations among Masculinities: Hegemony,  
Subordination, Complicity, Marginalization

With growing recognition of the interplay between gender, race and class it has become common to 
recognize multiple masculinities: black as well as white, working-class as well as middle-class. This is 
welcome, but it risks another kind of oversimplification. It is easy in this framework to think that 
there is a black masculinity or a working-class masculinity.

To recognize more than one kind of masculinity is only a first step. We have to examine the rela-
tions between them. Further, we have to unpack the milieux of class and race and scrutinize the 
gender relations operating within them. There are, after all, gay black men and effeminate factory 
hands, not to mention middle-class rapists and cross-dressing bourgeois.

A focus on the gender relations among men is necessary to keep the analysis dynamic, to prevent 
the acknowledgement of multiple masculinities collapsing into a character typology. ‘Hegemonic 
masculinity’ is not a fixed character type, always and everywhere the same. It is, rather, the masculinity 
that occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender relations, a position always 
contestable.

A focus on relations also offers a gain in realism. Recognizing multiple masculinities, especially in 
an individualist culture such as the United States, risks taking them for alternative lifestyles, a matter 
of consumer choice. A relational approach makes it easier to recognize the hard compulsions under 
which gender configurations are formed, the bitterness as well as the pleasure in gendered 
experience.

With these guidelines, let us consider the practices and relations that construct the main patterns 
of masculinity in the current Western gender order.

Hegemony

The concept of ‘hegemony’, deriving from Antonio Gramsci’s analysis of class relations, refers to 
the cultural dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading position in social life. At any 
given time, one form of masculinity rather than others is culturally exalted. Hegemonic masculinity 
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10   Part I • Theories of Masculinity

can be defined as the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer 
to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the domi-
nant position of men and the subordination of women.

This is not to say that the most visible bearers of hegemonic masculinity are always the most pow-
erful people. They may be exemplars, such as film actors, or even fantasy figures, such as film charac-
ters. Individual holders of institutional power or great wealth may be far from the hegemonic pattern 
in their personal lives.

Nevertheless, hegemony is likely to be established only if there is some correspondence between 
cultural ideal and institutional power, collective if not individual. So the top levels of business, the 
military and government provide a fairly convincing corporate display of masculinity, still very little 
shaken by feminist women or dissenting men. It is the successful claim to authority, more than direct 
violence, that is the mark of hegemony (though violence often underpins or supports authority).

I stress that hegemonic masculinity embodies a ‘currently accepted’ strategy. When conditions for 
the defence of patriarchy change, the bases for the dominance of a particular masculinity are eroded. 
New groups may challenge old solutions and construct a new hegemony. The dominance of any 
group of men may be challenged by women. Hegemony, then, is a historically mobile relation.

Subordination

Hegemony relates to cultural dominance in the society as a whole. Within that overall framework 
there are specific gender relations of dominance and subordination between groups of men.

The most important case in contemporary European/American society is the dominance of het-
erosexual men and the subordination of homosexual men. This is much more than a cultural stigma-
tization of homosexuality or gay identity. Gay men are subordinated to straight men by an array of 
quite material practices.

These practices are still a matter of everyday experience for homosexual men. They include political 
and cultural exclusion, cultural abuse (in the United States gay men have now become the main sym-
bolic target of the religious right), legal violence (such as imprisonment under sodomy statutes), street 
violence (ranging from intimidation to murder), economic discrimination and personal boycotts.

Oppression positions homosexual masculinities at the bottom of a gender hierarchy among men. 
Gayness, in patriarchal ideology, is the repository of whatever is symbolically expelled from hege-
monic masculinity, the items ranging from fastidious taste in home decoration to receptive anal 
pleasure. Hence, from the point of view of hegemonic masculinity, gayness is easily assimilated to 
femininity. And hence—in the view of some gay theorists—the ferocity of homophobic attacks.

Gay masculinity is the most conspicuous, but it is not the only subordinated masculinity. Some 
heterosexual men and boys too are expelled from the circle of legitimacy.

Complicity

Normative definitions of masculinity, as I have noted, face the problem that not many men actually 
meet the normative standards. This point applies to hegemonic masculinity. The number of men 
rigorously practising the hegemonic pattern in its entirety may be quite small. Yet the majority of men 
gain from its hegemony, since they benefit from the patriarchal dividend, the advantage men in gen-
eral gain from the overall subordination of women.

Accounts of masculinity have generally concerned themselves with syndromes and types, not with 
numbers. Yet in thinking about the dynamics of society as a whole, numbers matter. Sexual politics is 
mass politics, and strategic thinking needs to be concerned with where the masses of people are. If a 
large number of men have some connection with the hegemonic project but do not embody hege-
monic masculinity, we need a way of theorizing their specific situation.
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Chapter 1 • The Social Organization of Masculinity   11

This can be done by recognizing another relationship among groups of men, the relationship of 
complicity with the hegemonic project. Masculinities constructed in ways that realize the patriarchal 
dividend, without the tensions or risks of being the frontline troops of patriarchy, are complicit in this 
sense.

It is tempting to treat them simply as slacker versions of hegemonic masculinity—the difference 
between the men who cheer football matches on TV and those who run out into the mud and the 
tackles themselves. But there is often something more definite and carefully crafted than that. Mar-
riage, fatherhood and community life often involve extensive compromises with women rather than 
naked domination or an uncontested display of authority. A great many men who draw the patriar-
chal dividend also respect their wives and mothers, are never violent towards women, do their accus-
tomed share of the housework, bring home the family wage, and can easily convince themselves that 
feminists must be bra-burning extremists.

Marginalization

Hegemony, subordination and complicity, as just defined, are relations internal to the gender 
order. The interplay of gender with other structures such as class and race creates further relationships 
between masculinities.

Race relations may become an integral part of the dynamic between masculinities. In a white-
supremacist context, black masculinities play symbolic roles for white gender construction. For 
instance, black sporting stars become exemplars of masculine toughness, while the fantasy figure of 
the black rapist plays an important role in sexual politics among whites, a role much exploited by 
right-wing politics in the United States. Conversely, hegemonic masculinity among whites sustains 
the institutional oppression and physical terror that have framed the making of masculinities in black 
communities.

Robert Staples’s discussion of internal colonialism in Black Masculinity shows the effect of class 
and race relations at the same time. As he argues, the level of violence among black men in the United 
States can only be understood through the changing place of the black labour force in American capi-
talism and the violent means used to control it. Massive unemployment and urban poverty now 
powerfully interact with institutional racism in the shaping of black masculinity.

Though the term is not ideal, I cannot improve on ‘marginalization’ to refer to the relations between 
the masculinities in dominant and subordinated classes or ethnic groups. Marginalization is always 
relative to the authorization of the hegemonic masculinity of the dominant group. Thus, in the United 
States, particular black athletes may be exemplars for hegemonic masculinity. But the fame and wealth 
of individual stars has no trickledown effect; it does not yield social authority to black men generally.

These two types of relationship—hegemony, domination/subordination and complicity on the 
one hand, marginalization/authorization on the other—provide a framework in which we can analyse 
specific masculinities. (This is a sparse framework, but social theory should be hardworking.) I 
emphasize that terms such as ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and ‘marginalized masculinities’ name not 
fixed character types but configurations of practice generated in particular situations in a changing 
structure of relationships. Any theory of masculinity worth having must give an account of this pro-
cess of change.

Historical Dynamics, Violence and Crisis Tendencies

To recognize gender as a social pattern requires us to see it as a product of history, and also as a pro-
ducer of history. I defined gender practice as onto-formative, as constituting reality, and it is a crucial 
part of this idea that social reality is dynamic in time. We habitually think of the social as less real than 
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12   Part I • Theories of Masculinity

the biological, what changes as less real than what stays the same. But there is a colossal reality to his-
tory. It is the modality of human life, precisely what defines us as human. No other species produces 
and lives in history, replacing organic evolution with radically new determinants of change.

To recognize masculinity and femininity as historical, then, is not to suggest they are flimsy or 
trivial. It is to locate them firmly in the world of social agency. And it raises a string of questions about 
their historicity.

The structures of gender relations are formed and transformed over time. It has been common in 
historical writing to see this change as coming from outside gender—from technology or class 
dynamics, most often. But change is also generated from within gender relations. The dynamic is as 
old as gender relations. It has, however, become more clearly defined in the last two centuries with the 
emergence of a public politics of gender and sexuality.

With the women’s suffrage movement and the early homophile movement, the conflict of interests 
embedded in gender relations became visible. Interests are formed in any structure of inequality, 
which necessarily defines groups that will gain and lose differently by sustaining or by changing the 
structure. A gender order where men dominate women cannot avoid constituting men as an interest 
group concerned with defence, and women as an interest group concerned with change. This is a 
structural fact, independent of whether men as individuals love or hate women, or believe in equality 
or abjection, and independent of whether women are currently pursuing change.

To speak of a patriarchal dividend is to raise exactly this question of interest. ‘Men gain a dividend 
from patriarchy in terms of honour, prestige and the right to command.’ They also gain a material 
dividend. In the rich capitalist countries, men’s average incomes are approximately double women’s 
average incomes.

Given these facts, the ‘battle of the sexes’ is no joke. Social struggle must result from inequalities 
on such a scale. It follows that the politics of masculinity cannot concern only questions of personal 
life and identity. It must also concern questions of social justice.

A structure of inequality on this scale, involving a massive dispossession of social resources, is hard 
to imagine without violence. It is, overwhelmingly, the dominant gender who hold and use the means 
of violence. Men are armed far more often than women. Indeed under many gender regimes women 
have been forbidden to bear or use arms (a rule applied, astonishingly, even within armies). Patriar-
chal definition of femininity (dependence fearfulness) amount to a cultural disarmament that may be 
quite as effective as the physical kind.

Two patterns of violence follow from this situation. First, many members of the privileged group 
use violence to sustain their dominance. Intimidation of women ranges across the spectrum from 
wolf-whistling in the street, to office harassment, to rape and domestic assault, to murder by a wom-
an’s patriarchal ‘owner’, such as a separated husband. Physical attacks are commonly accompanied by 
verbal abuse of women (whores and bitches, in recent popular music that recommends beating 
women). Most men do not attack or harass women; but those who do are unlikely to think themselves 
deviant. On the contrary they usually feel they are entirely justified, that they are exercising a right. 
They are authorized by an ideology of supremacy.

Second, violence becomes important in gender politics among men. Most episodes of major vio-
lence (counting military combat, homicide and armed assault) are transactions among men. Terror is 
used as a means of drawing boundaries and making exclusions, for example, in heterosexual violence 
against gay men. Violence can become a way of claiming or asserting masculinity in group struggles. 
This is an explosive process when an oppressed group gains the means of violence—as witness the 
levels of violence among black men in contemporary South Africa and the United States. The youth 
gang violence of inner-city streets is a striking example of the assertion of marginalized masculinities 
against other men, continuous with the assertion of masculinity in sexual violence against women.

Violence can be used to enforce a reactionary gender politics, as in the recent firebombings and 
murders of abortion service providers in the United States. It must also be said that collective violence 
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Chapter 1 • The Social Organization of Masculinity   13

among men can open possibilities for progress in gender relations. The two global wars this century 
produced important transitions in women’s employment, shook up gender ideology, and accelerated 
the making of homosexual communities.

Violence is part of a system of domination, but is at the same time a measure of its imperfection. 
A thoroughly legitimate hierarchy would have less need to intimidate. The scale of contemporary 
violence points to crisis tendencies (to borrow a term from Jürgen Habermas) in the modern gender 
order.

The concept of crisis tendencies needs to be distinguished from the colloquial sense in which 
people speak of a ‘crisis of masculinity’. As a theoretical term ‘crisis’ presupposes a coherent system of 
some kind, which is destroyed or restored by the outcome of the crisis. Masculinity, as the argument 
so far has shown, is not a system in that sense. It is, rather, a configuration of practice within a system 
of gender relations. We cannot logically speak of the crisis of a configuration; rather we might speak 
of its disruption or its transformation. We can, however, logically speak of the crisis of a gender order 
as a whole, and of its tendencies towards crisis.

Such crisis tendencies will always implicate masculinities, though not necessarily by disrupting 
them. Crisis tendencies may, for instance, provoke attempts to restore a dominant masculinity. 
Michael Kimmel has pointed to this dynamic in turn-of-the-century United States society, where fear 
of the women’s suffrage movement played into the cult of the outdoorsman. More recently, Women’s 
Liberation and defeat in Vietnam have stirred new cults of true masculinity in the United States, from 
violent ‘adventure’ movies such as the Rambo series, to the expansion of the gun cult and what 
 William Gibson has called ‘paramilitary culture’.
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CHAPTER 2

Welcome to the Men’s Club

Homosociality and the Maintenance  
of Hegemonic Masculinity

Sharon R. Bird

In this study, I focus on how meanings that correspond to hegemonic masculinity are maintained 
and how meanings that do not correspond to hegemonic masculinity are suppressed. Within the 
existing gender order, meanings associated with behaviors that challenge hegemonic masculinity 

are denied legitimation as masculine; such meanings are marginalized, if not suppressed entirely. 
Contradictions to hegemonic masculinity posed by male homosexuality, for example, are suppressed 
when homosexual masculinity is consistently rendered “effeminate” (Connell 1992).

The maintenance of hegemonic masculinity is explored here through investigation of male 
 homosocial interactions. Homosociality refers specifically to the nonsexual attractions held by men 
(or women) for members of their own sex (Lipman-Blumen 1976). Homosociality, according to 
Lipman-Blumen, promotes clear distinctions between women and men through segregation in social 
institutions. I add, further, that homosociality promotes clear distinctions between hegemonic mas-
culinities and nonhegemonic masculinities by the segregation of social groups. Heterosociality, a 
concept left untheorized by Lipman-Blumen, refers to nonsexual attractions held by men (or women) 
for members of the other sex.

Also critical to this analysis is an investigation of the relationship between sociality and the self-
conceptualization of masculinity. As I argue here, homosocial interaction, among heterosexual men, 
contributes to the maintenance of hegemonic masculinity norms by supporting meanings associated 
with identities that fit hegemonic ideals while suppressing meanings associated with nonhegemonic 
masculinity identities. I focus specifically on the connection between individual masculinity and 
gender norms in small group interactions to capture subtle mechanisms of control. When personal 
conflicts with ideal masculinity are suppressed both in the homosocial group and by individual men, 
the cultural imposition of hegemonic masculinity goes uncontested (see Kaufman 1994).

The following meanings are crucial to our understanding of how homosociality contributes to the 
perpetuation of hegemonic masculinity: (1) emotional detachment, a meaning constructed through 
relationships within families whereby young men detach themselves from mothers and develop gen-
der identities in relation to that which they are not (Chodorow 1978); (2) competitiveness, a meaning 
constructed and maintained through relationships with other men whereby simple individuality 
becomes competitive individuality (Gilligan 1982); and (3) sexual objectification of women, a meaning 
constructed and maintained through relationships with other men whereby male individuality is 
conceptualized not only as different from female but as better than female (Johnson 1988).

SOURCE: Bird, S. (1996). Welcome to the Men’s Club: Homosociality and the Maintenance of Hegemonic Masculinity.  
Gender & Society, 10(2), 120–132. Reproduced with permission.
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Chapter 2 • Welcome to the Men’s Club   15

Conceptualizing Masculinities

Gender identity is distinguished from the heavily criticized concept of gender role in that the latter is 
used to refer to behavioral expectations associated with more or less static social positions, whereas 
the former refers to a continual process whereby meanings are attributed by and to individuals 
through social interaction. Gender, in other words, is relational. Gender identity originates in early 
interactions, becoming more stable through the accumulation of meanings attributed by and to the 
self over time (see Burke 1980; Burke and Reitzes 1981). Information received through interactions 
may be used either to reinforce existing self-notions of gender meanings or to weaken them. That is, 
mere socialization does not sufficiently explain how individuals conceptualize identity. Socialization 
provides the terms of social interaction but does not determine how individuals incorporate interac-
tional meanings into their own conceptualizations of gender (Connell 1987).

The unique experiences of men, embedded within particular social institutions and subject to 
varying historical contexts, facilitate conceptualizations of masculinities that may differ consider-
ably. Each male incorporates a variety of meanings into his gender identity, some of which are 
consistent with hegemonic masculinity and others of which are not (e.g., Connell 1992; Messner 
1992b). The social ideal for masculinity, which in itself is a nonstatic notion, may be internalized 
(i.e., central to one’s core self [see Chodorow 1980]) or simply interiorized (i.e., acknowledged by 
the self), enabling individuals to understand the gender norms to which they are held accountable. 
In either case, each male comes to understand both socially shared meanings of masculinity and 
the idiosyncratic meanings that comprise his unique gender identity. Internalization of hege-
monic meanings provides a base of shared meanings for social interaction but also quells the 
expression of nonhegemonic meanings. The presumption that hegemonic masculinity meanings 
are the only mutually accepted and legitimate masculinity meanings helps to reify hegemonic 
norms while suppressing meanings that might otherwise create a foundation for the subversion of 
the existing hegemony. This presumption is especially prevalent in male homosocial interactions, 
which are critical to both the conceptualization of masculinity identity and the maintenance of 
gender norms.

Male Homosocial Interactions: Emotional Detachment, 
Competitiveness, and Sexual Objectification of Women

Three of the shared meanings that are perpetuated via male homosociality are emotional detachment, 
competition, and the sexual objectification of women. These meanings characterize hegemonic mas-
culinity but are not always internalized as central to individual identity. First, emotional detachment 
(i.e., withholding expressions of intimacy) maintains both clear individual identity boundaries 
(Chodorow 1978) and the norms of hegemonic masculinity. To express feelings is to reveal vulnera-
bilities and weaknesses; to withhold such expressions is to maintain control (Cancian 1987). Second, 
competition in the male homosocial group supports an identity that depends not on likeness and 
cooperation but on separation and distinction (Gilligan 1982). Competition facilitates hierarchy in 
relationships, whereas cooperation suggests symmetry of relationships (Messner 1992a). Finally, the 
sexual objectification of women facilitates self-conceptualization as positively male by distancing the 
self from all that is associated with being female. The objectification of women provides a base on 
which male superiority is maintained (Johnson 1988), whereas identification with women (and what 
it means to be female) helps remove the symbolic distance that enables men to depersonalize the 
oppression of women.

Individual conceptualizations vary in the extent to which these meanings characterize one’s 
masculinity. Masculinities that differ from the norm of hegemonic masculinity, however, are 
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16   Part I • Theories of Masculinity

generally experienced as “private dissatisfactions” rather than foundations for questioning the social 
construction of gender (Thomas 1990; see also Kaufman 1994). Hegemonic masculinity persists, 
therefore, despite individual departures from the hegemonic form.

Method

The data collected for this study were gathered through personal interviews and field observations. 
Eight in-depth interviews were conducted in the fall of 1992 in a small northwestern city in the United 
States. Later, additional follow-up interviews were conducted with four new respondents to clarify 
how male homosocial and heterosexual interactions facilitate the perpetuation of hegemonic mascu-
linity, on the one hand, but suppress nonhegemonic masculinity, on the other.

The men who participated in the interviews for this study were all selected from within the aca-
demic community of the city in which the study took place. Responses to questions, therefore, may 
reflect a level of education higher than that of the general population. The findings of this study, 
however, are consistent with findings of previous studies regarding the meanings associated with 
masculinity (e.g., Lehn 1992; Messner 1992a, 1992b; Phillips 1986). The men’s educational level 
ranged from three years of undergraduate study to graduate level and post-Ph.D. The men ranged in 
age from 23 to 50 years. All but one of the interviewees were native-born Americans from various 
geographical regions of the country. The other male, a native of East Africa, had maintained residence 
in the United States for approximately two years before the time of the interview. Although the data 
received through the interview with this respondent were consistent with accounts offered by the 
respondents from the United States, this information was excluded from the analysis because of cul-
tural differences that could contribute to misleading conclusions. Most of the men reported middle-
class family origins, although three reported working-class backgrounds. Two of the men interviewed 
were Black, and the other nine were white. All of the men were raised primarily by female caretakers, 
and all were heterosexual.

The primary focus of the interviews was on the development of perceived consensual masculinity 
and the corresponding relationship between self-conceptualizations and hegemonic masculinity. 
Respondents were first asked questions about childhood. Each was asked to describe childhood 
memories of time spent with playmates, with siblings, and with parents. Responses to these questions 
provided general information from which more specific inquiries could be made regarding the mean-
ings associated both with masculinity personally (i.e., identity) and with masculinity more generally 
(i.e., the beliefs, attitudes, and expectations of the group and of society).

To establish the parameters for the discussion during the interviews, each man was asked to con-
sider the kinds of relationships he would find most desirable given non-work-related situations. Each 
was then prompted to elaborate on his experiences within groups, especially those experiences within 
the male homosocial group. Although the men varied in how much they desired male homosocial 
group interaction, each explained that such groups have had a significant impact on their beliefs, 
attitudes, and behaviors. The men were asked to elaborate on what exactly would be considered 
appropriate or inappropriate, desirable or undesirable, for conversation among men and what inter-
ests were commonly or not commonly shared within their homosocial groups. The topics of sports, 
women, business, politics, and drinking were most commonly specified as desirable for conversation, 
while the topics of feelings and gossip were most frequently mentioned as undesirable. Each man was 
then asked to explain his views on the degree to which his personal interests corresponded to interests 
more generally shared by the group.

Additional data were collected during the fall of 1992 through field observations of male 
homosocial interactions in small-group contexts. Observations and interviews were conducted 
within the same academic community, but the men observed were not the same as the men 
 interviewed. Approximately 25 hours of observations were conducted. The majority of the 
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Chapter 2 • Welcome to the Men’s Club   17

observations were made at a single location: a deli/bar frequented by men associated with the 
university but also visited regularly by men not associated with academia. Remaining observations 
were conducted at two  coffee shops and three taverns, all located in the same academic commu-
nity. The focus of the observations was on the interactions among male customers, including their 
conversations. Field notes were taken in one- to two-hour time periods at various times of the day 
and/or night and on various days of the week. Because the locations in which observations were 
made are consistently patronized by students and university faculty, the recording of observations 
went unnoticed.

The meanings described in the interviews and that emerged from the observations have been 
organized under the following subtopics: (1) emotional detachment, (2) competition, and (3) sexual 
objectification of women. The remainder of this article focuses on the processes through which these 
meanings are sustained and the processes through which alternative meanings are suppressed in male 
homosocial interaction.

Emotional Detachment: “We Were Masculine Little Kids!”

The rules that apply to homosocial friendships and to masculinity are so familiar that they are typi-
cally taken for granted by men and women alike. Rarely does anyone (other than the social scientist) 
seriously question the expectations associated with gender identity or gender norms. Instead, it is 
assumed that “boys will be boys” and will just naturally do “boy things.” By the same token, “men will 
be men” and will continue to do “men things.” Doing men things or “doing Masculinity” is simply the 
commonplace activity of men’s daily lives, recreated over and again, maintaining the norms of social 
behavior (West and Zimmerman 1987).

The men interviewed and those observed explained that being “one of the boys” is a key principle 
of symbolic and, in some cases, physical separation of “the boys” from “the girls.” One man, for 
example, explained how, as a youngster, he and his pals “were rough and rugged . . . masculine little 
kids.” He said,

When you’re a little boy, you hang out with other little boys and you do little boy things. You 
know, you burn ants and things like that. You just don’t hang out with females because you 
don’t want to be a wuss, you don’t play with dolls, you don’t whine, you don’t cry . . . you do 
boy things, you know, guy stuff.

Being masculine, in other words, means being not-female. The masculinity ideal involves detach-
ment and independence. The men interviewed indicated that emotions and behaviors typically asso-
ciated with women were inappropriate within the male homosocial group. Among the emotions and 
behaviors considered most inappropriate, and most highly stigmatized, were those associated with 
feminine expressions of intimacy (e.g., talking “feelings”). As one of the men interviewed explained, 
“I usually talk about ‘things’ rather than getting into your head and asking, you know, that real inti-
mate stuff.”

This suppression of feminine emotions is more than merely a means of establishing individual 
masculinity. Emotional detachment is one way in which gender hierarchies are maintained. Express-
ing emotions signifies weakness and is devalued, whereas emotional detachment signifies strength 
and is valued (Cancian 1987).

In their discussions of feelings, the men hesitated; none of them made consistent use of the word 
feelings. Instead of feelings, they referred to “personal stuff,” “those things,” and “those matters,” and 
when asked, many indicated that “ultimately you’re doing it alone.” The expectation is that “because 
you’re going to be in situations where you’re away from any support system . . . You’re going to have 
to handle your stuff alone.”
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18   Part I • Theories of Masculinity

What these men explained was that within the male homosocial group, emotional detachment is 
viewed not only as desirable but as imperative. Those who do express their intimate emotions are 
excluded. On this point, the interviewees were quite clear: “If I was having a beer with a friend and 
they started crying, I would suspect that that person, if it were a male . . . I’d suspect that that person 
didn’t have a very good definition of the social situation.” If a guy did start crying, this interviewee 
was asked, where would that put him in relation to other guys? “Hmm, well, since . . . actually that 
would put him on the outs.” The repercussion for violating the hegemonic meaning of emotional 
detachment, in other words, is to be “put on the outs,” that is, to be ostracized from one’s male homo-
social group. Interviewees explained that violations of the norm of emotional detachment do not 
result in an alteration of the norm but instead result in the exclusion of the violator (see Schur 1984).

Data collected through observations clearly supported the pattern described by the men inter-
viewed. Emotional detachment was exercised in even the most sensitive of topics. Two men observed, 
for example, appeared rather matter-of-fact as they discussed the marital problems that one of the 
men was experiencing: “Think of it this way, ya got a toothache. . . . You’ve got to have it taken out 
or you’re gonna live with the bitch. Unless you bite the bullet and get the goddamn thing pulled out, 
you’re gonna live with the pain.” Feelings, as discussed by these two men, were something to “get over,” 
not to experience—much less express. One man, when questioned about the possible repercussions 
for expressing feelings in the context of the male homosocial group, explained that feelings are “some-
thing for us all to joke about” because

you certainly don’t want to take things too seriously and have to deal with the heavy side, the 
heavy emotional side to it. . . . Tears are a very extreme thing in these male circles, partly because 
it’s messy. . . . It has a lot to do with not looking soft and weak because if you do . . . it makes it 
difficult for men to have relationships with each other.

He explained that “developing emotional types of relationships with each other” is something men 
stereotypically do not do. Hegemonic masculinity is not expressed and maintained through excessive 
emotionality. This distinction separates the boys from the girls as well as the men who fit the hege-
monic norm from those who do not. Through emotional detachment, the meanings formed in regard 
to masculinity are exaggerated so as to distinguish clearly that which all men are not, that is, female. 
The burden for demonstrating difference is on those trying to avoid the default meanings. Difference 
becomes an aspect of self in which men have a valued investment.

Departures from the norm of emotional detachment, however, do exist. Individual departures 
reflect an understanding of the dominant meanings but not necessarily an incorporation of them into 
one’s self-concept. One man explained that although most men “do what the culture says and hide it” 
(i.e., hide their feelings), he had hoped to be able to express his feelings with other men: “A couple of 
times when I was hurting, uhm, I did kind of seek out a couple of male friends and I was really disap-
pointed. . . . It was like they were embarrassed, you know, to talk about that shit, and so, uh, fuck it!” 
Five of the men who participated in the in-depth interviews and three of the four who participated 
in the follow-up interviews expressed discrepancies between hegemonic masculinity and their own 
masculinity. Each explained that although they knew they were supposed to separate themselves from 
things considered feminine, they did not assess their own identities to be as polarized as the hege-
monic form would suggest.

It was really unfortunate. As I grew older, I really wished that I wasn’t so detached from my mom. 
I’m not that way now, though. After a while, I stopped caring about what everybody else thought. 
I mean, the intimate side got pushed aside for so long because that’s not what “real” men are 
supposed to do. I got over it, though. . . . I guess I’m not what “real” men are supposed to be.
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