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Masculinity as Homophobia
MICHAELS.KIMMEL

Michael Kimmel argues that American men are socialized into a very rigid and limiting
definition of masculinity. He states that men fear being ridiculed as too feminine by other

men and this fear perpetuates homophobic and exclusionary masculinity. He callsfor poli-

tics of inclusion or the broadening definition of manho~d to end gender struggle.

The great secret af American manhaad is: VIleare afraid of other men. Hama-
phabia is a central arganizing principle af aur cultural definitia'tl af man-
haad. Hamaphabia is mare than the irratianal fear af gay men, mare than

the fear that we might be perceived as gay. "The ward 'faggat' has nathing to. do.
with hamasexual experience ar even with fears af hamasexuals," writes David
Leverenz (1986). "It carnes aut af the depths af manhaad: a label af ultimate
cantempt far anyane who. seems sissy,untaugh, uncaal" (p. 455). Hamaphabia is
the fear that ather men will unmask us, emasculate us, reveal to. us and the warld

that we do. nat measure up, that we are nat real men. We are afraid to. let ather
men see that fear. Fear makes us ashamed, because the recagnitian af fear in aur-

selves is praaf to. aurselves that we are nat as manly as we pretend, that we are,
like the yaung man in a paem by Yeats, "ane that ruffles in a manly pase far all
his timid heart." Our fear is the fear af humiliatian. We are ashamed to. be
afraid. . .

The fear af being seen as a sissy daminates the cultural definitians af man-
haad. It starts so. early. "Bays amang bays are ashamed to. be unmanly," wrote ane
educatar in 1871 (cited in Ratunda, 1993, p. 264). I have a standing bet with a
friend that I can walk anta any playground in America where 6-year-ald bays

are happily playing and by asking ane questian, I can provake a fight. That ques-
tian is simple: "Who's a sissy around here?" Once pased, the challenge is made.
One af two. things is likely to. happen. One bay will accuse anather af being a
sissy, to. which that bay will respand that he is nat a sissy, that the first bay is.
They may have to. fight it aut to. see wha's lying. Or a whale graup afbays will
surraund ane bay and all shaut "He is! He is!"That bay will either burst into.
tears and run hame crying, disgraced, ar he will have to. take an several bays at

ance, to. prave that he's nat a sissy. (And what will his father ar alder brothers tell
him if he chaases to. run hame crying?) It will be same time before he regains

any sense af self-respect.
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148 PARTVII SEXUALITY AND INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS

Violence is often the single most ~vident marker of manhood. Rather it is the
willingness to fight, the desire to fight. The origin of our expression that one has
a chip on one's shoulder lies in the practice of an adolescent boy in the country
or small town at the turn of the century, who would literally walk around with a
chip of wood balanced on his shoulder-a signal of his readiness to fight with
anyone who would take the initiative of knocking the chip off (see Gorer, 1964,
p. 38; Mead, 1965).

As adolescents, we learn that our peers are a kind of gender police, constantly
threatening to unmask us as feminine, as sissies. One of the favorite tricks when I
was an adolescent was to ask a boy to look at his fingernails. Ifhe held his palm
toward his face and curled his fingers back to see them, he passed the test. He'd
looked at his nails "like a man." But if he held the back of his hand away from his
face, and looked at his fingern~ils with arm outstretched, he was immediately
ridiculed as a sissy.

As young men we are constantly riding those gender boundaries, checking
the fences we have constructed on the perimeter, making sure that nothing even
remotely feminine might show through. The possibilities of being unmasked are
everywhere. . . . Even the most seemingly insignificant thing can pose a threat
or activate that haunting terror. On the day the students in my course "Sociology
of Men and Masculinities" were scheduled to discuss homophobia and male-
male friendships, one student provided a touching illustration. Noting that it was
a beautiful day, the first day of spring after the brutal northeast winter, he decided
to wear shorts to class. "I had this really nice pair of new Madras shorts," he com-
mented. "But then I thought to myself, these shorts have lavender and pink in
them. Today's class topic is homophobia. Maybe today is not the best day to wear
these shorts."

Our efforts to maintain a manly front cover everything we do. What we wear.
How we talk. How we walk. What we eat. Every mannerism, every movement

contaips a coded gender language. Think, for example, of how you would answer
the~question: How do you "know" if a man is homosexual? When I ask this ques-
tion in classes or workshops, respondents invariably provide a pretty standard list
of stereotypically effeminate behaviors. He walks a certain way, talks a certain
way, acts a certain way. He's very emotional; he shows his feelings. One woman
commented that she "knows" a man is gay if he really cares about her; another
said she knows he's gay if he shows no interest in her, if he leaves her alone.

Now alter the question and imagine what heterosexual men do to make
sure no one could possibly get the "wrong idea" about them. Responses typi-
cally refer to the original stereotypes, this time as a set of negative rules about
behavior. Never dress that way. Never talk or walk that way. Never show your
feelings or get emotional. Always be prepared to demonstrate sexual interest in
women that you meet, so it is impossible for any woman to get the wrong idea
about you. In this sense, homophobia, the fea~ of being perceived as gay, as not
a real man, keeps men exaggerating all the traditional rules of masculinity, in-
cluding sexual predation with women. Homophobia and sexism go hand in
hand. . . .




