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. 1. SOMETIMES MASCULINITY HAS GOT NOTHING TO DO WITH IT

" Nothing to do, that is, with men. And when something is about masculinity, it is not
always “about men." | think it is important to drive a wedge in, early and often

+

and if possible conciusively, between the two topics, masculinity and men,
whose relation to one another it is so difficult not to presume. Even in the
prospectus prose for a serious book—this book, as a matter of fact—whose
aim seems to be to problematize every conceivable aspect of masculinity,
it is still notable that the distinctive linkage between masculinity and the
male subject, or the subject of men, goes unquestioned. In asking *“What Is
Masculinity?" for instance, the editors begin: “Men of all ages and cultural
backgrounds—straight, gay, and bisexual—are beginning to ask and me_o.qm
key issues about the nature of masculinity. . . "

straight, gay, bisexual, and female”?
Later in the same document, | am invited to consider how “traditional rep-
resentations of masculinity have played a crucial role in shaping the economic,

cultural,-and political status of men”; how science views “traits that are typi-
calto men”; whether it is “possible to imagine a critical men’s movement”; and
finally, climactically, “"How men [can) rethink their power in an effort to recon-
struct themselves personally and _o.o_Eom__K.;

Of course, the last thing | want to do is to minimize the importance of ques-
tions like these. But it does seem necessary to emphasize ....oS. crucially the
force of such questions is vitiated when they are U_‘mmmsﬁm.a as the questions

. about masculinity per se—when, that is, an inquiry begins with the presuppo-
sition that everything pertaining to men can be classified as masculinity, and
¢ everything that can be said about masculinity pertains in the first place to men.
:-Gosh, Boy George must really be secure in something when he has the
courage to perform in drag—and he is a boy, at least his name says he is,
so what he is secure in must be "masculinity,” "his” masculinity. It is less ob-
viously absurd, but all the more .:mmamocw.. when, for example, nominally
gay-affirmative psychologists such as Richard Friedman assume that the only
form self-respect can take in boys, in boys gay or straight, is and has to be
1 something called “masculine self-regard.” The boys | know who were so pro-
foundly nourished, and with such heroic difficulty, by their hard-won feminine
and effeminate self-regard—and for that matter, the girls who extracted the
same precious survival skills from a sturdily masculine one—ought to present
much more of a challenge than they have so far to the self-evidence of such
formulations.

o “GosH, Bov GEoRaE, You MusTt BeE AWFULLY SECURE IN YOUR MascuLinTy!® 12
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Maybe we could update that to “Men of all ages and cultural backgrounds—"

| would ask that we m~_.o:©_,< resist, then, the presupposition that what
women have to do with masculinity is mainly to be treated less or more
oppressively by the men to wham masculinity more directly pertains. My pur-
pose is not to file an amicus curiae brief with the “men of all ages and cuttural
backgrounds” who are "beginning to explore key issues about the nature of
masculinity.” l am m.xn_ozso them .3<mm=. Nor do | mean to issue a Consumer
Reports test-kitchen rating on the new masculinities. As a woman, | am a con-

- sumer of masculinities, but | am not more so than men are; and, like men, | as

a woman am also a producer of masculinities and a performer of them.

It seems to me that the women who might better speak to these issues are
some of those who are beginning to write so directly and eloquentty about mas-
culinity and/or about butch identity in women, largely but not exclusively in lesbian
contexts: Leslie Feinberg, for example, or Judith Halberstam, or the contributors
to Joan Nestle's “femme-butch anthology,” or Judith Frank, who originated the
ineradicably compelling notion of “butch abjection.™ | myself, embarrassingly, can
only speak from the subject position newly classified by Minnie Bruce Pratt as
“adult children of mothers who couldn't figure out whether to be butches or
femmes.” (Actually, my mother finally did figure it out; but it took her until the bf
age of seventy, so | am trying to be patient with my own confusions on this topic.)

In another sense, though, it may be that there is an even stronger case to
be made in this regard by a writer who self-identifies, roughly speaking, as a
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variable. The classic research on this was, of course, Sandra Bem'’s work on
psychological androgyny; she had people rated on two scales, one measuring
steraotypically female-ascribed traits and one measuring stereotypically male-
ascribed ones; and found that many lucky people score high on both, many
other people score low on both, and most importantly that a high score on
either of them does not predict a low score on the other.°

If we may be forgiven a leap from two-dimensional into n-dimensional
space, | think it would be interesting, by the way, to hypothesize that not only
masculinity and femininity, but in addition effeminacy, butchness, femmeness,
and probably some other superficiaily related terms, might equally turn out
instead to represent independent variables—or at least, unpredictably depen-
dent ones. | would just ask you to call to mind all the men you know who may
be both highly masculine and highly efferninate—but at the same time, not a
bit feminine. Or women whom you might consider very butch and at the same
time feminine, but not femme. Why not throw in some other terms, too, such
as top and bottom? And an even more potent extension into n-dimensional
space could, ideally, make representable a factor such as race, as well. | am
thinking, for instance, of a fascinating recent paper by Riché Richardson in
which she analyzes the differential meanings, in African-American men’s
(effeminate) drag performance, of imitations of “white" femininity compared to
imitations of “black” femininity.”

One implication of work like Sandra Bem's is that not only are some people
more masculine or more feminine than others, but some people are just plain
more gender-y than others—whether the gender they manifest be masculine,
feminine, both, or “and then some.”

Which bringsus to. ..

MASCULINITY ARD FEMININITY ARE THRESHOLD EFFECTS

This includes masculinity and femininity and, we might add, some of the other gen-

der-salient dimensions that we have also been discussing. By “threshold
effects,” | mean places where quantitative increments along one dimension
can suddenly appear as qualitative differences somewhere else on the map
entirely. | will offer only one example of this—which must also serve to intro-
duce Proposition 4, as a matter of fact—and unfortunately it involves only my
huniéhes about an issue on which | am probably the least expert witness avail-
able: that is to say, the reception history of my own gendered self-presentation
around the time of the chemotherapy “experiment.” But, for what it's worth,
here is my observation. It so happened that the end of the half-year of chemo,

ar P

during which time | was totally bald, and at the end of which | suddenly devel-
oped this fabulous babylike fuzz (which | aimost wore away with the sheer joy
of having it to fondle), it so happened that this moment, the first moment when
| felt able—indeed, irrepressibly eager—to venture out into the world without
one of those little penitential ethnic beanies on my head, coincided with the
fifth annual Lesbian and Gay Studies Conference, that year being held at
Rutgers. So, of course, | went and displayed my wares, and my hairs.

Now, | had been fortunate enough to attend all four of the previous confer-
ences in this series (three at Yale, one at Harvard). And, much as | had
treasured the almost overwhelming stimulus and camaraderie that was on tap
at each one of them and the sense that as scenes they were among the most
fun | had ever happened on, | had nonetheless the sense, at each one, of
being, as a body, erotically invisible to most of the other participants, both male
and female. This did not get me down too much, but I did notice it, and at
some level felt a bit forlorn. Strikingly different was the fesling of being in this
particular body at that particular conference, the Rutgers conference, at that
particular moment. Suddenly, it seemed to me—outlandish, near-bald, and
extremely happy—that | had had the great pleasure of clicking, with an almost
audible click, into visibility in the grid of a certain lesbian optic. | felt, really for
the first time, that | looked exactly as | cught and wished to look, and was vis-
ible as so doing.

" Evc Kosorsky Seoawick
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realize | was castrated!” they incorrectly assume that | am describing the supposedly traumatic psy-
chological impact of the loss of a breast. It is easy for pecple to arrive at the crisp homology
“breast:femininity:: phallus:masculinity,” and that neatly metaphorical substitution offers a kind of
presumptive pseudosense that altogether effaces the literal fact that women are indeed castratable;
effacing, as well, the challenge that this fact offers to conventional gender schematics.

; 6. Sandra Bem, “The Measurement of Psychological Androgyny,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology 42 (April 1974): 155~62; Bem, “The Theory and Measurement of Androgyny: A Reply to
the Pedhazur-Tetenbaum and Lecksley-Colten Critiques,” Journaf of Personality and Secial Psychology
37 (June 1979); and Bem, The Lenses of Gender: Transforming the Debale on Sexual inequality (New
i Haven: Yale University Press, 1993).

7. Riché Richardson, “Sistuh Girl Terry McMillan: Crossing the Threshold to the Trenches,” paper deliv-
ered at the College Language Association, Durham, N.C., Apr. 15, 1994,




