Movement in a straight

- line

The men’s movement is a painful place for gay men, says
academic Gary Dowsett. He doesn’t want to hear about
the problem of who does the washing up anymore, as he

ARY Dowsett is one of a dozen or 50

writers in Australia who I would

place at the cutting edge of mas-
culinity theory. I first met Gary at Australia’s
first academic conference on men and mas-
culinity, held in Sydney back in 1991. Since
then I've seen his name pop up in a host
of publications to do with masculinity and
sexuality,* often in collaboration with Bob
Connell, a central figure in masculinity
studies.

Gary Dowsett and [ had already chatted
about questions of sexual politics and sex-
ual identity. (See “You show me yours”, XY,
Autumn 1994.) 1 then asked him what he
thought of current trends in the men's
movement.

“I'm very troubled about the increasing
divide between gay and straight men in
masculinity work. I know there are gay men
involved in the men’s movement and |
know there are men in the men’s move-
ment who are not gay who seriously take on
gay issues, but they're not the
men I'm talking about.

“I think that the divide is in-
creasing because, for many gay
men, the politics of their relations
with other men are much more
satisfactorily being worked out
with other gay men. I haven't
fucked every gay man that I know
in the world, right? But I live with
them daily, in households, in
work relationships, in politics, in
forms of community involve-
ment. So my relations with other
gay men, while they might have
this common link of a shared sex-
ual identity and an assummed prac-
tice, are actually about the
negotiation of daily relations be-
tween mern.

“1 find increasingly that my
daily relations with gay men, with
whom I work and live and share
my social life, are much, much
maore comfortable; a whole set of
issues have already been ad-
dressed. I still hear a lot of anti-
male stuff coming from young
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told Michael Flood.

gay men, who've come to an awareness of
what the situation is for women, and one
of the first things they do is leap to an anti-
male position as a way of dealing with it.
And you recognise where some of that is
coming from and understand what sort of
political process those men are involved in.
But on the whole, after twenty years of sex-
ual politics, there are certain things I don't
want {o revisit every week, you know. They
become an irrelevance to this life that I've
now built for myself, with largely gay men
in it. That's nrot to say { don’t want to en-
gage the politics and keep aware of the is-
sues and keep supporting those political
movements. I still intend to do all of that,
but I will now claim and demand space as
a gay men for the gay community in which
I live and the relations writ large 1 have
made with other gay men.

“If heterosexual men and women aze still

arguing over the issue of childcare, that is
a very serious issue, and 1 will fend all the

There is always a part of gay men that they have to leave behind, no matfer
how accepting everybody is, when they o to a men’s event, says Gary Dowselt.

support [ can to the resolution of that is-
sue, politically and theoretically. 1 don't
deal with it in my daily life at all, any more,
and nor can anyone say that I should.”

1 ask Dowsett what he means, and his re-
sponse is emphatic. “Well, I don't have chil-
dren. I don’t live with children, I don't want
children, I don’t want to look after chil-
dren, [ don’t want to parent other people’s
children. I have a perfectly happy domes-
tic life of my own, organised around a gay
relationship. To be told that I ought to go
and do the childcare: I'd just walk out the
door if someone said that to me now, I
mean, it is not my issue, and I don’t sec why
it should be in my personal life. My polit-
ical position on support, the role of the
state, law reform, any of those things, that's
where as a public person | engage. But my
social relations and the life that I've or-
ganised as a man with other men around
me are mine to decide on. People can con-
figure that any way they wish: they can
configure it as opting out or
misogyny or all sorts of other
things if they want to. But {
think gay men are increas-
ingly saying this. And this is
in a time of coalitionist poli-
tics where we are working
much more closely with les-
bians that we have done be-
fore, so it's not an issue about
women versus men at ail.

“We too have had to deal
with the problem of who does
the washing up. In fact, I've
solved the thing, a long time
ago. So I can't bear hearing
about this stuff any more, and
I see men my age still strug-
ghing with their women part-
ners about housework: I just
want to go out the door. 1say,
‘For god’s sake, for 20 years
you've been fighting about
housework, I can't believe you
have not found a way around
this problem.” Now, they can
throw up all sorts of argu-
ments about the structure of
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heterosexual relations and structural in-
equality, biah blah, all that kind of stuff,
but we've had exactly the same problem.
I've lived in two-career families, I've lived
in houses with lesbians where we had the
same issues to deal with at times: we've
found ways around it.

“I suppose what I'm trying to say is that
I think there’s a whole series of things that
gay men have now worked out, and that
in those spaces I no longer want to have to
deal with the other places where they have
not been worked out. And I don't think
that's an unfair position. It's not a guestion
of political commitments; it’s a question of
recognising that vast changes have hap-
pened in the last 20 years in the way in
which gay men, and I think lesbians, have
handled these same kinds of questions
about gender, about sexual relations, about
close emotional

think that's part of the problem. I think the
issue of physicality between men is a real di-
vide between gay and straight men, and |
have, as you know, had plenty of experi-
ence in my life of unnecessary and un-
wanted hugs from men. This is non-gay
men's endless attempt to deal with their
own troubles around gay men, which rarely
takes into account the mixed messages it
gives gay men. And there have been endless
attempts by straight men to have sex with
gay men, inn the hope that this will actually
deal with the issue too. And it doesn’t; it
just does more damage to the gay men and
creates more confusion.

“Equally, on the side of gay men, 1 think
one of the reasons why a lot of gay men
say ‘Okay, gay community is the resolu-
tion' is that, god, at least you know that
you can take for granted that sexual at-

traction  Dbe-

ties, relations to
family, parent-
ing, all those
sorts of ques-
tions. As a result,
a fot of gay men,
and to a certain
extent a lot of

The men’s movement doesn’t
provide any handles about
how to deal with the non-gay

tween people is
understood and
that you know
what the rules
are. That's al-
ways going to

. . be a real
p GOP le in my hf e. dilemma for gay
men in the

lesbians, say,

‘Okay, we've solved our problems our way,
it’s all yours over there if you still have to
deal with it.’

“1 don't think that differences between
gay and straight are recognised, and I think
it is one of the reasons why gay men don'‘t
find anything in the men's movement at
times. There's not a lot going on there with
which to deal with gay relations every day.
But also, it doesn’t provide me with any
handies any more about how I deal with
the non-gay people in my life.

“T know some gay men do find value in
the men's movement, so I know that the
men's movement is not heterosexual. I'm
not disputing thht it’s useful to some, I'm
just giving you a personal position on this.
I think it’s very interesting that the men’s
movement has never attracted that level of
gay support.” ‘

Does Gary Dowsett see any potential for
that? g

“No. Oh, and I'l] give you the hard one
now. I think the real issue is still to do with
homophobia. I think it is to do, not with in-
dividual men's homophobia, but the insti-
tutionalised character of homophobia and
heterosexism. Let's take Eve Sedgwick, and
her notion of homosociality and homo-
phobia in the structuring of all refations be-
tween people. Homophobia and the way it
is in all of us, not just in straight people, is
a very large structural and histotical issue
that has to be dealt with in some way. [

men’s movement; their interest in other
men who are not gay is aiways going to be
a really big problem and is going to make
the men's movement a really painful place
for gay men. Because it will be gay men
who are actually being asked to deny their
sexuality in the men’s movement, not het-
erosexual men, right? The gay men are the
ones that have to say 'no’ to themselves. it
remains in a sense an oppressive place; it
has to, almost by definition. It means that
there is always a part of gay men that they
have to leave behind, no matter how ac-
cepting everybody is, when they go to a
men's event (cven if they take their
boyfriend!).

“So I don’t know what the answer is in
masculinist politics; there are no solutions,
only ongoing struggles. You know, we take
the new tools that are coming up and we at-
tempt to re-work them again and we give it
another a shot and see what happens.
Unlike many gay men I stil] keep an inter-
est in what’s happening in masculinity pol-
itics, because I think there’s some interesting
things going on, But I've never been to a
men's festival and I doubt that I ever
will.” @

* One of Gary Dowsett’s most recent articles

s “I'Nl show you mine, if you'll show rme yours:

Gay men, masculinity research, men’s studies,
and sex”, published in the special issue on mas-

culinity of the journal Theory and Society,

22(5), 1993.

Sydney
Men’s
Festival

The festival is a
week of unwinding,
talking, relaxing,
playing and sharing
time with other
men. It is an oppor-
tunity for men to
get together 1o ex-
plore their ideas
and issues with the
support of other
men.

23rd-29th
January 1995

For more info
ring Chris on
(02) 516 3514
or write to
Sydney Men’s
Festival
PO Box 689
Rozelie NSW 2039
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