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A VERY STRAIGHT GAY: MASCULINITY, HOMOSEXUAL
EXPERIENCE, AND THE DYNAMICS OF GENDER’

R. W. CoNNELL
University of California, Santa Cruz

{ develop a conceptual approach to changes in masculinity that emphasizes the dynamics of
the gender order as a whole. Homosexual masculinity is an important locus of these dynam-
ics. After a critigue of conventional discourses of masculinity I develop a theorized life-
history method for researching gender. Analysis of eight life histories from an Australian
gay community finds (1) initial engagement with hegemonic masculinity, (2) sexuality as the
key site of difference, and (3) gradual closure based on relationships or on bodily experience
that eroticizes similarity. Conventional masculinity is an aspect of the object af desire, yet is
subverted by this object-choice; a contradictory masculinity is produced. Though the men in
this study do not directly contest the gender order, the reification of “gayness” provides a
social basis for sexual freedom, and the stabilization of a dissident sexuality opens possibili-
ties for change in the social structure of gender.

ecent media attention to masculinity and

male initiation, fueled in the United States
by enormous sales of fron John: A Book About
Men (Bly 1990), does not represent a sudden dis-
covery. Over the last 20 years, in the wake of the
new feminism, debates on men’s position in
sexual politics have taken place in most Western
countries, including Britain (Tolson 1977), Ger-
many (Brzoska and Hafner 1990), Sweden
{Bengtsson and Frykman 1987) and Australia
(Lewis 1983). These debates have given rise to a
body of descriptive research, termed “male sex
role” or “masculinity” research in the United
States (Kimmel 1987; Brod 1987).

Within this literature, change in men's charac-
ter or in the “male role” have most often been
explained by the psychological discomfort of the
individual or by generalized processes of mod-
emization and technological change. I argue that
we must focus on the social dynamics generated
within gender relations. The gender'order itselfis
the site of relations of dominance and subordina-

* Direct all correspondence to R. W Connell,
Stevenson College, University of California, Santa
Cruz CA 95064, I am deeply indebted to the men
interviewed, to Norm Radican and Pip Martin for
iriterviewing, and to colleagues Tim Carrigan, Gary
Dowsett, Mark Davis, Rosemary Pringle, Marie
O'Brien, Mike Messner, Alice Mellian, and the late
John Lee. This research was supported by a grant
from the Australian Research Grants Commitiee with
supplementary funding from Macquarie University
and Harvard University.

tion, struggles for hegemony, and practices of
resistance.

I explore these issues by examining gender
dynamics among a group of men who have sex
with men. Using eight life histories I investigate
their encounters with conventional masculinity,
the contradictions of sexuality and identity, and
the potential for change in the gender order that
their social practice implies. Their homosexual
masculinity simultaneously depends on and dis-
rupts the existing gender order in ways that illu-
minate long-term possibilities of change in the
structure of gender relations.

MASCULINITY IN GENDER DYNAMICS

The current popular literature “about men™ has
an unrelentingly psychological focus. Authors
speak of archetypes and “father wounds,” of
men’s pain and healing, they offer therapeutic pro-
grams to resolve crises of emotion and personal
meaning. They have little to say about the social
dimensions of these issues, and most are start-
lingly ethnocentric and class-bound in outlook.
The research literature has a broader perspective
— it has begun to document masculinities in a
range of class and ethnic contexts. The concep-
tual framework is usually based on the idea of a
“male sex role” (strictly, a masculine gender role)
and masculine identity. The conceptualization of
gender through role theoty, however, reifies ex-
pectations and self-descriptions, exaggerates con-
sensus, marginalizes questions of power, and can-
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not analyze historical change (Stacey and Thorne
1985; Connell 1987).

But gender is an area to which the classic so-
ciological questions of power, instimtionalized
inequality, and dynamics of social change do ap-
ply. These questions have been posed in an inter-
national feminist literature centering on the con-
cept of “patriarchy” (Walby 1989). Secing gen-
der as a strucmre of social power has immediate
implications for research on men. To understand
asystem of inequality, we must examine its domi-
nant group — the study of men is as vital for
gender analysis as the study of nuling classes and
elites is for class analysis. With this perspective
the scope of research “about men” expands from
the conventions of gender — the focus of gen-
der-role studies — to the full range of ways in
which men’s social practices shape the gender
order, including economic relations, institutions
{such as the state}, and sexuality (Segal 1990).

This is an important advance; yet masculinity
cannot be treated as a simple reflex of patriarchal
power, for two reasons. First, the concept of “pa-
triarchy” has been sharply criticized within femi-
nism (Rowbotham 1979) as ahistorical, implying
an unchanging, universal domination of women
by men. This is inconsistent with the historical
record. Second, some of the very writing thatiden-
tifies menas holders of social power (MacKinnon
1987) rests on a categorical model of gender that
treats men as an undifferentiated class. This view
is inconsistent with contemporary research, which
documents a considerable range of masculinities,
both in terms of cultural representations of men,

and in terms of the institutionalized practices of -

men in gender relations. Differences are found
not only across cultures (Herdt 1982) and through
historical time (Roper and Tosh 1991), but also
— a paint vital for theory — within a particular
culture at any given time, e.g., heterosexual and
homosexual masculinities and the masculinities
of different ethnic and age groups (Kimmel and
Messner 1989).

The problems of change and difference are
closely connected. The possibilities of historical
change in a gender order are reflected in divi-
sions among men as well as in the practices of
women. At the same tme, differences among
-men can only be understood with reference to
the structure of the gender order. The recognition
of muitiple “masculinities™ in recent research need
not reduce the sociology of masculinity to a
postmodern kaleidoscope of lifestyles. Rather, it
points to the relational character of gender. Dif-
ferent masculinities ate constituted in relation to

other masculinities and to femininities — through
the structure of gender relations (Connell 1987,
pp. 175-88) and through other social structures
(notably class and colonialism, Phillips 1987;
ethnicity, Blauner 1989). In modem social for-
mations, certain constructions of masculinity are
hegemonic, while others are subordinated or
marginalized.

My approach to social change is based on this
relational perspective on masculinity. Relations
of hegemony reflect and produce a social dynamic:
struggles for resources and power, processes of
exclusion and incorporation, splitting and recon-
stitution of gender forms. To analyze this dynamic
is to explore the crisis tendencies of the gender
order as a whole. (The concept of “crisis tenden-
cies” is borrowed from Habermas [1976], who
did not, however, apply it to gender.)

In the dynamics of hegemony in contempao-
rary Western masculinity, the relation between
heterasexual and homosexual men is central, car-
rying a heavy symbolic freight. To many people,
homosexuality is a negation of masculinity, and
homosexual men must be effeminate. Given that
assumption, antagonism toward homosexual men
may be used to define masculinity, a stance Herek
(1986) summed up in the proposition that “to be
‘aman’ in contemporary American society is to
be homophobic — that is, to be hostile toward
homosexual persons in general and gay men in
particular” (p. 563). The resulting oppression of
gay men, as Pleck (1980) observed, provides a
symbol for all cases of hierarchy among men.

While Herek's formulation is oversimplified,
it captures the significance of heterosexual-
versus-homosexual relations for heterosexuality.
The emergence of “the homosexual™ as a social
type in the last two centuries of Furopean and
American culture and as documented in the new
gay history (Kinsman 1987, Greenberg 1988)
has a reciprocal. In the same historical process,
erotic contact between men was expelled from
the legitimate repertoire of dominant groups of
men, and hegemonic masculinity was thus rede-
fined as explicitly and exclusively heterosexual.
The process of expulsion constructed hegemonic
masculinity as homophobic, in Herek's sense.
The view that homophobia is a means of polic-
ing the boundaries of a traditional male sex role
(Lehne 1989} grasps the dynamic character of
the process but misconstrues its history: Hetero-
sexual masculinity did not predate homophobia
but was historically produced along with it.

Herek’s formulation misses the significance
of gay masculinities. Some groups of openly gay
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men emphasize masculinity as part of their cul-
tural style (Humphries 1985). Closeted gay men
enjoy the general advantages of masculine gen-
der, and even effeminate gay men may draw eco-
nomic benefits from the overall subordination of
women. In our culture, men who have sex with
men are generally oppressed, but they are not
definitively excluded from masculinity. Rather,
they face structurally-induced conflicts about
masculinity — conflicts between their sexuality
and their social presence as men, about the mean-
ing of their choice of sexual object, and in their
construction of relationships with women and
with heterosexual men. Out of these conflicts
have comme unusually sharp observations of het-
erosexual men and pioneering movements in
sexual politics,

The experiences and practices of homosexual
men, therefore, are important for understanding
contemporary gender dynamics and the possi-
bilities for change. Research on masculinity must
explore how gender operates for those men most
vehemently defined as unmasculine: how mas-
culinity is constructed for them, how homosexual
and heterosexual masculinities interact, and how
homosexual men experience and respond to
change in the gender order.

DISCOURSES OF HOMOSEXUALITY

These questions have nor been central to the tra-
ditional discourses about “homosexuals” in the
human sciences. (Using the term “homosexual”
as a noun already reifies sexual object choice into
a type of human being.) Yet there is a conver-
gence with gender analysis, especially in recent
critiques. :

The discourse of homosexuality most familiar
to sociologists is the sociology of deviance. In
classics of this field, one routinely encounters
lists like “‘alcoholics, mentally disordered per-
sons, stutterers, homosexuals,. and systematic
check forgers” (Lemert 1972:78; f. Becker 1963;
Goffman 1963). The “labeling” approach in the
sociology of deviance raised useful questions
about the apparatus of social control, the process
of stigmatization, the moral entrepreneurs who
stigmatized, and the need to negotiate assigned
* identities. But placing homosexuality within a
“normality/deviance™ framework virtually erased
the dimension of gender and sexual politics. For
example, Goffan (1963, pp. 98-99) quoted an
episode in which a gay man was severely bashed
for revealing his relationship with a man passing
as straight, but dismissed the episode with a joke

as an exarnple of “disciplinary action™, failing to
see a dramatic and violent moment in the politics
of masculinity. When Plummer (1975) applied
interactionist labeling theory in fine detail to gay
men, the result was a usefill catalogue of pres-
sures experienced in the individual life-course,
but a conceptual retreat from the structural and
dynamic questions heing raised by gay move-
ment theorists (Altman 1972).

Homosexual men have been the objects of a
more individualistic discourse in psychiatry, psy-
choanalysis, and psychology. The focus here is
the “etiology” of homosexuality — homosexual-
ity being understood as a condition of the indi-
vidual for which causes must be found, whether
family pathology, gender aberration, or biologi-
cal predisposition (Friedman 1988). Gender was
emphasized by psychoanalysis, but the social di-
mension of gender was ignored. Lewes’s (1988)
remarkable history of psychoanalytic conceptions
of homosexuality showed how Freud's radical
but ambiguous formulations, which. linked ho-
mosexuality to the universal bisexuality of hu-
man beings, were gradually dispiaced by a doc-
trine of homosexuality as a specific condition,
and an inherently pathological one to baot. Psy-
choanalysis thus merged with the medical and
juridical apparatus that treated male homosexu-
ality as “other” to a “patural” heterosexuality.

This discourse was challenged in the 1960s
and 1970s by therapists who found no particular
pathology among homosexual men, though some
among the homophobic (Weinberg 1973), and
by gay liberationists, who considered psychia-
trists attempting to “cure” homosexuality as di-
rect agents of oppression. This position was given
suppaort by studies of sex that documented wide-
spread same-sex experiences and failed to find
pathology (Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin 1948,
Bell and Weinberg 1978). Kinsey's positivist
sexual science, however, left little space for de-
sire, culture, or social relations. It-was displaced
in tum by social constructionist views, which
saw homosexuality as scripted sexual perfor-
mance {Gagnon and Sirnon 1974) or as the effect
of an apparatus of surveillance and classification
(Foucault 1980).

The social constructionist view of homosexu-
ality (Plummer 1981; Greenberg 1988) has be-
come the meeting point of sexology, sociology,
anthropology, history, and gay theory. It has the
conceptual power to integrate a wide range of
evidence from a range of disciplines, and has
hecome so accepted that it is now the target of
dissenting polemics (Stein 1990). The central
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claim of social constructionism — that homo-
sexual relations exist only within culture and show
deep historical and cross-cultural variation — is
now well established (Altman et al. 1989). So-
cial constructionism underpins a widespread view
of homosexuality as an identity formed gradu-
atly through a series of steps or stages (Troiden
1989) and as a subculture (or set of subcultures)
maintained in a pluralistic society by socializa-
tion and boundary negotiation (Herdt 1992).

However, a focus on identity and subculture
takes the emphasis off large-scale social struc-
ture, in this case structural questions about gen-
der. In this respect, social constructionism has
followed the sociology of deviance in leaching
gender out of group process. Paradoxically {(given
the HIV epidemic) it also takes the emphasis off
sexuality, which in much of this literature is pri-
marily a criterion of group membership. These
tendencies are clear in recent work on gay cul-
ture and identity in North America (Epstein 1987,
Herdt 1992).

These trends have turned gay studies away from
questions about masculinity and the large-scale
dynamics of gender. There are, however, alter-
native versions of social constructionism.
Blachford (1981) reflected on the interplay be-
tween the gay world and the culture of male domi-
nance in. society. He found both reproduction of
that dominance, and resistance to it, in what is
ultimately a “controlled space.” Weeks {1986)
recast social constructionism by treating sexual-
ity as the domain of a complex and constantly
changing political struggle. A post-structuralist
view of social order allowed Weeks to see sexual
subcultures as more diverse and having greater
potential for change than did Blachford. Weeks
also emphasized the agency of gay men in the
construction of sexual subcultures. This brings
Weeks closer to the Sartrean view of social pro-
cess, which emphasizes collective practice in the
making of history (Sartre 1976). Finally, even
the subcultural approach can lead back to gender
if it focuses on gay subcultures that dramatize
gender issues. Klein (1990) and Levine (1992),
studying hypermasculine bodybuilders and gay
“clones” (a style of dress and interaction evolved
in the 1970s), point to significant contradictions

.aver masculinity within homosexual experiences
and show the fruitfulness of exploring how thase
contradictions get resolved,

Although these debates about the nature of
homoasexuality have not focused on gender, they
help refine the research agenda on gay masculin-
ity. To understand the construction of homosexual

masculinities requires an examination of gender
relations in the family (the terrain of psychoana-
lytic discourse) and the shared social life of gay
men (the terrain of subcultyral studies). The con-
struction of sexuality, in its problematic relation-
ship with identity and subculture, must be on the
agenda. Finally, the debates on etiology as well
as some recent subcultural research indicate that
contradictory social and emotional processes are
likely to be involved.

METHOD

Four issues are the foci of this study: the con-
struction. of masculinity in the lives of gay men;
the construction of sexuality and its relationship
to identity and subculture; the interplay between
heterosexual and homosexual masculinities; and
the experience of change in gender relations.

This agenda requires close-focus methods. The
classic approach to the dynamics of sexual ob-
ject choice is through life-history case studies.
Of these, Freud’s (1955) “Wolf Man” case study
remains the model exploration of internal con-
tradictions in masculinity.

Life history studies are enjoying a revival as a
way to include formerly unheard voices in public
discourse (McCall and Wittner 1990). The
method has problems, including the limitations
of conscious memory (Rubin 1986), difficulties
of corroboration, laborious data gathering, and
time-consuming analysis. At the same time it has
virtues as a tool of versrehen that is flexible in
design and application (Plummer 1983). I chose
the life-history method because of its capacity —
less discussed in the methodological literature
but clear in classic life-history research (Thomas
and Znaniecki 1927) — to document sociat struc-
ture, collectivities, and institutional change at the
same time as personal life. The fundamental con-
nection between life-history and social stracture
has been theorized by Sartre (1963}, whose con-
ception of personal practice as a project develop-
ing through time underpins the method of this
study.

To decode structural effects in personal prac-
tice, the basic unit of study must be the single
case. Personal trajectories reveal the interplay of
constraints and possibilities, and the interaction
of structures. Accordingly, the single case is the
basis of this study. However, if the research prob-
lem concems the dynamics operating in a given
social location, a group of cases from that loca-
tion must be examined so that the range of prac-
tical possibilities and the character of collective



MASCULINITY

739

practice become clear. Further, exploring a dy-
namic like the reconstruction of masculinity that
operates across different social locations requires
comparison of a range of groups. Accordingly,
the study design had three levels: the single case,
a group of cases from a particular location, and
comparisons between groups in different loca-
tions. This report focuses on a group of cases
from a particular location, but refers to the other
levels.

This logic requires features of design and in-
terpretation that take the life history well beyond
unstructured narrative. The sociatly theorized life
history, to give the approach a name, requires
prior analysis of the social structure involved.
Interviews in this study were based on an analy-
sis of gender as a structure of social practice and
of its three main substructures: the division of
labor, the structure of power, and the structure of
cathexis (Connell 1987), each realized at both
collective and personal levels. For the substance
of the autobiographical narrative, interviewers
sought descriptions of concrete practices (e.g.,
what a boy and his father actually did in interac-
tion, not just how the relationship was experi-
enced). We used institutional transitions (e.g.,
entry to school, entry to workforce) as the frame-
work for memory, and asked for descriptions of
interactive practice in institutions (particularly
families, schools, and workplaces). We explored
the sequencing of relationships in order to under-
stand the construction of gender as a project
through time. Ta gain clues to emotional dynam-
ics, we also sought accounts of early memories,
family constellations, and relationship crises.

The mode of analysis in life-history research is
as important as the interview design. In this study,
the individual cases were intensively worked over
and written up before the analysis of groups was
undertaken, A standard format for the case stud-
ies was developed with three main components,
each examining the whole interview material from
adifferent point of view: (1) the life course (i.e.,
the narrative sequencing of events); (2} a stnic-
tural analysis, using a grid of the substructures of
gender relations defined by the theoretical madel;
and (3) a dynamic analysis that traced the con-
struction (and deconstruction) of masculinity in
the individual life.

After the case studies were completed, the
group analysis began. The goal was to explore
the similarities and differences between the tra-
jectories of men in a given location and their
collective involvement in the historical dynamic
of gender. Cases were systematically compared

by mapping them on a synoptic grid that, for
each topic, kept all cases in view while preserv-
ing the gestalt of each life-course.

Because this project concerned contemporary
transfonmations in masculinity, four social loca-
tions were chosen in which the institutionaliza-
tion of masculinity was likely to be under pres-
sure, and thus crisis tendencies might be decoded:
urban gay community networks; environmental
or “green” activism (a location with a strong femi-
nist influence); unemployed working-class youth,
and knowledge-based occupations outside the old
professions. My approach is similar to what
Glaser and Strauss (1967} called “theoretical sam-
pling.” I judged that about 10 cases from each
location would reveal the diversity of dynamics
without being unmanageable in terms of funding
and reporting. Thirty-six case studies were com-
pleted.

This report presents the results for one loca-
tion -— a group of eight men recruited from an
urban gay community in Sydney, Australia. The
aim was to find respondents who had a reason-
ably well-defined, shared location in gender re-
latjons. This group reflects the social character
of the Sydney gay community as established in a
subsequent quantitative study (Connell et al.
1989). The group also reflects the predotninant
style of sexuality. It includes no drag queens,
leathermen, or aficionados of sexual exotica.
(Such sexual styles may be prominent on the gay
cultural scene, but only a small proportion of the
gay community is committed to them in practice
[Connell and Kippax 1590].) Although represen-
tativeness is not measurable with a small group
of case studies, I am confident that these cases
are not atypical. Interviews, lasting one to two
hours, were conducted from 19835 through 1986;
interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.

Reporting on a study like this is difficult. The
design emphasizes intensive analysis, rather than
numbers of cases, while focusing on sacial pro-
cess. Condensation is essential; but condensa-
tion can undermine the goal of the life-history
method — to show life courses. In addition, a
project on gender tensions related to sexuality
can hardly avoid sensitive material that places
ethical constraints on reporting. It is not easy to
achieve a faithful representation of such data.
My approach to writing this text is a compro-
mise; For each research question, I select enough
detail from one or a few cases to document the
main process revealed by the full data set while
giving enough of other cases to indicate varia-
tions or altemnatives. Although all cases were con-
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sidered in the analysis of each topic, not all cases
are quoted. )

Although the study is set in Australia, the
analysis centers on topics having close parallels
in North America and Westem Europe. These
regions are similar in the overall patterns of gen-
der relations (Bottomley, de Lepervanche and
Martin 1991) and the recent history of homa-
sexual masculinities (Aldrich and Wotherspoon
1992) because of shared cultural history and
contemporary global economic and media inte-

gration.

THE PARTICIPANTS

The participants were recruited by word of mouth
through interpersonal networks in the Sydney gay
community, inviting participation in a study of
“changes in the lives of men.” Participants came
from mixed class and regional backgrounds,
though their present lives converge.

Mark Richards is in his early twenties, unmar-
ried, and a nurse trainee. The oldest child of a
business family, his childhood was dominated
by conflict between his parents, their separation,
and his mother’s illness and death. He bore heavy
responsibilities early. Sent to a boys’ private
school, he formed his first long-term sexual rela-
tionship there and failed his exams. Rejecting
social conservatism and a career, he went to live
in aradical communal household. Women friends
suggested nursing, and he started work in a hos-
pice for the dying.

Dean Carrington is in his mid-twenties, un-
married, and works ag a heavy-vehicle driver.
The youngest child of a close-knit family that ran
a small business, he had a religious upbringing
but lost faith after a sibling died. His family mi-
grated several times. (He is the only one of the
eight men who was bom outside Australia.) His
parents encouraged education, but he failed uni-
versity and then supported himself in a variety of
manual jobs. He eventually migrated alone to
join the gay community in Sydney.

Alan Andrews is in his late twenties, unmar-
ried, works as a technician. He was a younger
child in a large family in a small country town.
His father, a tradesman in a family business, and
his mother, a housewife, were embedded in an
extended family. Successful in school, he moved
away (o attend college and began to break with
country conservatism. He worked in the city be-
cause no jobs were available in the region. He
linked up with gay social networks and eventu-
ally formed a long-term couple relationship.

Jonathan Hampden is in his late twenties, un-
married, and is a tradesman’s assistant. The
middle child in an affluent professional family,
he was sent to private schools where he did poorly.
His anxious relationship with an overworked fa-
ther meant that his father’s death precipitated an
emotional breakdown as well as a family eco-
nomic crisis. He made a siow recovery through a
series of relationships and casual jobs. Recently
he has been deeply involved in growth-move-
ment therapy.

Damien Outhwaite is in his early thirties, un-
married, and is an unemployed taxi driver (works
only occasionally). He was the middle child in a
warking-class family in a remote countty town.
He moved to the regional city for higher educa-
tion and to escape country conservatism. A flam-
boyant student, he was pushed out of his profes-
sional course on suspicion of being gay. He
moved to Sydney and discovered the gay com-
munity, but lost his white-collar job for being
gay. Living on the dole and working periodically
as a driver, he has become involved in creative
arts.
Adam Singer is in his early thirties, unmarried,
and works in the city office of a large organiza-
tion ag a professional specialist. His family was
upwardly mobile from the working class; he was
pushed toward a profession and succeeded at
university, but lacks enthusiasm for the work.
However, the environment is secure, and he has
stayed with the same employer. His main en-
thusiasms lie in an active and varied sex life and
a strong interest in the art world.

Gordon Anderson is in his early forties, di-
vorced, a father, and is a company manager. He
was the oldest child in a rural family that was
disrupted by his father’s alcoholism and supported
by his mother’s manual work. From school he
went to white-collar work in the city, married,
and started a family. He entered the “yuppie”
(his word) social world, but disliked its snob-
bery. He became prominent working for a volun-
tary organization that had a high public profile.
His marriage gradually broke down and separa-
tion followed; he keeps in touch with the chil-
dren. He shifted his career to business manage-
ment. He has established a long-term couple re-
lationship, but remains closeted.

Gerry Lamont is in his late forties, married, a
father, and is a professional in private practice.
He was the oldest child in a working-class family
marked by violent conflict. Rejecting this back-
ground he became upwardly mobile via school-
ing and religion. He entered a conventional mar-
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riage and built a successful, but increasingly
unsatisfying, bureaucratic professional career.
Personal crises and encounter groups led to a
“period of transition” in which he consciously
reconstructed his sexuality, personal relations, and
working life. He formed pay relationships during
and after this period.

CONSTRUCTING MASCULINITY

Traditional discourses of homosexuality have been
preoccupied with the “causes” of homosexuality.
The psychiatric discourse in particular has con-
nected the “etiology™ of homosexuality with some
abnormality in family relations or gender devel-
opment, although dehate has raged about what
that abnormality is. Recent opinion has been in-
fluenced by a San Francisco study that found little
support for the seductive-mother/weak-father the-
gis (Bell, Weinberg, and Hammersmith 1981).
However, homosexual men in the study often
reported gender nonconformity in childhood.
Neither view of the origins of homosexuality
throws light on the life histories in this study. All
the men grew up in families with a conventional
division of labor and a conventional power struc-
ture, Dean Carrington jokingly refers to his fa-
ther as a “Victorian male.” One-half of the fa-
thers were physically abusive toward their wives.
The mothers worked as housewives and child
caregivers; a few had occasional paid jobs. The
family constellations of these eight men clearly
fell within the range of what was numerically
“normal” or socially conventional in Australia in
the 1950s and 1960s (Game and Pringle 1979).
There is little evidence of “gender non-
conformity™ either. The masculinizing practices
in these families parallel those in the study’s
heterasexual life histories. What [ have called the
“moment of engagement” with hegemonic mascu-
linity (Connell 1990} also occurred for these men.
Their mothers put them in pants rather than skirts,
their fathers taught them football, and they leamed
sexual difference. After leaving the family, they
were inducted into the usual sex-typed peer groups,
received the usual sexist informal sex education,
were subjected to the gender dichotomies that
pervade school life (Thome forthcoming).
. Jonathan Hampden’s father, for example, was
the dominant person in his household, although
he increasingly withdrew as his energies focused
on building up his professional business.
Jonathan's father had been an academic and sport-
ing success at the private boys® school to which
he later sent Jonathan, and Jonathan was pres-

sured to perform similarly. Rebellious and re-
sentful in early adolescence, Jonathan became
involved — even samething of a leader — in a
school-resisting peer network that engaged in
heavy smoking, group sex play, playground fight-
ing, antagonism toward teachers, and poor aca-
demic performance. In puberty, Jonathan grew
physically large and became a successful
footballer. He recalls episodes of violence on the
football field in which he bashed oppesing play-
ers, a practice that is in tune with mighy’s hyper-
masculine culture (Dunning 1986).

Thus, Jonathan Hampden was engaged in the
public construction of a hegermonic form of mas-
culinity — entering a set of interpersonal and
institutional practices that connected him to a
public world and gave him a masculine position
and stance within it. These practices are resilient:
Jonathan remains socially masculinized, despite
iremendous turbulence in his personal life since
leaving school — his father died, his family faced
economic disaster, and he suffered a near-psy-
chotic episode. He is, for instance, working com-
fortably in a male-dominated manual trade. A
similar social masculinization is seen with other
men in the group. Dean Carrington drives heavy
vehicles. Regardless of his sexual preference for
men, Dean defines masculinity as sexual agency,
i.e., taking an active and directing part. Gordon
Anderson runs his office along conventional boss-
and-secretary lines and has the controlled, au-
thoritative manner that goes with the well-cut
gray suit he wore when interviewed. Gordon is a
skillful business tactician and a knowledgeable
commentator on politics. He is as effective a par-
ticipant in the public world of hegemonic mascu-
linity in business as Jonathan Hampden was in
the adolescent peer world of hegemonic mascu-
linity as a rebel.

Yetpsychoanalysis cautions us not to take such
appearances for granted. The fundamental point
of Freud’s “Wolf Man™ study is that adult mas-
culinity is the product of a long, complex process
that Jeaves a layered and contradictory structure
of emotions. Institutional contradictions also
emerge. For example, competitive sport institu-
tionalizes masculinity in contemporary Australia
as it does in North America. But if skill and suc-
cess are masculine, most participants are distanced
from hegemonic masculinity as well as inducted
into it, because the hierarchy of competitive sport
has many more places for the unsuccessful than
for champions (Messner 1992).

Moreover, the existence of a masculinized pub-
lic culture — in peer groups, schools, workplaces,
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sport organizations, media — makes gender a
candidate for resistance. Resistance may mean
seizing on a hypermasculine persona, as did
Jonathan Hampden and others (Connell 1991).
Resistance may also mean doing something out-
rageously unmasculine. Damien Outhwaite, who
moved from a stifling rural background to col-
lege in the city, broke out hy dying his hair, wear-
ing hipster jeans, wearing nail-polish, and taking
up knitting. Mark Richards, uncontrollable and
hostile as a teenager, reversed gears as a young
adult and became a nurse.

The curtent popular literature on masculinity
argues that true masculinity is formed only by
initiation among men and urges men to with-
draw psychologically from women (Bly 1990,
Keen 1991). The psychoanalytic discourse on
homosexuality and Chodorow's {1978) psycho-
analytic/sociological theory of the reproduction
of gender have a more accurate perception of the
importance of boys’ and men’s relations with
women {especially their mothers) in the produc-
tion of masculinity. But these relations should
not be treated as deterministic. The eight cases in
this study all show that the family setting is a
field of relationships within which gender is ne-
gotiated — and the configuration of the field
often changes. Given households with a conven-
tional division of labor, relations with mothers
and sisters are the primary means of marking
sexual difference and the source of identifica-
tions that provide altematives to identification
with the father. Thus, the conventional structure
of the patriarchal household opens up a range of
possibilities in emotional relations and in the con-
struction of gender.

Thus, in Jonathan Hampden’s case, there is a
powerful identification with his father, but also a
distinct identification with his older sister — a
relationship that developed as his father's affec-
tion was withdrawn. At a later stage, Jonathan
vehemently repudiated the relation with his sis-
ter. Alan Andrews, a country boy like Damien
Quthwaite, was always closer to his mother, had
mainly girls as friends in childhood, and gener-
ally admires and feels close to women. While
Alan had to be pushed out of the nest by his
mother, Damien dodged his mother’s control and
escaped to the city, although he remains emo-
tionally linked to her.

The construction of masculinity, then, is a pow-
erful dynamic in these men's lives. Their homo-
sexuality is clearly not built on a lack of mascu-
linity. All the men had some engagement with
hegemonic masculinity. But the construction of

gender operates simultaneously through a vari-
ety of relationships and cultural processes (West
and Zimmerman 1987). The complexity of the
pracess allows it to be inflected in different ways.
In these men’s lives, the important occasion usu-
ally was a sexual experience — a discovery of
sexuality, or a discovery in sexuality.

SEXUALITY AND IDENTITY

For the majority of the participants, the first ma-
jor sexual encounters were heterosexual. Two
have been married and have children, others have
been close to marriage. For Alan Andrews, grow-
ing up in the country, sexuality was effectively
defined as relationship with a girl. His mother
and his peer group pressured him to find a gitl-
friend. His mates tried to find one for him. He
tells a comic tale about being pushed into the girls®
tent — one night when the peer group was camp-
ing out in the bush — and grabbing the wrong
girl. What Rich {1980) called “compulsory het-
erasexuality” was taken for granted as part of
growing up:

There was a lot of pressure on boys at the age of 16

or 17 to not be virgins, and I was a virgin. So I

always thought it will be really good when I meet
the right girl. But it happened to be a boy.

The public discourse of sexuality is un-
reflectively heterosexual, but compulsory hetero-
sexuality was not always realized in practice. The
men'’s narratives document childhoods in which
both same-gender and cross-gender experiences
are common. Adam Singer recalls being “very
sexual from as young as I can remember.” He
tells of sex games with peers of both genders in -
primary and secondary school, including a de-
lightful vignette of a “nudist colony” set up by
primary school boys in the bush just beyond the
school fence. Likewise, Jonathan Hampden re-
calls childhood sex play with both genders, though
less idyllic — he was caught.

Such childhood sexual experiences with part-
ners of both genders appear in life histories of
heterosexual adults as well as homosexual adults.
Early sexual contact with boys or men does not
in itself disrupt heterosexuality. General popula-
tion surveys find that many more adults have had
such contact than become wholly or mainly ho-
mosexual (Tumer 1989). Freud (1953) pointed
to free-form childhood sexuality (his joke about
the “polymorphously perverse disposition”™ of the
child is usually taken as a solemn theoretical state-
ment), but confined it to early childhood. Cases
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like those of Adam Singer and Jonathan Hampden
show polymorphous sexuality extending up to,
and sometimes well into, adolescence.

Adult homosexuality, like adult heterosexual-
ity, represents closure of this structured-but-open
field. It is something that kapperns, that is pro-
duced by particular practices, and is not prede-
termined. The sexual closure involves choice of
an object (in Freud's sense), and this narrowing
of focus can be traced in some of the interviews.
With Mark Richards, a period of severe adoles-
cent unhappiness and rejection of authority was
resolved by falling in love with a classmate after
he was sent to an all-boys boarding school. He
calls it “a classic boarding-house story . . . avery
close friendship and on top of that. .. quite a
strong sexual relationship as well.” It was fur-
tive, but intense:

We didn't get caught — and where we didn’t do it!
I'mean, under the Assembly Hall and under the stairs.
He took up music lessons just because I was taking
music lessons; we’d go out on the same days. . . .

{Did people in the school know abous it?)

Oh God no. No. Absolutely not. [ don’t know how,
but no.

From then on, Mark’s choice of men as objects
of cathexis was never in doubt. This choice was
not a fetishistic fixation on a particular feature of
the object; rather it represented a consolidation
of Mark's sexuality around the relationship, cre-
ating a structure that Mark transferred to later at-
tachments. Mark’s sex life has, accordingly, been
conducted through several relatively long-term
relationships. He rejects fast-lane sexuality and
speaks with heavy irony of the “wonderful” ef-
fects of AIDS, which “stop everyone fucking
around everywhere.”

Sexual closure can happen, as in Mark’s case,
without any reference to homosexual identity or
any social definition as gay — the relationship
itself is its basis. Adamn Singer’s sexuality, free-
form to an extreme in childhood, also consoli-
dated around emotional relationships, including
relationships with wornen but placing much more
emphasis on men. In high school Adam became
sexually aware of the masculine aura of senior
students: “They were students just like me, but
their maleness was very, very strong.” As an adult
he expresses his desire, facetiously but effectively:

A big muscley man who [ feel I can cuddle up to;
and I love being nurtured.

The choice of object here is defined through a
contradictory gender imagery — “muscley” con-

ventionally contradicts “nurtured” — and this
contradiction is not abstract, but embodied.

The social process here cannot be captured by
notions of “homosexual identity” or a “homo-
sexual role.” The sexuality concerns gendered
bodies — the giving and receiving of bodily plea-
sures, The social process is conducted mainly
through touch. Yet it is unquestionably a social
process, an interpersonal practice govemed by
the large-scale structure of gender.

Dean Carrington, who has had relationships
with men and women, evokes a similar pattern.
When asked about the difference, his answer fo-
cused on badily sensation:

In the traditional sense it’s been the same. [ mean
anal sex, or anything else: kissing, touching, suck-
ing, licking, the whole works has been the same
physically. But I've decided to think perhaps how
much more exciting itis with aman. Because Tknow
I can stimulate a man. [ know how [ like ta be stimu-
lated. And that’s good, it's fantastic, I'm actually
telating more, Whereas my lover B (female) never
would say. She loved everything but she wouldn’t
point out one thing and say “T'd like you to do it this
way, I'd like you to put pressure on, or do a certain
thing, or wear certain clothes. . . " I feel Ican relate
more to a man hecause his body's the same as
mine. . . . Having sex with a man, ['m able to find
out how I feel better. . . . I'm actually finding out
more aboutmy body. . . .I've developed two breasts,
[know what they 're like, these two tits there: They 're
not very big, they're very flat, but they're beautiful.
And I've missed out on so many things. Such a
shame, such a bloody waste.

Dean’s answer rocks back and forth between simi-
larity and difference. He experiences no categori-
cal erotic difference between the sexes and does
not engage in different practices with the two
sexes. His answer is in accord with the conclu-
sions of our quantitative study of the sexual rep-
ertoire among gay and bisexual men in this mi-
lieu {Connell and Kippax 1990): The most com-
mon practices in male-to-male sex in this culture
(kissing, erotic hugging, and so on) are the same
as those in fernale-to-male sex. What is different
with a man, Dean makes clear, is the gestalt of
the body — a configuration whose similarity is
both disturbing and reassuring. The similarity al-
lows exploration of another’s body to be a means
of exploring one’s own.

A gendered sexuality, the evidence implies, is
likely to be a gradual and provisional construc-
tion. But the social identity of being gay is an-
other martter. The category is now so well-formed
and readily available that it can be imposed on
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people. As a late-adolescent rebel, Damien
QOuthwaite experienced the process that labeling
theory describes, when he was still actively in-
terested in women:

There was one guy atcollege that immediately iden-
tified me as being gay, and he used to give me a bit
of a hassle about it . . ., used to identify things [
would do to being gay. One of the things was that L
was one of the first to wear hipster jeans when they
came in— he thought of that as being gay. And the
other thing that I did was that I used to carry my
baoks around in a shoulder bag — he thought that
was particularly gay too.

In due course, Damien embraced this definition
of himself, which was confirmed by oppression
— losing jobs — and by increasing embedded-
ness in gay sacial networks.

Gayness is now so reified that it is easy for
men to experience the process of adopting this
social definition as discovering a truth about them-
selves. Gordon Anderson speaks of having “real-
ized” he was gay; Alan Andrews uses the same
term. Alan offers a classic coming-out narrative
encompassing six stages. Prehistory: Growing
up in a country town; a relaxed, conservative
family; no particular tensions. Preparation: Ado-
lescent uncertainties — liking to be with girls,
but not having a girlfriend; sex play with a boy-
friend who backs off. Contact: Age 19, he
stumbles across a beat (a venue for semipublic
encounters, similar to the U.S. “tea-room™) and
has sex with men. Then he gaes looking for beats,
gets better at it, has a “wonderful” sex-filled beach
holiday. Acknowledgement: Age 20, “I finaily
came to the conclusion I was gay, and [ went to
my first gay dance.” Jmtmersion: Does the bars
on his own, has multiple relationships. Consoli-
dation: Age 22, meets Mr. Right and settles into
a couple relationship; has more gay male friends;
joins some gay organizations; comes out to his
parents. ,

Although these sound very much like the stages
of “homosexual identity formation™ in the mod-
¢ls proposed by Cass (1990) and Troiden (1989),
the neatness of the sequence is deceptive, and the
outcome is not the homogeneous identity posited
by the ego-psychology on which such models

. are based. Alan’s first sexual experiences on the
beat were disappointing — it took: time for him
to become skilled and to experience much. plea-
sure. When he hit the bar scene in Sydney —
“notoriously antisocial . . . , very cold places” —
he was exploited. A big, handsome, slow-talking
country boy, he must have been something of a

phenomenon around the Sydney bars and did not
lack for partners. He was looking for love and
affection; his partners wanted sex. He even feels
he was “raped” by a couple of parmers -—— “T was
forced into anal sex by them.” He became criti-
cal of gay studs, interpreting their expertise as an
overcompensation for insecurity. He leamed to
dissemble in heterosexual groups, to flirt surrep-
titiously. Coming out to his parents was hard and
was not successful: His mother was upset, his
father refused to talk, and both did their best to
keep Alan’s younger brother away from him,
lest the corruption be passed on. Alan is not so
hostile to them that this can pass without hurt.

In a story like this, “coming out” actually means
coming ix to an existing gay milieu, Gay theore-
ticians, especially those influenced by Foucault,
have debated whether the collective identity sus-
tained in this milieu is a means of “regulation”
and ultimately a means of oppression (Sargent
1983; Weeks [986). Certainly Damien Quth-
waite's experience — being accused of gayness
because of his jeans and his shoulder bag —
could be read that way. So could Alan Andrews’
passage through beats and bars. Mark Richards
distances himself from the fast-track lifestyle and
the gay subculture, from both effeminates and
leathermen, in an implicit critique of what he
sees as the conformities of the gay world.

But there is no doubt that Damien, Alan, and
Mark also experienced their gay sexuality as free-
dom, as the capacity to dowhat they really wanted
to do, This was not false consciousness. Dean
Carrington vividly expresses the festival element
in coming out:

Rage, rage, rage! Let's do everything you've de-
nied yourself for 25 years, Let's get into it and have
agoad time sexually. And go out partying and danc-
ing and drinking.

Festival was a key part of the original experience
of Gay Liberation { Altman 1979), and it remains
in the post-AIDS era; the Lesbian and Gay Mardi
Gras is always one of Sydney’s largest popular
gatherings of the year. For Gordon Anderson, who
remains closeted for powerful reasons (he would
certainly lose his job and probably lose access to
his children), gay sexuality and friendship net-
works are less flamboyant, but nonetheless are
experienced as a realm of freedom and pleasure
outside the severe constraints of other departments
of his life.

Sexual freedom, “partying” or “kicking up
one’s heels” (Gordon Anderson’s phrase), im-
portant as it is, does not define the most wished-
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for kind of sexual connection. Adam Singer calls
his first sexual experience with a man “not a
relationship, but a sexual encounter.” Most of
the men recognize this distinction and agree with
Adam in valuing the “relationship™ far more.
Their shared ideal is a long-term couple relation-
ship, perhaps open to casual sex, but with an
emphasis on a primary commitment. Its value is
both in sexual pleasure and in “honesty . . . , car-
ing and sharing and learning from each other,” in
Alan Andrews’ words. Others mention mutual
emotional involvement, common interests, and
just sitting and listening to each other, as compo-
nents of relationships that work.

How does the wish translate into practice? This
is the most difficult part of the interview material
to report, and for some participants it was the
most difficult to discuss. Three of the men are
currently living with male lovers in long-term.
relationships -— 11 years in one case. The most
troubled of these relationships involves a large
age difference, which makes mumality hard to
achieve. Three other participants are consciously
searching for a long-term relationship — either
rekindling an old flame or finding a new partner
— and are making do with “encounters” or just
waiting, as one of them put it, for “the drought”
to break. Another has been involved mainly in
short-term encounters with men (longer-temm with
women) and is now worrying about the ethics of
short-term relationships. Only one of the eight
men places the emotional emphasis on casual
encounters, and he is trying to weave together a
mainly gay erotic life with a continuing domestic
relationship with the mother of his children.

Thus, the preferred pattern, as in the hetero-
sexual world, is a committed long-term couple
relationship; but such relationships are not easy
to come by. Casual encounters {(in beats, bars,
saunas, and so on) remain an important part of
the total experience. All the men have had short-
term encounters — this was one path into gay
sexuality — and “encounters™ remain a signifi-
cant possibility even after couple relationships
are established.

RELATIONS BETWEEN HETEROSEXUAL
AND HOMOSEXUAL MASCULINITIES

A specific masculinity is not constituted in isola-
tion, but in relation to other masculinities and to
femininities. This relation is partly a question of
differentiation, as in the distinetions only recently
drawn between homosexuality (erotic attraction
within the same gender), cross-dressing, and

transsexuality (King 1981). But difference is only
part of the story; institutional and personal prac-
tices are also vital. The relation between hege-
monic masculinity and homosexual masculinity
includes criminalization of male-to-male sex,
homaphaobic speech and culture, and a bitter his-
tory of intimidation and violence (Greenberg
1988). Modern gay politics bears the collective
memory of the Nazi final solution for homosexu-
als in the concentration camps (Plant 1986). At
the time I began writing this paper a group of
young Sydney men had recently been convicted
for beating a gay man to death in an inner-city
park. Attacks on gays are common. enough that
they have become an issue in Sydney’s urban
politics. Ethnographic research has documented
deep homophobia in inner-city youth culture in
the same area (Walker 1938).

None of the men interviewed in this study had
been bashed, but some had bheen intimidated.
Their conversation takes it for granted that they
live in a homophobic environment. Damien
Outhwaite has lost jobs, and Adam Singer stuck
with a not very engaging career partly because it
provided a safe milieu for a gay man. Gordon
Anderson stays in the closet for fear of losing his
job and his children:

Idon't want to stop what [ am doing, I don’t want to
stop being a good father, T can never see myself
being very prominent about my lifestyle. That's the
price [ suppose.

Gordon describes how the illusion of heterosexual
masculinity is sustained when visiting business-
men have to be entertained. He has female friends
who will come to his apartment and act as host-
ess, although the illusion wears thin when they
have to ask him where he keeps the pepper.

Heterosexual masculinity, then, is encountered
in everyday relations with straight men that often
have an undercurrent of threat. Wariness, con-
trolled disclosure, and turning inward to a gay
network are familiar responses. However, legiti-
macy is not necessarily conceded to heterosexu-
ality. Straight men may also be seen as pathetic
bearers of outmoded ideas and a boring way of
life. Dean Carrington went back to the country
town of his childhood:

I've seen friends, like a chap I went to school
with. . . . He's now 25, third child, and he’s stuck in
a rut. I went back to see him. 1 did one of those
terrible things of going back to your home town;
and God, what an eye-opener! There's all these
people grown up, and L hadn’t got married and they
had. They’d “done the right thing.”
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Alan Andrews had a similar experience watch-
ing his brother become a drunken boor. Compared
with these images of hegemonic masculinity, gay
masculinity is all sophistication and modemity.
Negotiating the relation between the two is mainly
a question of establishing cultural, and often
physical, distance.

Personal relationships, however, do not exhaust
the relation between masculinities. Hegemonic
masculinity is also an institutional and cultural
presence — collective practices are involved. A
clear example is the football cult in Jonathan
Hampden’s school, which was sustained by
school policy and institationalized bodily con-
frontation and aggression. Masculinized author-
ity in the workplace was a source of friction for
Damien Outhwaite and Mark Richards, and
Adam Singer and Gerry Lamont distanced them-
selves from male-dominated professions.

The institutional dimension of hegemonic mas-
culinity gives it a social authority that shapes
perceptions of gayness. Gordon Anderson, com-
mitted to his strategy of evasion, is critical of
men who “flaunt” their gayness. Although Gor-
don sees this as characteristic of Australian gays,
a similar criticism is made by “suburban homo-
sexuals™ in the United States (Lynch 1992). Adam
Singer, Damien QOuthwaite {despite his outra-
geousness), and Mark Richards reject hypermas-
culinity, but also dislike queens, i.e., effeminate
gays. Mark puts the issue succinctly:

If you're a guy why don’t you just act [ike a guy?
You're not a female, don’t act [ike one. That's a
fairly strong point. And leather and all this other
jazz, 1 just don’t understand it I suppose. That’s all
there is to it. [ am a very straight gay.

Here Mark has identified a sexual/cultural dy-
namic of some importance. The choice of a man
as sexual object is not just the chaoice of a-body-
with-penis; it is the choice of embodied-mascu-
linity. The cultural meanings of masculinity are
(generally) part of the package. In this sense,
most gays are “very straight.” Being a “straight
gay" is not just a matter of middle-class respect-
ability — similar positions are taken by work-
ing-class men outside the gay community
(Connell, Davis, and Dowsett forthcoming).

FACING CHANGE

Dean Carrington’s story of his boyhood friends
who had “done the right thing” says something
about small-town life as well as masculinity. Dean
moved to Sydney and immediately began to have

sex with men, to come out as gay, and to “rage”
around the bars and nightclubs. Movement be-
tween milieux is common, whether from country
conservatism to the city lights, or, within the city,
from the bourgeois school to the radical house-
hold (Mark Richards), from the business work-
place to the gay social network (Gordon Ander-
son), from the professional career to the encoun-
ter groups of the therapeutic “growth movement™
(Gerry Lamont).

The process of coming out, establishing one-
self as homosexual in a homoaphobic world, al-
mast necessarily gives this structure to the narra-
tives, The life history is experienced as a journey
to one’s current place. Contrary to Foucaultian
arguments that see homosexual identity as regu-
lation, I emphasize the agentic nature of this jour-
ney. Dean Carrington pictures it as both escape
and self-exploration:

And this is one of the big things that led to me com-
ing [to Sydney], ta be able to get away from my
parents, to think, and to find out who 1 really am,
and what [ really want, and why I was doing these
things over the years, why [ was changing, what
was [ hiding from.

Contrary to the traditional psychiatric view that
men's homosexuality results from disorders of
relationships with parents, the majority of these
cases show successful ego-development that al-
lows separation from both mother and father.
Most of the men still maintain as good relations
with their parents as the parents allow,

Personal change may further take the shape of
a deliberate reform of masculinity, of the kind
now undertaken in certain countercultural and
radical groups (Connell 1990). Damien Quth-
waite, in particular, is working to overcome his
“competitiveness” and dominance, and enjoys
breaking conventions of masculinity. He has been
to a “men’s movement’ event, and wants to pur-
sue nonsexual physical closeness between men.
Jonathan Hampden, despite an uncontrollable
distaste for vegan coffee, has been living in a
vegetanan household, has done “re-birthing”
therapy, and now has the “dream’” of setting up a
center for workshops on sexuality.

Deliberate reform is only one possibility. A
sense that gender relations are changing is wide-
spread among the groups of men in this study,
and a demand for change in masculinity does not
require the support of the counterculture, It is
widely believed that sex differences are lessen-
ing and that men are coming emotionally closer
to women. Such a change may be occurring within



MASCULINITY

747

gay masculinity as well. Damien Quthwaite re-
calls a party put on by a young gay man in a
provincial city. The host had invited some women,
and when they arrived, the older gay men at the
party left. The older men’s social network ex-
cluded women, and their outlook was misogy-
nist — but this was not true of the young men.
Consistent with this, the three youngest men
among the group of eight— Mark Richards, Dean
Carrington, and Alan Andrews — are the ones
who most value and cultivate their friendships
with women.

This consciousness of change has had few po-
litical effects. The dilution of Gay Liberation poli-
tics into an affirmation of gay identity and a con-
solidation of gay communities (Altman [982)
has had a containing effect. The men have little
sense of being connected to a broad reform move-
ment. The only commitment to a practice be-
yond the self is to a therapeutic practice (Gerry
Lamont’s workshops, Jonathan Hampden’s sexu-
ality center) that assists other men in pursuing
individualized reform projects.

The apolitical character of their outlook is in-
dicated by their stance toward feminism. Al-
though most of the men express some support
for feminism, they disapprove “Those Who Go
Tao Far™;

can’t stand the butch dykes [who think] that males
are shits. {Mark Richards)

Thave never had a personal conflict about it. I don’t
like extremisms of anything — the burn-bra thing
sort of went over my head. (Gordon Anderson)

Their attitudes toward feminism and level of ig-
norance about it match the views of feminism
among heterosexual groups interviewed.

CONCLUSION: THE HISTORICAL
PROCESS

In the introduction to this paper, I posed the ques-
tion of how homosexual masculinities are related
to the historical dynamic of the gender order. The
life histories discussed here show thar familiar
interpretations of homosexuality — both the tra-
ditional schema of “normal/deviant™ and the
newer schema of “dominant culture/subculture”
— are too monolithic to capture the historical
process. Subcultural diversity among gay men is
important to recognize (Weeks 1986). The life-
history material, however, shows another level
of complexity beyond this, the intemal complex-
ity of the relationships through which a homo-
sexual masculinity is constructed. Even the for-

mula of “structurally-induced conflict” about
masculinity is inadequate. The narratives reveal
multilateral negotiations of emotional relations
in the home and in the sexual marketplace, nego-
tiations of economic and workplace relations,
negotiations of authority relations and friendships.
These relationships often push the person in dif-
ferent directions and are linked in different se-
quences for different men.

These observations do not deny the signifi-
cance of social structure. Rather they underline
the complexity of the social structuring of gen-
der and of the ways individual lives are linked to
this structure. These links are complex, but not
random. Despite the variety of detail, the same
logical “moments,” or elements of histarical pro-
cess, appear in all these narratives: (1) an en-
gagement with hegemonic masculinity, (2) a clo-
sure of sexuality around relationships with men,
and (3) participation in the collective practices of
a gay community.

These moments should not be construed as a
new model of “homosexual identity formation.”
Many men who have sex with men never enter a
gay community (Connell et al. forthcoming);
some men who do enter a gay community have
additional significant moments in the construc-
tion of sexuality, e.g., the “leather and all this
other jazz" mentioned by Mark Richards. Rather,
these are the logical components of the project
that can be documented in this specific setting as
the social making of a homosexual masculinity.
This is not socialization into a stigmatized iden-
tity. Rather it is an agentic, multileve] collective
project, of the kind analyzed in Sartre’s (1976)
theory of social process. Its outcome is not a
necessary structure of personality, as mechanis-
tic etiologies of homosexuality assume, but a his-
torically realized configuration of practice. Analy-
sis of how this configuration was realized illumi-
nates other historical possibilities in the same
field of social relations. :

Itis the interconnection of these three moments
that defines the project. The closure of the sexual
field around relationships with other men is de-
termined by the engagement, however ambiva-
lent, with hegemonic masculinity. Gay tmen are
not free to invent new objects of desire any more
than heterosexual men are — their choice of ob-
ject is structured by the existing gender order.
Adam Singer desires not a male body but a mas-
culine body doing feminine things; Dean Car-
rington’s eroticism revolves around bodily simi-
larity seen in gender terms, e.g. his attention to
breasts, a major gender symbol in our eratic cul-
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ture. Such gendered eroticism underpins the ur-
han gay community which currently defines what
it is to be a gay man.

Relationships in this milieu are usually peer
relationships marked by a higher level of reci-
procity than that characterizing heterosexual re-
lations. Reciprocity is emphasized as an ideal and
is to a large extent practiced. The conditions for
reciprocity include similar ages of partners, shared
class position, and shared position in the overall
structure of gender. Ironically, the difficulty of
establishing long-term couple relationships may
also push toward reciprocity inthe sexual culture.
In shor-term encounters, in which giving and
receiving pleasure is the only agenda, there is an
approximate equality of position. Finally, there is
the specific way the body is irnplicated in sexual
practice — that mirroring of lover and beloved,
naively but vigorously expressed by Dean Car-
rington, in which the exploration of another’s body
becomes the exploration of one’s awn.

What is the historical direction of a collective
praject structured in this way? What are the pos-
sibilities for wansformation of social relations?

These men are more easily seen as products
than producers of history. Their privatized poli-
tics offer little leverage on the state of gender
relations. The life course shaped as a journey
between milieux, exemplified by Dean Carring-
ton’s literal migration to the gay community, pre-
supposes the history in which the milieux were
formed. The men can adopt, negotiate, or reject a
gay identity, a gay commercial scene, and gay
sexual and social networks, all of which already
exist. Although they are the inheritors of a world
made by the gay liberationists and “pink capital-
ists” of the 1970s — the generation now devas-
tated by AIDS — they have little awareness of,
or commitment to, this history.

In these respects the picture resembiles the “con-
trolled space™ theorized by Blachford (1981}, who
saw only limited social change effected by gay
politics. The gendered eroticism of these men,
their predominantly masculine social presence,
their focus on private couple relationships, and
their lack of solidarity with feminism, point in
the same direction — there is no open challenge
to the gender order here.

But in two ways, the processes docurmented
here do point toward change. First, the reification
of homosexuality that is usually theorized as a
form of social regulation, is in these men's lives
a condition of freedom. This reification is a nec-
essary counterbalance to the institutionalized
compulsory heterosexuality that surrounds them.

It allows the realization of forbidden pleasure,
the element of festival in their sexuality, and the
building of long-term relationships with other
gay men. The longest couple relationship in the
group began at a beat — a site for casual
encounters.

This is an effect specifically about homosexu-
ality. Although most of these men have sexual
experience with women, in this cultural context
there is no positive social category of “the bi-
sexual” on which a collective practice can be
based. For these men, both object-choice and
personality are formed within a framework of
masculinity. '

Second, the familiar heterosexual definition of
homaosexual men as efferninate is an inaccurate
description of men like the ones interviewed here,
who mostly do “act like a guy.” But it is not
wrong in sensing the outrage they do to hege-
monic masculinity. A masculine object-choice
subverts the masculinity of character and social
presence. This subversion is a structural feature
of homosexuality in a patriarchal society in which
hegemonic masculinity is defined as exclusively
heterosexual and its hegemony includes the for-
mation of character in the rearing of boys. So itis
not surprising to find, jammed in beside the ele-
ments of mainstream masculinity, items like
Damien Quthwaite’s flamboyant fingernails,
Mark Richards’s nursing, or Alan Andrews’s and
Jonathan Harmpden's identifications with women.

Hence gay theorists (notably Mieli 1980) who
see a necessary effeminacy in male homosexual-
ity have a point, if not quite in the way they
intend. At the same time, heterosexual men must
deny desire except for the gendered Other, while
making a hated Other of the men who desire
them (or desire the embodied-masculinity they
share). The historical exclusion of homosexual
object-choice from heterosexual masculinity
builds contradiction into the masculinity of both
homosexual and heterosexual men.

Put in these abstract terms, this contradiction
is merely a possible crisis tendency in a gender
order structured in the way modern Western sys-
tems are. But the study of these men reveals that
the possibility has been realized. The apolitical
character of the group indicates the stabilization
of a public alternative to hegermonic masculinity
— they do not have to fight for their existence as
gay men, in the way gay men in earlier genera-
tions did. This is all the more significant because
the men started out within the framework of
hegemonic masculinity. Their trajectories began
in conventional settings and moved some dis-
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tance toward hegemonic masculinity. “A very
straight gay™ neatly surnmarizes the contradic-
tion introduced into the politics of gender.

Sexuality is the point of disruption of orderly
gender relations. Under the influence of Foucault
(1980) and Marcuse (1964), sexuality is taken to
be a stahilizing force in sacial relations, or at
least a site where social control is accomplished.
It is time to revive the insight of Reich (1972)
and Freud (1959), that sexuality is also disrup-
tive and creative.

The creative possibilities can be seen in the
shaping of sexual practice itself. Hegemonic het-
erosexuality, which eroticises difference within
a large structure of gender inequalities, hinders
equality and mutuality in the conduct of sexual
relations. Observed in earlier research (Rubin
1976), this has been rediscovered in studies of
heterosexuality and AIDS prevention (Waldby,
Kippax, and Crawford 1990}. A higher degree of
reciprocity has been created in gay raen’s sexual
practice. The relative equality that permits this is
not easily repreduced in-heterosexual relations;
but the contrast does suggest directions for ac-
tion in heterosexual life.

Despite the lack of commitment to feminism,
the younger men in the group studied here are
already forming friendly, pacific relationships
with young women in their workplaces and house-
holds. A more reciprocal sexuality and pacific
everyday interactions are necessary if relations
hetween men and women are to move beyond
the current state of inequality, violence, and mi-
sogyny. Although far from revolutionary, this
group of homosexual men defines possibilities
and provides some models for major changes in
the social relations of gender.
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