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1. HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY, AND GLOBAL AND 
AGEING MASCULINITIES 
 
     1.1. Hegemonic masculinity 
          1.1.1. Hegemonic masculinity in action 
          1.1.2. Hegemonic masculinity today 
          1.1.3. Homophobia and homohysteria 
     1.2. Global masculinities 
     1.3. Older men and ageing masculinities 
     1.4. References 
 
 
1.1. HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY 
 
     "Hegemonic masculinity" 1 (HM) is a term that has 
grown in popularity in recent years, but it is a 
"contested concept" (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005 ). 
Connell (1987) is best known for crystallising the model 
of multiple masculinities which included the idea o f HM 
(and "emphasised femininity"). HM can be defined as  "the 
pattern of practice (ie: things done, not just a se t of 
role expectations or an identity) that allowed men' s 
dominance over women to continue" (Connell and 
Messerschmidt 2005 p832) 2, or as "the configuration of 
gender practice which embodies the currently accept ed 
answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarc hy, 
which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dom inant 
position of men and the subordination of women" (Co nnell 
1995). It includes traits like physical strength, 
aggression, virility, professional success, wealth,  
heterosexual prowess, and self-control over emotion s like 
hurt (Calasanti 2004) 3. 
 
     HM is "not assumed to be normal in the statist ical 
sense: only a minority of men might enact it. But i t was 
certainly normative. It embodied the currently most  
honoured way of being a man, it required all other men to 
position themselves in relation to it, and it 
ideologically legitimated the global subordination of 
women to men" (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005 p832) . 

1  The term "hegemonic" comes from the work of Gramsci (1971). "Unlike ideology, however, 
hegemony invokes power by consent rather than by coercion. The ruling classes, for example, maintain 
their domination by defining and legitimating a certain definition of the situation, framing the way 
events are understood and morality is defined. Consequently, the organisation of society seems natural, 
inevitable and ordinary..." (Speer 2001 p108). Donaldson (1993) viewed the term "hegemonic" "as 
slippery and difficult as the idea of masculinity itself" (quoted in Speer 2001). 
2  "Because gender relations are so deeply rooted in everyday practices, they are often invisible, 
particularly to those privileged by them. At the same time, the norms embedded in institutions are often 
more apparent to those disadvantaged by them" (Calasanti 2004 pS306). 
3  Brannon (1976) summarised the characteristics of HM in four phases: "no sissy stuff" (not feminine), 
"be a big wheel" (power and success), "be a sturdy oak" (keep emotions under control, particularly in a 
crisis), and "give 'em hell" (risk-taking and aggressive). 
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     Calasanti (2004) confirmed this: 
 
 
      Although most men aspire to and measure thems elves  
      against this dominant masculinity, the majori ty  
      do not achieve it, leading to "contradictory meanings 
      and experiences of manhood" (Coltrane 1994 p4 2).  
      Only so many men can be successful and wealth y,  
      for example, or be heterosexually dominant; a nd the 
      disempowerment of the majority of men often r esults  
      from discrimination on the basis of their pos itions  
      in other systems of inequality. Further, hege monic  
      masculinity "allows elite males to extend the ir 
      influence and control over lesser-status male s" (Sabo  
      and Gordon 1995 p8), subordinating not only  
      femininities but other masculinities as well (Courtenay  
      2000). Thus, it is not surprising that many m en feel  
      powerless. Many are relatively powerless — no t in  
      relation to women, but in their relationships  with  
      other men (pS307). 
 
 
     Some men benefit from patriarchy without enact ing 
HM, these men are showing "complicit masculinities" . HM 
"did not necessarily mean violence, but it could be  
supported by force, and it achieved ascendancy thro ugh 
culture, institutions, and persuasion" (Connell and  
Messerschmidt 2005). 
 
 
1.1.1. Hegemonic Masculinity in Action 
 
     Connell (2005) described men and boys as the 
"gatekeepers for gender equality" because "the very  
gender inequalities in economic assets, political p ower, 
and cultural authority, as well as the means of coe rcion, 
that gender reforms intend to change, currently mea n that 
men (often specific groups of men) control most of the 
resources required to implement women's claims for 
justice" (p1802). Yet as progress is made to improv e 
"women's rights", it can seem that men are not ment ioned. 
This has led to a "backlash posture" of "men's righ ts" 
accusing feminism of injustice with men and boys as  the 
"truly disadvantaged", particularly in situations o f 
family breakdowns and legal disputes over custody o f the 
children 4. 
 
     Coyle and Morgan-Sykes (1998) analysed article s in 
"The Independent" newspaper in the UK about the "cr isis" 
in men's mental health. Although HM was presented a s 
problematic (eg: not talking about emotions, and 
depression), the alternative (namely femininity) wa s 
treated negatively. For example, one article arguin g for 
men to be more relaxed said: "Massages, facials and  an 

4  I would call this the "families need fathers" discourse. 



Psychology Miscellany No. 32;   February 2012;   ISSN: 1754-2200;   Kevin Brewer                       6 

 

hour in a flotation tank are high up on many women' s 
lists of priorities. It is time they go to the top of 
men's shopping lists, too". Furthermore, "women wer e 
positioned as a principal element within a range of  
social pressures and expectations which are represe nted 
as limiting and oppressing men" (p275). 
 
     HM has been applied to many areas of life to e xplain 
behaviours and social structures including (Connell  and 
Messerschmidt 2005): 
 
� The dynamics of the classroom, and bullying among b oys. 
� The predominance of men as perpetrators of serious 

crimes. 
� Media representations of men in professional sport.  
� "Men's health practices". 
� The "gendered character of bureaucracies and 

workplaces". 
 
     Calasanti (2004) showed HM in action with the 
example of health. Men deny pain and do not seek me dical 
help generally 5, and this goes hand in hand with the 
construction of men as "tough" and therefore "natur ally 
dominant". Where it is possible to measure, men hav e 
similar levels of health problems as women, but it is the 
not seeking help that is different. This would not be an 
issue except that male behaviour is assumed to be t he 
norm in society, and "consequently, researchers and  
theorists alike presume that women are in poorer he alth 
because women get more bed rest than men do and see  
physicians more often" (Courtenay 2000 p1395 quoted  in 
Calasanti 2004 pS308). 
     If health is viewed in terms of longevity rath er 
than "muscles", women are healthier than men. "Give n that 
women are unquestionably less susceptible to seriou s 
illness and live longer than men, it would seem tha t 
women should provide the standard against which men 's 
health and men's health behaviour are measured. If this 
were the case, we would be compelled instead to con front 
men's inadequate bed rest and men's under-utilisati on of 
health care" (Courtenay 2000 p1395 quoted in Calasa nti 
2004 pS308). 
     Oliffe (2009) interviewed three men born in 19 20/30s 
from Victoria, Australia, recruited from the prosta te 
cancer support group. The social construction of 

5  Helgeson (1995) gave this example: "The man who had the heart attack said he had felt symptoms 
but refused to admit or report them because symptoms signified weakness that contradicted the 
masculine role. He also refused to seek help for symptoms because it would have interfered with his 
business, which was his primary route to affirming his masculine identity. Ironically, his failure to 
adhere to good health behaviour after the first MI [myocardial infarction] led to a second, more 
debilitating, MI that resulted in the loss of the business he was striving to maintain" (quoted in Calasanti 
2004 pS309). 
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masculinity intersected with health behaviour in ar eas 
like it being unmanly to seek treated and visibly c aring 
about health viewed as "feminine". Reflecting upon their 
lives, the interviewees also showed how expectation s of 
masculinity changed with age. For example, seeking 
treatment was even more frowned upon for young men 
working in physical (working class) jobs. 
 
     Henwood et al (2002) reflecting on changes in 
society's views of men and their bodies observed: " On the 
one hand, it is necessary to consider how men's bod ies 
are treated as 'objects' that are gazed upon by sec tions 
of society (especially within the advertising, fash ion 
and leisure industries) and, as society becomes 
increasingly consumer-led, by a far wider spectrum of 
other people and by individual men... On the other hand, 
it is necessary to investigate men's experiences as  
'embodied subjects', whose sense of selfhood and of  the 
body is constructed through a wide range of ways of  
engaging with the world and with everyday life" (p1 83). 
  
     Kaufman (2001) described the link between patr iarchy 
and violence by men with "the seven Ps of men's 
violence": 
 
� Patriarchal power - Patriarchy is based upon "the t riad 

of men's violence: violence against women, against 
other men, and against themselves. Violence is "bui lt" 
into the system. 

 
� Sense of entitlement to privilege - Patriarchy prod uces 

a sense of entitlement for men, and violence flows that 
entitlement. For example, violence against the wife  who 
fails to provide dinner on the table on time. 

 
� Permission - Implicit and explicit rules in societi es 

give permission for violence (eg: weak laws on rape  or 
weakly enforced). 

 
� Paradox of men's power - While benefiting from 

patriarchy, men also suffer the insecurities of fai ling 
to live up to the ideal that goes with it, namely 
hegemonic masculinity. Violence is also a "compensa tory 
mechanism" with such insecurities. 

 
� Psychic armour of manhood - Surviving this paradox 

requires men to dampen their emotions, and particul arly 
their empathy with others. Less empathy allows for 
violence against others. 

 
� Masculinity as a psychic pressure cooker - Men stil l 

experience many emotions, but they must hide them, and 
violence becomes an "easier" response to fear, hurt , 
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and pain, for example. 
 
� Past experiences - Many men have grown up in househ olds 

where domestic violence occurred (and even experien ced 
it directly as victims). 

 
 
1.1.2. Hegemonic Masculinity Today 
 
     Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) presented fiv e main 
criticisms of HM put forward by various authors in the 
1990s: 
 
1. The underlying concept of masculinity is flawed 
"because it essentialises the character of men or i mposes 
a false unity on a fluid and contradictory reality. .. 
[and]... ignores differences and exclusion within t he 
gender categories" (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005 p836). 
 
2. HM is a "type" rather than something actually em bodied 
(ie: what does HM actually look like in practice). 
Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) defended themselve s: 
hegemonic masculinities "express widespread ideals,  
fantasies, and desires. They provide models of rela tions 
with women and solutions to problems of gender rela tions" 
(p838). 
 
3. The concept of HM is reified (ie: an abstract co ncept 
is made feel real). In other words, the associated ideas 
of patriarchy and so on are presented as real rathe r than 
as social constructions in particular historical ti mes 
and places. Furthermore, HM is presented as exclusi vely 
negative. 
 
4. HM represents a certain type of men when it shou ld be 
seen as a way that men position themselves (ie: sub ject 
positions) in discourses and everyday interactions 
(Wetherell and Edley 1999). 
 
5. Patriarchy can appear to be a self-reproducing s ystem. 
Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) emphasised that mu ch 
work is involved in maintaining the system and it i s not 
self-reproducing. "To sustain a given pattern of he gemony 
requires the policing of men as well as the exclusi on or 
discrediting of women" (p844). 
 
     After reflecting on the main criticisms of HM,  
Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) reviewed the conce pt. 
For them, the key idea of the "plurality of masculi nities 
and hierarchy of masculinities" should remain as we ll as 
the concept of hegemony which works "through the 
production of exemplars of masculinity (eg: profess ional 
sport stars), symbols that have authority despite t he 
fact that most men and boys do not fully live up to  them" 
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(p846). 
     Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) reformulated HM in 
the following ways: 
 
     i) A more complex gender hierarchy including 
"protest masculinities" 6, and more focus on the 
"practices of women in the construction of gender a mong 
men". 
 
     ii) Different geographical levels of HM - loca l 
(everyday interactions in families, organisations a nd 
communities), regional (nation-state), and global 
(international). 
 
     iii) More work on the embodiment of HM (ie: me n's 
physical bodies) including trans-sexualism. 
 
     iv) An awareness of the dynamics and contradic tions 
in the construction of masculinities, particularly as men 
age. 
 
 
1.1.3. Homophobia and Homohysteria 
 
     Kimmel (1997) argued that homophobia is a "cen tral 
organising principle" of masculinity. It is not a f ear of 
gay men or that a man might be perceived as gay, fo r him, 
but a term used like "faggot", for example, is "a l abel 
of ultimate contempt for anyone who seems sissy, un tough, 
uncool" (Leverenz 1986 quoted in Kimmel 1997) 7. "As young 
men we are constantly riding those gender boundarie s, 
checking the fences we have constructed on the peri meter, 
making sure that nothing even remotely feminine mig ht 
show through. The possibilities of being unmasked a re 
everywhere. Even the most seemingly insignificant t hing 
can pose a threat or activate that haunting terror"  
(Kimmel 1997 p234). 
     Kimmell (1997) went further and placed homopho bia as 
a cause of sexism (putting down women to exaggerate  
masculinity) and racism (denying manhood to others proves 
that one is "fully manly"). 
 
     Homophobia and anti-gay attitudes have been re ported 
among male students in educational institutions as a 
means of maintaining heteromasculine identities (Pr onger 

6  This is "a pattern of masculinity constructed in local working-class settings, sometimes among 
ethnically marginalised men, which embodies the claim to power typical of regional hegemonic 
masculinities in Western countries, but which lacks the economic resources and institutional authority 
that underpins the regional and global pattern" (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005 pp847-848). 
7  There are consequences to such an environment as adolescents and young adults struggling with 
issues of gender identity and their sexuality are more likely to attempt suicide (eg: Wichstrom and 
Hegna 2003). 
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1990) 8. "Deploying homophobia against others shows that 
one is meeting an important mandate of heteromascul inity, 
while simultaneously raising one's social status at  the 
expense of others" (McCormack 2011 p337). 
     In schools, "Boys who most closely embody this  
standard [HM] are accorded the most social capital,  while 
those who behave in ways that conflict with this 
valorised form of masculinity are marginalised" 
(McCormack 2011 p338). Anderson (2009) developed th e idea 
of "homohysteria" among males (ie: the fear of bein g 
homosexualised - which relegates an individual in t he 
masculine hierarchy). Homohysteria influences boys'  and 
men's behaviour in three ways - employing homophobi c 
discourse (ie: anti-gay language), maintaining dist ance 
from homosexuality (eg: expressing disgust), and av oiding 
tactile contact with other males ("homosocial tacti lity") 
(McCormack 2011). 
     Using in-depth interviews and participant 
observation over twelve months, McCormack (2011) re ported 
that such attitudes and behaviours were on the decl ine 
among male pupils at three sixth-form colleges (16- 18 
year-olds) in the south of England. 
     McCormack found: 
 
     a) No attempt to distance self from homosexual ity - 
eg: popular and "sporty" students expressing suppor t for 
"equality for gays", and the social acceptance of o penly 
gay students. 
 
     b) No homophobic discourse, and it replaced by  
"homosexually-themed" or "gay discourse" - eg: use of the 
word "gay" as an expression of displeasure ("that's  so 
gay"). "However, boys maintain that this phrase is not 
homophobic. Chris says, 'I say it all the time. But  I 
don't mean anything by it. I've got gay friends'. A lex 
says, 'It isn't meant homophobically. When I say th at's 
so gay, I don't mean homosexual'" (p348). 
 
     c) Greater homosocial tactility. 
 
     Despite the progress, heterosexuality was stil l 
privileged, and "heterosexual recuperation" was use d by 
boys to emphasise their heterosexuality after "gend er 
transgressions" (McCormack and Anderson 2010). 
"Heterosexual recuperation" involved "boasting abou t 
heterosexual desires and conquests" (conquestial 
recuperation) and "satirical proclamation of same-s ex 
desire" (ironic recuperation). 
 

8  Any feminine behaviour by a boy is interpreted as a sign of homosexuality. "Homosexual suspicion is 
effective in relegating boys in the masculine hierarchy because anyone's heterosexuality can be 
questioned in a homophobic culture" (McCormack 2011 p338). 
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     Frosh et al (2003a) explored the gender bounda ries 
among 11-14 year-old boys in London 9. For example, one 
boy (Oliver) preferred to be with girls than to pla y 
football, and this drew criticism from the boys. Ol iver 
constructed himself as "superior" to the boys in 
response. "For Oliver, football was an obsession wi th 
trivia, which made boys unable to concentrate in cl ass or 
to develop friendships with girls. He was also conv inced 
that his girl friends would be shocked if he starte d 
showing an interest in football; this conviction en abled 
him to construct himself as better than other boys in the 
eyes of girls" (Frosh et al 2003a p44). 
 
 
1.2. GLOBAL MASCULINITIES 
 
     Hegemonic masculinity will manifest in differe nt 
ways around the world as well as showing the common  
themes. 
     In Nicaragua (and Latin America), for example,  
"machismo" is the "version" of HM which sees men as  
"naturally physically and intellectually superior" to 
women. The stereotypical image is associated with g un-
slinging, heavy-drinking cowboys (Welsh 2001). 
 
     Goffman (1963) described the characteristics o f the 
"complete unblushing male" in the USA as young, mar ried, 
White, urban, northern, heterosexual, Protestant, f ather, 
college educated, fully employed, of good complexio n, 
weight and height, and having a successful record i n 
sports 10. Many men, of course, do not live up to this, 
and thus can feel "inadequate" or "insecure". 
     Kimmel (2001) described how right-wing militia s in 
the USA have become a means to re-establish hegemon ic 
masculinities power against the "onslaught" of femi nism 
and "emasculation" by the State. Globalisation has left 
many men in positions of disadvantage in terms of 
economic power (loss of job) and public patriarchy (power 
in the political arena) as well as with domestic 
patriarchy as more women work and/or divorce such m en. 
Particularly in small towns, these men and "downwar dly 
mobile rural White men" are feeling the pinch, and "it is 
through the militias that American manhood can be 
restored and revived - a manhood in which individua l 
White men control the fruits of their own labour. I t is 
the militarised manhood of the heroic John Rambo; a  
manhood that celebrates the God-sanctioned right to  band 
together in armed militias if anyone, or any govern mental 
agency, tries to take it away from them" (Kimmel 20 01 

9  The boys were recruited from 12 secondary schools for 45 group interviews and 78 individual 
interviews (including with 24 girls) (Frosh et al 2003b). 
10  Sometimes called "marketplace masculinity" (Kimmel 1997). 
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p29). So much is about the perceived entitlement to  
power. 
 
     In Australia, the history of colonial settleme nt 
shaped masculinity in the form of "mateship". In th e 
frontier situation of the 18th and 19th centuries, men 
supported each other for survival (while keeping wo men at 
a distance, and with hostility towards indigenous 
groups). "In this situation, the famous Australian 
mateship is born, that particular kind of behaviour code 
in which a man will do anything to protect or suppo rt a 
mate" (Tacey 1997 p135). This loyalty can be taken to 
trump all others. In other words, even when the mat e has 
broken the law (Pease 2001). 
     Mateship also embodies toughness, and silence,  which 
stand in opposition to emotions and talk about them  
(Pease 2001). 
     Mateship manifests itself in professional spor t, 
drinking and getting drunk, "pack rape", and homoph obia 
(Pease 2001). 
 
     In multi-racial/multi-ethnic countries like So uth 
Africa, the "requirements" of HM are manifest in 
different ways. For example, an Afrikaner man might  be 
taught "ladies first", while for a Xhosa man it was  "men 
first". But "both are based on an assumption that w omen 
are weaker and need either protection or assistance " 
(Horowitz 2001). 
 
     In Ireland, Ferguson (2001) observed that 
traditional masculinity was "essentially rural, bas ed 
heavily around the family, marriage and celibacy". The 
dominance of celibacy, particularly for Catholic pr iests, 
created a "silence, awkwardness and embarrassment" around 
issues related to sexuality and intimate emotional 
relationships. Sport in the form of the Gaelic Athl etic 
Association played a role in the "self-reliant Iris h male 
body". The male breadwinner image led, an the extre me, to 
emigration to find work, while the home was clearly  the 
domain of women. 
     These traditional values were challenged at th e end 
of 20th century by the decline in power and status of the 
Catholic Church (including scandals about "paedophi le 
priests"), and economic change (including more wome n in 
the workplace). Social changes included the introdu ction 
of divorce in 1996, and the decriminalisation of 
homosexuality in 1993 (though homophobia did not 
disappear overnight) (Ferguson 2001). Berriss (1996 ) 
quoted the insult, "If you're Irish and gay, your p arents 
must be English". 
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1.3. OLDER MEN AND AGEING MASCULINITIES 
 
     The acting tough about pain aspect of HM becom es 
more important as men age. Chronic illness is a thr eat to 
older men's HM. This can lead to an exaggeration of  
certain behaviours to allow men to maintain power. 
Charmaz (1995) observed that chronically ill men af firmed 
their masculinity by controlling the one area left to 
them - their wives. "Indeed, the most privileged me n may 
be least equipped to cope with age-based disadvanta ge, 
especially if other resources, such as wealth, decl ine as 
well" (Calasanti 2004 pS311). 
 
     Advertising can play on the fears of ageing me n 
losing power by encouraging them to strive to retai n 
behaviours of younger men like active holidays, and , with 
Viagra, sexual behaviour (Calasanti 2004). 
     Calasanti and King (2007) analysed 69 anti-age ing 
websites for their portrayal of masculinity. Headli nes 
like "Testosterone...makes you a MAN" defined "manh ood in 
terms of having lots of testosterone, which they 
[websites] equate with not being women, and not bei ng 
old. Hence, they advertise their products and servi ces in 
terms of the themes of old age as sickness or disea se and 
femininity as threat to manhood" (p361). 
     The websites presented manhood as under attack  from 
the declining testosterone (despite any scientific 
evidence that this has an effect), and even used te rms 
like "male menopause" or "andropause". "Anti-ageing  
advertisements offer visions of men truimphant: 
attractive to clients, seductive to women, strong w ith 
lovers, and competitive at work and in sport" (Cala santi 
and King 2007 p364). 
     With the appearance of Viagra, a re-sexing has  
occurred for older men. One advertisement for Viagr a 
referred to men finding that "their sexual prowess is 
better than ever, and vigour, vitality, and libido is 
restored" (Calasanti and King 2007). 
 
     "Successful ageing" is an attempt to combat ne gative 
stereotypes of older people, but its emphasis on 
remaining active can backfire: "One strives to rema in 
active to show that one is not really old. In this sense, 
successful ageing means not ageing and not being ol d 
because our constructions of old age contain no pos itive 
content. Signs of old age continue to operate as 
stigma..." (Calasanti and King 2005 p7). 
     Calasanti and King (2005) showed how "successf ul 
ageing" is manifest in images of older men who "lac k two 
of hegemonic masculinity's fundamentals: hard-charg ing 
careers and robust physical strength". The images p resent 
a "new masculinity" in old age: 
 
     a) "Playing hard" - Active and expensive leisu re 
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activities are marketed at older men, thereby reinf orcing 
the importance of maintaining the physical abilitie s of 
the young. "However, hollow such promises of expens ive 
recreation might be for most men, the study of men' s 
physical aggression and self-care suggests that ill usions 
drive many indeed and that men will often sacrifice  
health and even their lives to accomplish this 
exaggerated sense of physical superiority to women and 
resistance to the forces of nature" (Calasanti and King 
2005 p12). 
 
     b) "Staying hard" - An inevitable decline in s exual 
desire with age is no longer acceptable with the 
development of medical products to aid in "staying hard". 
"In the ideal world of these ads, age is a state of  mind, 
one to be conquered through public displays of a ph allic, 
physical prowess" (Calasanti and King 2005 p15) (wh ich 
is, of course, heterosexual). 
 
     But there is a contradiction here within these  
images - a "classic double-bind": "...old men shoul d, so 
as not to intrude on the rights of younger men, ret reat 
from the paid labour market; but they should also, so as 
to age successfully, never stop consuming opportuni ties 
to be active. They should, so as not to be 'dirty',  stop 
becoming erect; but they should also, so as to age 
successfully, never lose that erection" (Calasanti and 
King 2005 p20). 
 
     Another example of older men affirming their 
masculinity is through the rejection of the label 
"widower". As one man in North America said: 
"Functionally, I can't consider myself a widower...  Maybe 
bachelorhood would be better. I simply see myself a s a 
free agent and do what I please when I want to do i t" 
(van den Hoonaard 2007 p277). The use of "bachelor"  
allowed the man to maintain his (hetero)sexual stat us 
(van den Hoonaard 2007). Likewise, another widower said, 
"Suddenly I'm free. I'm loose. So, therefore here I  am, 
and I constitute a threat or danger" (to married co uples 
as in a "lone wolf") (van den Hoonaard 2007). 
     "These responses conjure up the image of a fre e, 
virile bachelor rather than an old, grieving man wh o has 
lost his life-long partner. They highlight the abse nce of 
a masculinity script that would fit the participant s' 
experience as old, widowers, and men... Hence, they  
resorted to masculine scripts that would more easil y fit 
a young bachelor" (van den Hoonaard 2007 p278). 
     Cooking is an interesting example for widowers . van 
den Hoonaard (2007) found that her interviewees kne w how 
to cook and did so, but, because of its association  with 
femininity, had to emphasise their masculinity abou t it. 
For example, by not enjoying cooking or by not cook ing 
certain "fancy" foods. "Rather they cooked masculin e 
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items like roasts, steaks and potatoes. A few men 
identified the George Foreman Grill as their applia nce of 
choice. You cannot get more masculine than using an  
implement recommended by this retired boxer who cal ls his 
grill, 'a lean, mean, fat-reducing, grilling machin e'.." 
(van den Hoonaard 2007 p278). Other men simultaneou sly 
emphasised their former physical prowess when talki ng 
about enjoying cooking. 
     Similar "disclaimers" were made about housewor k by 
the widowers including having lower standards than their 
wives' had had or not really knowing what to do (ie : 
superficial knowledge) (van den Hoonaard 2007). 
     Throughout her interviews with the widowers, v an den 
Hoonaard (2007) observed how the men "reasserted th eir 
masculinity through their demeanour, showing little  
emotion, outlining their career accomplishments, an d 
contrasting themselves with femininity and women" ( p279). 
 
     Bennett (2007) found that sixty British widowe d men 
from the East Midlands and the North West in interv iews 
showed emotions, but maintained their masculinity b y the 
language they used in telling their stories. 
     Overall, the men who talked about their feelin gs 
(both about the death and their feelings generally)  coped 
better with bereavement, and some men keep the grie f 
private and others allowed it into the public domai n. But 
"Talking about feelings is widely regarded as 'a wo man-
thing', a symptom for some men of 'feminine weaknes s'. 
Widowers who want or need to talk yet remain 'mascu line', 
therefore, tend to acknowledge their feelings but 
transform their personal stories from accounts of 
'feminine weakness' into examples of 'masculine str ength' 
through the rhetoric of their discourse" (Bennett 2 007 
p351). 
     Bennett described four "rhetorical devices": 
 
     i) Control - Talking about the "collapse" of g rief 
(loss of control) followed by the regaining of cont rol 
over their lives (and emotions). 
 
     ii) Rationality - For example, describing the topic 
in a matter-of-fact way. "Mr.C" said: "Yeah, felt a  bit 
sorry for myself... but I intended to get over it a nd 
that was it" (p353). 
 
     iii) Responsibility - Fulfilling their 
responsibilities is part of dominant masculinity, a nd the 
men would talk about keeping going for the sake of the 
children, for example. 
 
     iv) Successful action - Many men emphasised th eir 
successful overcoming of the "sissy stuff", like 
depression after the bereavement. 
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     Ribeiro et al (2007) found a similar conflict to 
maintain masculinity in a "feminised position" amon g 53 
older men caring for their impaired wives in northe rn 
Portugal 11 12. A number of themes emerged from the semi-
structured interviews: 
 
     a) "A (wo)man in charge" - The men were aware of 
doing "feminine" roles, and referred to this ironic ally. 
For example, one man introduced himself to the 
interviewer as "the woman of the house". 
 
     b) Man/husband caregiver - The men referred to  
themselves as husbands rather than as caregivers, a nd 
presented their caring within the context of the du ty of 
a husband. It was something that had to be done. Fo r 
example, "Robert" described conversations with his male 
friends: "They tell me, 'Hey man what else can you do? 
You have no one else... you have your daughter but you 
know the way it is, it's your wife, it's your oblig ation. 
You know... Daughters may help you and go here and there, 
but you can't be like that, you must be at home. Ne ither 
she nor your home will be ok if you're not there'" 
(p309). 
 
     c) Power and the caregiving relationship - Car ing 
was presented as a sign of being the "head of the 
couple", and, in the case of total dependence of th e 
wife, the men had even more power. As one man said,  "She 
now totally depends on me, there's no one else here  but 
me". 
 
     d) Perceived social honour - In the local comm unity 
these caregiving men were known, and it was viewed 
positively: "People see me doing things and say 'yo u're 
really one of those husbands... one of those husban ds 
like all should be!' [imitating their voices]... So me of 
them get surprised with all this patience that I ha ve, 

11  Twigg (2004) noted the problem of male careworkers with the elderly: "Men construct other men as 
potentially sexually predatory - to some degree at least - and a general wariness often pervades male 
clients' feelings towards male careworkers, particularly if unfamiliar. This is reinforced by a sense that 
since carework is women's work, men who do it may be 'effeminate'. Male careworkers, like male 
nurses, do a job that gendered in a way that is at odds with their own gender... This can be both to their 
advantage and disadvantage. One of the disadvantages is that they tend to find that their sexuality is 
questioned. But like male nurses, they often find that they rise more quickly up the employment 
hierarchy, promoted away from the frontline of bodycare. The forces that take them up the glass 
escalator of gender are complex, but among them is a sense that carework in its bodywork aspects is not 
really a job for men, both in the sense that it is beneath them and therefore slightly shameful, and that 
those who do it, or who choose to remain doing it, are in some sense suspect" (pp69-70). 
12  It is interesting that caring in the public domain as in social work has been masculinised in the post-
World War II years in the UK as an occupation with "bodies of knowledge and codes of ethics" 
emerged. Though this has been subsequently challenged: "Men in social work, like the nation-state, 
seem at present, to be unstably located somewhere between the domestic sphere and the transnational 
and global" (Christie 2001 p114). 
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this will, this thing I have for getting all the ca re 
work done..." ("Bernard")(Ribeiro et al 2007 p308).  
 
     Reich (2007) explored the ageing male and 
ethnicity/race in the case in the USA of a Black 
grandfather seeking to become the custodian of his 
grandchild. His "criminal" past and his flamboyant 
appearance led to the nickname of "the pimp case". 
Certain issues were raised about the grandfather's 
appropriateness to be the caretaker because of the 
manifestation of HM as a younger man (ie: "Black 
masculinity"), and these issues would probably not have 
been faced by a White man. 
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2. WAR AND AGGRESSION AND THE ENGA 
 
     2.1. War and aggression 
     2.2. Enga people 
     2.3. Construction of masculinity 
     2.4. Appendix 2A - Hegemonic whiteness 
     2.5. References 
 
 
2.1. WAR AND AGGRESSION 
 
     "Why people form military coalitions and go to  war 
is an age-old question... [and] ... many discipline s have 
become involved in the debate over whether war or p eace 
is the natural state of humanity" (Wiessner 2006). 
 
     From an evolutionary viewpoint, aggression by groups 
of males ("coalitionary aggression") allowed them t o 
increase their evolutionary fitness by acquiring ma terial 
resources and females. Writing about male chimpanze es, 
Wrangham and Peterson (1996) said: "The temperament al 
goal is to intimidate the opposition, to beat them to a 
pulp, to erode their ability to challenge. Winning has 
become an end in itself. It looks the same with men " 
(quoted in Wiessner 2006). 
     Manson and Wrangham (1991) used these evolutio nary 
ideas to explain intergroup aggression with "imbala nce of 
power" hypothesis. Intergroup aggression is 
opportunistic, and occurs when group sizes are uneq ual. 
Meeting a smaller group, the coalitionary males in a 
larger group take the opportunity to subdue them, a nd 
steal the resources and females. Thus "warfare" evo lved 
for domination and acquisition. Evidence from chimp anzees 
is used to show the evolutionary basis. 
     But Wiessner (2006) emphasised important diffe rences 
between early human (non-centralised, egalitarian) and 
chimpanzees "societies": 
 
     a) Humans disperse and mix by choice including  
marriage with other groups. "Acquisitive aggression  
disrupts essential ties: to hurt one's neighbours i s to 
hurt oneself" (Wiessner 2006). 
 
     b) Male chimpanzees are strongly xenophobic to wards 
males in other groups in a way that humans are not.  There 
is xenophobia among humans, but it is limited compa red to 
travel and exchange (both historically, and today w ith 
tourism, for example). 
 
     c) Rank in chimpanzee "societies" is based on 
aggressive dominance, whereas among humans other me ans 
are used, like skills prized by the group.  
     "In egalitarian societies, status is given to 
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individuals who provide benefits for the group; whe n they 
cease to do so, their demise is rapid. The fact tha t 
humans have several means to achieve status causes fault 
lines in warring coalitions. For example, young men  with 
little political experience use warfare as a means to 
display physical prowess and willingness to sacrifi ce for 
the group with little regard for other outcomes. Ol der, 
skilled leaders try to channel warfare in such a wa y as 
to reduce losses and foster conditions conducive to  
economic, social, and ceremonial enterprises on whi ch, in 
turn, their successes depend. Consequently, causes that 
move coalitions are usually ones that can be shared  by 
all: the need to restore honour, to please the ance stors, 
or to counteract sorcery" (Wiessner 2006 p167). 
 
     Based on these differences, Wiessner (2006) ar gued 
that early human groups did not seek to automatical ly 
dominate other (smaller/weaker) groups. Human 
reproductive success was furthered by security and 
stability ("balance of power"). Warfare was, in fac t, 
"exacting revenge to establish such a balance" ("ba lance 
of power" hypothesis). "Balance of power through wa rfare 
may be sought vis-a-vis the enemy to restore parity  or 
vis-a-vis allies to establish mutual respect within  an 
alliance against a common enemy. When managed cultu rally, 
revenge restores reputation and equality so essenti al to 
reciprocity. Only with increasing population pressu re, 
hierarchical organization, or competition over esse ntial 
resources does the quest for dominance and acquisit ion of 
resources play an ever greater role in warfare" (Wi essner 
2006 p168). 
     The motivation for revenge is what has the 
evolutionary basis (ie: re-establish the balance of  
power). Out of control aggression is costly as in t he 
"war trap" (van der Dennen 1995). But this can be 
restricted by moral codes (eg: "an eye for an eye a nd a 
tooth for a tooth") or "cultures of honour" (eg: ti t-for-
tat retaliation) which limit the size of the reveng e. 
 
 
2.2. ENGA PEOPLE 
 
     Wiessner (2006) used work among the Enga peopl e of 
highland Papua New Guinea to support her argument ( figure 
2.1). This horticultural population traditionally p laces 
great emphasis on ceremonial exchange between clans , sub-
clans, and lineages, and equality among men. Yet, i n 
recent years, they have seen violence out of contro l. 
     Wiessner (2006) collected data on 84 Enga "war s" 
from traditional oral records (pre-European contact ) and 
historical records (post-European contact from 1930 s-50s 
onwards). Traditionally, the Enga do not laud war o r war 
heroes. 
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(Drawn with MapCreator2) 

 
Figure 2.1 - Position of Enga lands in Papua New Gu inea. 
 
 
     Early "wars" (pre-19th century) were triggered  by 
incidents like theft of game from traps or quarrels  over 
possessions among hunter-gatherers, and usually led  to 
the splitting of a group too large to co-operate. W hen 
this was achieved, exchange occurred between the gr oups. 
In the 19th century (7th and 6th generations in ora l 
history), the Enga settled as horticulturalists.  
     "Many of the wars of the seventh and sixth 
generations were not only large in scale, but also 
extremely destructive. It appears that no holds wer e 
barred, and some of the larger conflicts went on fo r 
years or even decades. In the Ambum Valley conflict , it 
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is said that until recently one could still find th e 
physical remains of a fleeing party of the defeated , all 
of whom were mercilessly slaughtered. The wars of t he 
seventh and sixth generations were attempts to make  order 
out of chaos in a period of shifts in subsistence a nd 
residence. However, with few mechanisms to curb vio lence, 
they created disorder. To restore the balance of po wer, 
secure alliances, and put evicted groups back on th e map 
of trade and exchange, three large ceremonial excha nge 
networks of Enga were formed..." (Wiessner 2006 p17 6-
177). 
     The period of the late 19th century an early 2 0th 
century (5th and 4th generations in oral history) w ere 
based around whole groups where insult or injury ag ainst 
one member was taken as against the whole group.  
 
 
      Historical narratives from the end of this  
      period bring tactical and emotional aspects  
      of warfare into focus. Before going to war,  
      a clan meeting was held to gain consensus and   
      draw up plans, followed by rallies to dehuman ise  
      the enemy with songs and taunting insults. Fr iends  
      of yesterday were transformed into sub-human foes  
      of today. Virtually all warriors interviewed  
      about pre-[European] contact warfare mention  
      the exhilaration, sport-like competition, and   
      feelings of brotherhood that warfare evoked -   
      until somebody was killed and anger kicked in .  
      A deeply rooted desire to avenge the death of  slain  
      "brothers" was backed by beliefs that an unav enged  
      death would anger the ancestors. Where the re al  
      difference lies between the fifth and fourth  
      generations and preceding ones is in the outc ome  
      of wars. For the first time in Enga history,  
      traditions tell of war reparations that  
      were formerly paid to allies only being exten ded 
      to the enemy in order to restore peace withou t  
      resorting to spatial separation (Wiessner 200 6 p177).  
 
 
     Peace-making procedures to end "war" was now k ey, 
and men able to negotiate these were values as "big -men". 
     Australian administration began in the late 19 30s 
until independence for Papua New Guinea in 1975, an d 
banned "tribal fighting". Post-independence saw an 
upsurge in fighting, but the triggers were now more  
likely to be alcohol, motor vehicle accidents and 
roadblocks, cash, gambling, and election politics. 
Homemade shotguns appeared in the 1980s along with other 
guns later (eg: M-16s). Wiessner (2006) described t he 
situation thus: 
 
 
      Wealthy businessmen or politicians who live i n  
      the cities fuel the arms race of today to a  
      significant extent... Driven both by traditio nal  
      loyalties and a desire to enhance their reput ations  
      at home, they procure high-powered weapons, s uch  



Psychology Miscellany No. 32;   February 2012;   ISSN: 1754-2200;   Kevin Brewer                       24 

 

      as M-16s and AK 47s, for their clans... Busin essmen  
      from enemy clans are then challenged to outdo  their  
      rivals in providing arms. For the first time,   
      the concepts of "winning" or "losing" a war  
      becomes central in narratives, perhaps becaus e  
      so many are killed that it will not be possib le  
      to compensate all deaths. Formerly, people ha d  
      sought to terminate hostilities early on, so as  
      to avoid high reparation payments. Triggering   
      incidents for wars with firearms indicate the   
      new imbalances of modern times - for example,   
      failure to pay court-ordered compensation, an d  
      activities that incite conflict among youth:  
      cash, alcohol, and gambling. Land disputes ha ve  
      declined radically after independence, even t hough  
      the population has more than doubled and pres sure  
      on land has been accentuated by an increase i n the  
      cultivation of cash crops. Though politics ig nite  
      only a small percentage of fights, political alliances  
      are the underlying causes of many wars as ind icated  
      by the practice of burning the schools, aid p osts,  
      or stores of clans favoured by successful  
      opposing political candidates. Finally, a new   
      triggering incident for warfare has appeared:   
      deaths by "friendly fire" (p182).  
 
 
     Wiessner interviewed, in 2004, nine (eight men ) 
young "skilled fighters" who now have status in a c lan. 
"Those with reputations as good fighters were hired  by 
clans of relatives and eventually by clans to whom they 
had only distant ties. When fighting for clans of d istant 
relatives, they were paid in pigs and money and giv en 
access to women during their stays in the host clan . 
Clanswomen were pressured to sleep with fighters fr om 
other clans to encourage them to stay and then were  
praised for their sacrifices. Fighters described wo rking 
themselves into a frenzy for revenge, driven in par t by 
loyalty and in part by the tension of fighting with  modem 
weapons. Some said that they felt half-human, half- animal 
during the fighting, living in the forest for days and 
caring little about food or sleep. When they had ki lled, 
they returned home, went through cleansing ceremoni es, 
and resumed daily life. Those who received payment used 
it to cover needs of fellow clan member..." (p183).  
 
     Meggitt (1977) explained the "wars" of the Eng a as 
motivated by the desire for land (a version of the 
"imbalance of power" hypothesis). Wiessner (2006) 
challenged this argument as land gained by victors was 
often left barren and unoccupied. For her, "most wa rs 
drew on sentiments of retaliation following insult or 
injury to pursue another social goal: to re-establi sh the 
balance of power necessary for enchained exchange t o 
flow". 
     Unfortunately, the arrival of weapons post-
independence has produce "runaway violence" where 
retaliation to maintain balance has gone. Wiessner (2006) 
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concluded: "At the moment, two opposing forces are 
struggling in Enga. One is composed of families wit h much 
to lose, who seek new paths to peace. The other is made 
up largely of youth, who have little to lose, who f eel 
that the future holds little promise, and whose act ions 
have come to be governed by the euphoria of fame fr om 
fighting and by the chemistry of revenge. With the 
destabilising factors of globalization and the cash  
economy becoming stronger every day, it is difficul t to 
know how long it will take Enga to establish balanc e this 
time around" (pp186-187).   
 
 
2.3. CONSTRUCTION OF MASCULINITY 
 
     Aggression is closely linked to masculinity 13. 
Andersson (2008) reported the analysis of an interv iew 
with 17 year-old "Salim" at a youth detention centr e in 
Sweden. From the interview came details of the 
construction of masculinity and violence including what 
constitutes a victim and a perpetrator. 
     Salim does not use the term "violence", but 
"fighting" and "giving punches", nor "perpetrator",  
rather "troublesome" and "nasty". He presents himse lf as 
non-aggressive despite being charged with assault t hree 
times. Andersson observed that: "Being categorised as 
violent can implicate being positioned in a trouble some 
'perpetrator' category" (p147). 
     He claims to never start a fight nor unwarrant edly 
hit or hurt somebody. Thus, he cannot be positioned  as 
perpetrator as his violence is self-defence. "Being  
attacked by someone means that you have the right t o 
defend yourself, using violence, without being held  
responsible for the violence, and without being 
categorised as either violent or non-violent" (Ande rsson 
2008 p148). Nor is Salim a victim. 
     Violence also demonstrates that Salim is not a  "non-
man" (Whitehead 2005), but is potentially a "hero" 
(Wetherell and Edley 1999) ("courageous, physically  
tough, and able to keep one's cool"; Andersson 2008 ). 
 
 
2.4. APPENDIX 2A - HEGEMONIC WHITENESS 
 
     Hughey (2010) undertook interviews with males in the  
USA in a White nationalist organisation ("National 
Equality for All"; NEA; pseudonym) and a White anti -
racist organisation ("Whites for Racial Justice"; W RJ; 
pseudonym). Both groups used similar discourses in 

13  The construction of masculinity and violence has also been linked to racism in the form of 
"hegemonic whiteness" (appendix 2A). 



Psychology Miscellany No. 32;   February 2012;   ISSN: 1754-2200;   Kevin Brewer                       26 

 

different ways.  
     The main discourse of "hegemonic whiteness" in volved 
"positioning Whites as essentially different from a nd 
superior to non-Whites" (p1301) (and was a response  to 
loss of power as in hegemonic masculinity). 
     Hughey (2010) found different versions of the 
"hegemonic whiteness" discourse: 
 
     i) White victimology - especially in relation to 
"political correctness" in the NEA; eg: "George" (N EA): 
"poor whites... have been corrupted by all the undu e 
excitement of multiculturalism... Whites are clearl y 
victims of this social order" (p1295). 
 
     ii) Black and brown pathology - eg: "Joey" (NE A): 
where you put different races together, conflicts r ise, 
standards fall" (p1297). 
 
     iii) "White debt and epidermal capital: percep tions 
of empty whiteness" - individuals use social 
relationships with non-Whites as evidence that they  know 
what talking about. 
 
     Hughey (2010) also described the differentiati on of 
"hegemonic whiteness" from subordinate/complicit Wh ite 
identity. 
 
     a) Affective whiteness - expressing appropriat e 
emotions for groups: sadness at racism in WRJ and a nger 
over "reverse racism" in NEA. 
 
     b) Conscious whiteness - challenging mainstrea m 
views. 
 
     c) Simplistic whiteness - simple explanations for 
reality; eg: "Derek" (NEA): "People call it 'racial  
realism'. It's simple. Blacks are more likely to st eal, 
more likely to commit violent crimes, Whites have h igher 
IQs. It's not rocket science. People try to explain  these 
realities away with statistics that adjust and skew  the 
numbers... (Hughey 2010 p1306). 
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