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ABSTRACT 111

' 4 . .
Over the past two decades, men's groups and organizatlons
have formed throughout North America 1n response toO various

aspects of feminist movement. Some address men's rights 1in child

-

custody or divorce cases, while others respond to an 1solation

“

some men feel 1in socliety and from one another and act as

~herapeutic refuge, broadly termed the mythopoetic movement. The

pro-feminist men's movement ailms to understand and support

th

eminist projects for gender 3Jjustice. In this paper, I address
some central issues of the pro-feminist mqvement. These include
che overlap that exists between politicized men's groups and the
mhopoetic approach, the issue of Hiversity within men's groups
and the relationship between pro-feminist mgn'é work and the
PR ‘

women's movement. -

his study employed theoretical sources and qualitative
inTerview research with seven men from Vancouver, Toronto,
Mor.oreal and Halifax 1n uncovering the issues to be analyzed. It
Z urnlgue in that most feminist methodoloéy does not address the
iszue oI "studylng up" - that 1s, studying those with greater
rivilege than the researcher herself. Participants were
asred questlons concerning thelr i1nterest and 1nvolvement with

feminist issues, the goals and activities of their men's groups,

ana “helr views on men's place within feminist work.
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My project 1identifies three major areas of concern. One,
tension exists between the politicized approach of pro-feminism
and the more 1individually-based work tavoured by mythopoetic
groups. I discuss problematic elements of mythopoetic work while
highlighting the importance of engaging in both personal and
political change - an element stressed by the meﬁ I interviewed.
Two, 1t 1s essential that pro-feminist _gen define a workable
strategy for their activism, which takes i1into account the critique
and concerns of feminist women. The men involved 1in the study cite
“his as a central concern. Third, I found there to be a lack of
dilversity within men's groups, along the lines of race, class,

sexuality, age and ability. I conclude that the relative

homogenelty can be zeen as a place from which both determination

[

s and def:

3

ions of masculinity itself must be subverted
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...let him see that society depraves and perverts men.
Let him find in their prejudices the source of all their
vices... let him see that all men wear pretty much the same
mask, but let him also know that there are faces more
beautiful than the mask covering them.

: Jean-Jacgues Rousseau -
Emile
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION TO THE PRO-FEMINIST MEN’'S MOVEMENT

Feminxggs have always studied men. We have critically
examined their values, beliefs and behaviours through the lenses of
religion, politics, literature, philosophy, history and science.:
We have noted their interactions with us in familial, intimate and
other relationships. We have assessed and disputed their responses
to women’s demands for equality in a variety of c¢ontexts, and have
experienced degrees of dismay or hopé at various moments. Despite
this, many of us are surprised and bewildered Eo'hear of the
existence of movements of men who are responding in one manner or
anoﬁher to our demands and our critique.

My project, to better understand the politics and activities
of the Canadian pro-feminist men’s movement, was motivated by a
number of factors. First, I wished to distinguish pré—feminist
men’'s politics from the more commonly-noted movement of mythopoetic
men, whose work stems from a feeling that men have given up too
much power in response to feminist changes.» At the same time, I
wished to criticallyAexamine eleménts of mythopoetic work which
have made their way into groups which do support feminist goals.
Segond, I hoped to concentrate my empirical study on pro-feminist
men in Canada, as ®epposed to.those of the more publicized Aﬁerican
ﬁen's movements. Fina%ly, I wished to discover what thg pro-
feminist® men’s movement 1s, the motivations from which 1t has
evolved and how directfy and effectively it addresses the needs and

goals of contemporary progressive gender -relations. I aimed to

z
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formally and critically study male assumptions regarding male
privilege and advantage 1in response to women, the larger society
and each other.

This work intends to contribute to a growing awareness of
men’s movements, within feminist and women’s studies, which

emphasizes the need to be both aware and critical of forms of anti-

patriarchal work being carried out by the other gender. It does so

through examination of written sources and through interviews with

men involved.gn pro-feminist groups or organizations. The project

was by no means able to tackle every issue of concern to gender

relations but aims to shed some light on several main concerns. Ig
represents the voices of pro-feminist men and feminist women, and
includes their role in forming my own vision for pro-feminist work.

In this chapter, I will present the central 1ideas I have

chosen as foci from written sources on the pro-feminist and

mythopoetic men’s movementé. The second chapter will discuss
methodolpgical issues I dealt with in both considering the nature
of this study and interviewing, and a third chapter will present
the results of my empirical work. The final chapter will analyze
the issués'which have emerged in a mqrg.deta;led manner, drawing
together the written work and the voices of the men who offered

their views in an interview format.

An overview of writing by pro-feminist men and women has

revealed three issues critical to my study. First, the integration

of personal and political realms in men’s lives rema?ns an area of
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contention and debate. According to much literature, men’s
{relationships with women and other men, childcare responsibilities

s .
or roles within the home are sometimes analyzed and changed with
little consideration of the = need to mobilize against
institutionalized sexism. Alternately, men sometimes develop a
strong political consciousness while doing little to apply the
principles to their personal lives. Michael Kaufman, among cthers,
writes of the need to integrate these two tendencies:

I've always had great respect for both ideas, and believe that

you have to change both individual people and society. But

it wasn’'t until I started trying to figure out what patriarchy
had to do with my own life that the relationship between
personal and political change started getting clearer.

(Kaufman, 1993, p. 276)

It is crucial that men make emotional shifts which allow them
to deeply understand and process feminist theories. Attention 1is
given, particularly in the work of Victor Seidler (1989, 1994), to
the problem of ”adopting"ﬁfeminist beliefs and values as a way to

eradicate male guilt, without making necessary emotional changes

that coincide with true understanding and empathy.

A second issue concerns the need for ongoing attention on the
part of pro-feminist men to the views of feminist women.
Lite;ature exists which refleats women’s views of the role of men
within feminist work and critiques aspects of both the mythopoetic
and pro-feminist movements. In most cases, mythopoetic workshops
and retreats aré held up as examples of backlash sentiment, against

which feminists and pro-feminists must struggle. Women also

express concerns about the tendency of men to change on a personal
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level, or to become more sensitive as partners, while failing to
challenge patriarchy on a broader scale. While éome men are aware
of these issues, I believe that continuing attention to feminist
reactions and deconstructions is crucial. I include the voices of

<

women as a conscious attempt to credit the original source of ideas
e
[

v

comprising the pro-feminist movement, as well as a reminder that

male privilege 1s often best critiqued from outside its own

experience.
Like many early, and some current, feminist works on
"femininity", masculinity theory often conceptualizes "men", or
-

"the masculine" as pivotal of a white, heterosexual, western ideal,
while failing to acknowledge the nature ot this focus. 1In recent
years more and more work on masculinity has emerged from Queer
- Studies and African American Studies programs, which seeks to
explore identity politics and 1issues of representation across
various, 1interlinked social 1locations. Work exists on the
psychological conditioning men of variéus identities receive, and
on probiems of difference and conflict within many communities.
In light of this crucial challenge, a third:major element to
be presented here concerns the sole focus on genaér in much work on
masculinity. This concept shapes not ‘only' the definition of
"masculinity" itself, but the strategies proposed for changing both
male roles and gender inequities. Further, it determines which
groups of men are included, or excluded, in the discourses on

masculinity.

't

s
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Public or private transformation: mythic warriors and pro-feminist
activists

To better understand the issue of persohal versus political
issues 1n masculinity theories, it is useful to turn to the work of
the Mythopoetic movement, and to examine an opgoing debate between
these men and those who are considered pro-feminist. This
contention concerns the issue of public activism versus personal
self—acﬁualization, including the determination of neéded changes
and how to go abéut enacting them. Pro-feminist men who are
critical of the mythopoets’ tendency to focus on therapy-oriented
work discuss the lack of awareness of issues of male power and
privilege within that movement. At the same time, they éddress the
issue of how ,one 1s to go about engaging in change that 1is
supportive of feminist goals and problems which can arise in facing
feminisp challenges, such as e#cessive guilt, or retreats from
women which are evidenced in the mythopoetic approgch.

- The Mythopoetic movement, headed by pioneers such as Robert
Bly and Sam Keen, derives 1its title from its emphasis on myth and
story-telling, from which male archetypes and initiation rituals
are gleaned. This work invokes the belief in an essential "deep
masculine" self, also called the "Inner Wild Man" or "Inner
War;ior", which has been buried through time due to men’s betrayal
by their fathers, who worked away from the home and abandoned their
roles as initiators of their sons. Feminists and mothers are seen
as abetting this process by insisting that men become soft, imbuing
them with feelings of guilt and worthlessness as men. BlyVS key

work, Iron John, written 1in 1990, has come to be seen as a

El

-
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principal text of the mythopoetic men’s movement. ~This work
describes the roots of the lack of male self-ésteem:

The male in the past twenty years has become more
thoughtful, more gentle. But by this process he has not

become more free. He’'s a nice boy who pleases not only his
mother but the young woman he is living with. (Bly, 1990, p.
2).

It also proposes solutions, which include the cultivation of all-
male space, the enactment of ancient rituals from a variety of non-
western cultures, and the eventual self-liberation from
responsibility for the oppression of women - something men tend to
accept, apparently, with little argument.

The work of Sam Keen (1991) and other proponents of this
movement refers to similar male dilemmas, stressing that modern men
are unhappy déspite their alleged social power and privilege. A
separation fromhthe feminine realm is advocated, as is the use of
extensive male-bonding rituals.

Although many mythopoetic proponents insist upon the success
of thelr movement in helping men to become better, more nurturing
fathers and partners, 1t has been pointed out by pro-feminist
writers that creating a new sense of manhood cannot be accomplished
without attending to the important issue of male power. Indeed it
is crucial to distinguish the emergence of new forms of masculinity
from the relinquishing of patriarchal domination.

The anthology The Politics of Manhood (Kimmel, 1995b) is a

good example of work which addresses this 1issue. Here, pro-
feminist men argue against the tenets of the mythopoetic movement,

and the mythopoetic leaders are invited to respond. A critique of



7

the mythopoets’ failure to acknowledge men’s power can be seen in
3
Michael Kimmel’s (1995a) essay, which deals with the historical
male flight from domesticity and compares this tendency to  the
Mythopbetic'emphasis on all-male space and retreats to the woods.
He calls for these men to "come home" and take action in fighting
injustice (Kimmel, 1995a, p. 115). -
Similarly, other pro-feminist authors 1in this c¢ollection
stress the importance of politLFs and point to the mythopoets’
tendency to avoid male responsibility for social change. As Kimmel
and Kaufman write:
It is a retreat from the historical specificity of the present
era, a retreat from political responsibilities to confront
male excesses that daily manifest themselves on our streets,
in our schools, 1in our workplaces, in our bedrooms, excesses
such as rape, violence, spouse abuse, gay bashing, high risk
sexual behaviour, drunk driving... it 1is thus a retreat from
women, from adult men’s responsibilities to embrace women’s
equality and struggle against those obstacles that continue to
lie in the path of geFder equality. (Kaufman & Kimmel, 1995,
p. 41) N
Anether writeriggﬁgry Kupers (1993; 1995), explains his fear
T L .
- , = "ﬁ , \ X
that the Mythopoetic -woveqent will ultimately fail to challenge
inequality, and thus patriarchy. He stresses that it 1s possible
to address male suffering without blaming it on feminist politics
and gains. His work takes a psychological approach and calls for
greater integration between the personal and political concerns
affecting men’s lives. .
Although most mythopoetic writers, in response to pro-feminist

challenges, are defensive, arguing that academic critique has no

place in their movement (Bliss, 1995; Diamond, 1995; Kipnis, 1995),
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several have recognized the necessity of applying the persdnal
changes they have made in the broader social realm (Allen, 1995;

Benjamin, 1995) .

It is not only the Mythopoets but also pro-feminist men who

»

must ;work to maintain awareness of 1issues of male power and
privilege. My concern stems from a degree of overlaé which exists
between the two movements, and perhaps a tendency for any group
work to become overly self-indulgent. For example, an article by
Canadian pro-feminist writer Bert Young discusses problems observed
in his own involvement. ‘

My experience 1in the activities of men’s groups, until
recently, suggests that most of our activities and ideas were
designed to build a safe haven for ourselves to feel better
about who we were as men. Our '‘wounded’ selves needed a place
where we could come to shed our burden and expose our tortured
souls to each other without women present... Attempting to
change ourselves did not mean that the social reality changed
with us. If anything, we became more insular and more drugged
with out newfound freedom of being a special kind of man. We
could laugh at our ‘wimpiness’, and at the same time reveal to
women and other men that we had found a new way to be
masculine without too much struggle and too much loss of
power and privilege. (Young, 1993, pp. 316-317)

Young’s challenge to men reflects the perspective of Bob
Connell; who 1s concerned that many male attempts to change simply

A . . G . D
create new forms of manhood, while maintaining hegemonic positions.

Connell provides explicit directions for men’'s work:

Pursuing social justice in power relations means contesting
men’s pre-dominance in the state, professions and management,
and ending men’s violence against women... Pursuing social
justice in the gender division of labour means ending the
patriarchal dividend in the money economy, sharing the burden
of domestic work, and equalizing access to education and
training. (Connell, 1995a, p. 229)
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A central concern of mine in pursuing this study was not only
to uncover men’s thoughts 5n personal and political transformation,
but to get a deepér sense of hdw one goes about shifting paradigms
and counteracting years of social conditioning./ I have often noted
the ease with which some men speak of femin¥st principles and pay
lip service to equality without necessarily understanding how they
are personally implicated in upholding power imbalances. While I
strongly agree that the mythopoetic motivation for and method of

R
engaging in;emotional work is problematic in importént ways, I do
feel that a process of self-interrogation 1is crucial for men who
hope to sincerely work toward eradicating patriarchy. Michael
Kaufman (1993) addresses this issue, feeling personal change to be
more wanting than political awareness among many men.

While many men are sympathetic to the ideas of women’s

equality and watch with approval as the barriers fall, for

most men there is little connection between these changes for
women and their own lives. They support the idea of equality
for women, but maybe they "still find ways to dominate the -

women around them... They don’t yet see that in feminism we
can find some of the answers to the crisis in masculinity.

(Kaufman, 1993, p. 260-62)

As men begin to question thelr own ideals and lived experience
of masculinity from a feminist perspective, a common reaction 1is
one of guilt. British writer Victor Seidler (1994) discusses this
issue and speaks to the problem of developing a deeply sincere
appreciation of feminist-theories. In his view, wallowing in male
guilt has served és a way for men to show feminist women that they
identify with radical feminist analyses of men as the oppressor.

Seidler stresses that men must move beyond attempts merely to "do

the right thing". Central to his work is a critique of the concept
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of reason as motivation for change:

..we cannot simply reject our masculinity as if it is ’'wrong’
or 'bad’ or ’'essentially oppressive to women’. This is not to
say that we cannot change the ways that we are. What 1s at
issue is the model of change that we 1inherit within our
culture... This is part of a Protestant tradition that is
still very much with us in the idea of ’'mind over matter’:
that if you take your mind off what is troubling you, then the
teelings ot despair or sadness will somehow

disappear. . (Seidler, 1994, p. 101)

Seidler also expresses concerns similar to those of Kupers (1993;
1995), Connell (1995a) and others. Even sincere men, he argues,
have taken critiques of masculinity only as far as the personal
realm - by becoming more nurturing as partners and fathers, and
getting in touch with their emotions. He calls into guestion the
omission of issues of power that underlie social institutions.

In a similar vein, Kenneth Clatterbaugh (1990) advocates a
greater focus on issues of power, and further investigation of the
different power struggles that occur between women and men as well
as among men as a gender. His emphasis on three major elements in
the study of masculinity - roles, stefeotypes and ideals - forms
the basis of his approach to looking at power on various levels.

Underlying the personal/political issue is a central gquestion
concerning men’s motivation. What, if anything, begins the process
of self-reflexive gender analysis? What will motivate men to begin
a process of change at any level? Whether this transformation
begins in private or public awareness, it would seem that a reward
must exist for giving up power, for defying and refusing the

traditional privileges manhood has to offer in its hegemonic forms.

Stanley Aronowitz (1995), in an essay imbued with much personal
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) ; .
reflection and experience, posits that men will be unwilling to
guestion power and privilege, much less to give it up, until they
are made to see the costs of this power to their own iives -
namely, the emotional isolation from others that comes with
traditional concepts of manhood.

This idea returns us directly to the necessity of men relating
social issues to their lived experience. The process by which one
begins this may take different forms and hold varying rewards and
hardships along the way. However, a significant element of this
Fransformation may be found in working with and listening to
women'’s perspectives and critiques. Leo Bersani (1995) posits that
male feminism risks becoming a JIOQe affair between men", as most
men fail to form constructive dialogue with women. The need for

dialogue leads me to emphasize the importance of male pro-feminist

attention to feminist women’s perspectives.

Femiﬁist reflections: some women’s perspectives on male pro-
feminism

Women have responded to the growth of men’s movements with a
mixture of scepticism and approval. They have criticized both the
cultural appropriation and the lack of political focus 1in the
mythopoetic movement and have stressed the importance of men
recognizing and deconstructing their own advantaged positions in
light of various feminist challenges. Other common concerns centre

around the lack of diversity within both backlash and progressive
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men’s moveménts and the need for men to listen to the perspectiveé
of women while also taking responsibility for thelir own processes
of personal change and social action.

Harry’Christian (1994) reports the findings of his study of
life histories of anti-sexist men working for gender eqﬁality in
Britain. He investigates the influences in the lives of these men,
which Qelped to form their anti-feminist politics, andlin his
conglu;zpns, writes:

'»?%E 1s not enough for some men to become aware of the
masculine role’s limitations. A link has to be made between
that and a decision to become politically active 1in support of
feminism. The most significant 1link 1illustrated by the
experience of most men in my study is the importance of direct
personal political influence by individual feminist women.

(Christian, 1994, p. 189) '

Since the beginning of the mythopoetic movement, critipal
concerns of feminists‘have coincided with extensive media attention
to the phenoﬁenon. Susan Faludi’s (1991) work devotes an extensive
and critical gecﬁion to this task, citing exampleshof Robert Bly’'s
angry responses to women questioning his mbtives at conferences and
lectures.

P Perhaps not surprisingly, many feminist critiques centre
around 1issues similar to those raised by pro-feminist men who
reflect critically on their own movement. For instance, there 1is
great concern on the part of many women about the need for evolving
male identities that account for both personal and social issues.
Meg Luxton (1993) stresses the different levels ¢n which men must

raise their awareness and work for change:

Anti-sexist work needs to go on publicly and privately
simultaneously. Some men are willing to act publicly...



13

without ever dealing with the sexism 1in their personal
lives... On the other hand, many men who work hard in their
personal lives, who are willing to struggle Hard with their

. lover, their children and their housemates but who never act
publicly are similarly failing to deal with sexism. (Luxton,
1993, p. 370)

There 1is a feeling that perhaps what 1is being accomplished

constitutes the creation of a softer and more gentle male, as

+

opposed to more traditional, macho forms, rather than an
ad
eradication of patriarchal gender relations. Fear exists that

men's groups will ultimately serve only to make men feel better
about themselves, leaving behind the politicized struggles of
feminism. As bell hooks writes:

The adpect of the men’s movement advocated by men like Robert

Bly rarely addresses the 1issue of dismantling patriarchy.

Instead, the focus of this branch ¢f the men’s movement seems

to be more on the production of a kind of masculinity that can

be safely expressed within patriarchal boundaries...The most
frightening aspect of contemporary men’s movement...1s the
depoliticization of the struggle to end sexist oppression, and
the replacing of that struggle with a focus on personal self-

actualization. (hooks, 1992b, p. 113)

Although  hooks’ comments above refer to mythopoetic
approaches, she 1s also critical of some pro-feminist work and
cautions against similar de-politicization in this realm. She
refers to the work of John Stoltenberg (1989) as having disengaged
with the pro-feminist political goal of educating other men,
pointing to the irony that Stoltenberg represents the radical edge
of men’s movement.

It i1s 1mportant to consider that even a decline in patriarchy
as we know 1t does not necessarily lead to the instigation of a

system built on equity. Barbara Ehrenreich (1995) points out that

the decline in the o0ld system of patriarchy, with 1its token
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breadwinner male heading the traditional family, has not lead to a
decline 1in male dominance, but only a re-defining of masculine
roles which maintains male power.

Similarly, Abigail Solomon-Godeau (1995) notes that the
emergence of a "éofter”, more géntle form of masculinity, as
presenﬁed in the media, has not brought abéut an equitable re-
distribution‘of power. She further cautions that male discourse
around masculinity issues can become little more than another way
to privilege male subjectivity. This 1s a crucial element for men
to keep in mind when organizing. It points to the need to be clear
about the reasons for engaging in men’s work, and to eliminate the
mythopoetic notion of organizing around men’s suffering,
“attributing it to lost fathers and tyrannical mothers or feminists.
In this vein, Rosemary Radford Reuther (1992) remarks on the irony
of men feeling the neéd for a private "movement" addressing their
pain, andﬂstresses that organization musﬁ be rooted in public
acknowledgement of accountability for sexism. She draws a parallel
between men’s organizing and a (fictional) movement on the part-of
white people responding to racism.

Let us imaéine a parallel "whiﬁe people’s movement" arising

that would claim to solve racism primarily by seeing it as a

problem of the wounded white psyche. We are told that white

people are deeply wounded by the lack of pbésitive white role
models, exacerbated by the "vicious" criticism of white
people that took place in the civil rights and apartheid
movements. It is acknowledged that white people have sometimes

been immature and have used their power aggressively, but that
is only because they were insecure 1in their whiteness.

(Reuter, 1992, p. 16)

However sceptical one might be of what already exists, there
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is little doubt among women that some form of men’s movement is

necessary, and that feminism can no longer be seen as a movement

concerning only women. As Gloria Steinem writes:
Make no mistake about it: Women want a men’s movement. We are
literally dying for it. If you doubt that, just listen to’
women’s desperate testimonies of hope that the men 1in our
lives will become more nurturing toward children, more able to
talk about emotiocns, less hooked on a spectrum of control that
extends from not listening through to violence, and less
repressive of their own human qualities that are called

"feminine"- and thus suppressed by cultures in which men
dominate. (Steinem, 1992, p. V)

As bell hooks (1992b) points out, men must begin to see feminist
movement as central in their own lives, and to see thadr work as
part of the larger struggles women have already begun.

Ideally, men’s movement should merely be a segment under the

larger feminist movement... When feminism 1is defined as a
- movement to end sexism and sexist oppression, 1t is clear that

everyone has a role to play. Fundamentally, the struggle 1is

- not defined as a conflict between women and men. It is defined
by resistance to a politic of patriarchal domination that 1is
perpetuated and maintained by nearly everyone in our culture.

Defined in this way, there is no question that men can engage

fully in feminist struggle. (hooks, 1992b, p. 113)
Similarly, Lynne Segal (1990) emphasizes that socialist feminism
presents a ready-made political agenda for men hoping to join 1in
gender-based struggles.

As the architects of a movement for gender, racial and other
forms of equality,' women are necessarily concerned with the
activities of groups of men attempting to support our goals. We
can and should expect to have a voice regarding the shape of men’s
participation in feminist activities, and would rightly critique or

comment on tlie their interpretation and development of feminist

theories and goals. The need for men to listen to feminist
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critique was stressed in my interviews, but was mentioned less in
most written work by men that I have read. Starhawk, among others,

reminds us:

Men have to listen to women...I become alarmed when I hear
statements that imply that men have already listened to women
too much, been made "soft" by the feminist movement...A lot of

men are strong allies, good friends, staunch comrades in the
struggle. They are not the problem. The problem is the legions
of men who haven’t even begun to get it yet, who still have to
prove their masculinity by ordering bombing raids or
humiliating their female co-workers, e men who nake us
afraid to walk down 1lonely streets *night. The men’'s
movement I could trust would figure out™ow to reach those
men. (Starhawk, 1992, p. 30)

This is nog to say that men’s groups must take full directivé
from feminist women. It 1s crucial that men take responsibility
for their'own transformation, educating themselves and other meﬁ,
in order to shift the burden of responsibility away from women.
Although this iséue was mentioned in some pro-feminist men’s
writings and 1n my 1interviews, I found no written work that
proposed a specific model for‘ balancing consultation and
cooperation with feminist groups and the need for independent
thought and action.

While an exact pro-feminist model for men’s groups may remain
somewhat elusive, women writers are clear as to what they do not
wish to see occurring. Many have formed wvisions 1in direct
opposition to mythopoetic texts they have read or workshops they
have attended. In addition to concerns over the self-indulgent
nature of much of this work, the movement 1is felt to be

fundamentally anti-woman, due to its emphasis on separating from

1
i
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the feminine and the many misogynist sentiments expressed in works
such as Iron John (Bly, 1990). There is also reason to be critical’

of its constituency of mainly white middle class men, who are able
: N

to attend workshops and retreats due. to their material and
- Q»_ )
financial privilege.

Women also speak against the cultural appropriation in many

men’s groups rituals - an aspect in direct opposition to feminist
anti-racist politics. It is noted that many such rituals are used
: - .
to reaffirm men’s power and control, and are taken from cultures in
which women’s status 1s the lowest. Hattie Gosset writes:
playing drums? dancing around the fire? camping out? is this
some more pseudo tribal stuff? a revised ersatz "heart of
darkness" number? a bunch of boys playing games with the
cultures of people they dont (sic) know how to live next door
to? (Gosset, 1992, p. 21) '

Although many pro-feminist men write strong critiques of such
practices as well, their movement can also be criticized for 1its
. , §
lack of attention to diversity, particularly in terms of racial
politics. Many are aware of the need to expand thgir strategies to
reach a wider audience of men. It surprised me that only a few
women writers mentioned this lack of diversity with regard to the
mythopoetic movement and fewer still recognized it as important 1in
pro-feminist circles. bell hooks was one writer who tended to be
critical of pro-feminist work, noting her lack of comfort at a

conference she attended with a black male friend.
We were both disturbed by the complete lack of any emphasis on
race. We were disturbed by the discussions of masculine
identity that were based on the assumption that all men share
equally the rewards of patriarchal privilege in this society.

Privileged white male thought, experience and culture was
often presented as a norm standpoint. (hooks, 1992b, p. 116)
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In contrast to white women writers who spoke of their comfort
around and faiﬁh in pro-feminist men, hooks’ experience at this
.
conference as a black woman, tp me, seems to accentuate the
importance of hearing critiques from marginalized perspectives.

I turn now to a discussion of issues surrounding marginality and

diversity in men’s work.

Difference and the dominance of gender issues

As feminist theory struggles to grapple with charges of white,
middle-class, heterosexist bias, so too do men working for gender
justice need to improve not only awareness but the integration of
issues of difference 1in their work. By this I refer to the

necessary formation of new paradigms as alternatives to the

traditional (and current) "add-on" method of dealing with racism,
classism, homophobia and other marginalized issues. Despite a

growing body of cultural criticism which deals overtly with these
forms of discrimination (e.g. Connell, 1995b; Kaufman and Kimmel,
1995), many men’s movement writers fail to incorporate perspectives
which would not only reach a wider range of men, but might
challenge current participants to interrogate their privilege. As
Blye Frank writes:
(A) criticism of' the pro-feminist position of men may be that
even with their claims of ’'gay affirmation’ and anti-racism,
they often do not fully articulate the privileged position of
white, heterosexual, middle-class and abled professional men,

or their own support of those privileged positions. (Frank,
1993, p. 339)

There remains an unacknowledged bias in much work which stems,
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I bélieve, from the way in which masculinity has been defined,
despite the recent tendency to speak of "masculinities" instead.
While I appreciate the tendency of many authoré to speak of a
hegemonic masculinity, whicbrrefers to a domineering, patriarchal,
traditional western male ideal, it sometimes becomes clear that
difference is seen as pivoting a white, western, heterosexual norm
and that, while they may be rightly and usefully critical of
hegemonic identity, they do not account for the perspectives. of
thage who are victimized by these forms. For example, John
Stoltenberg (1994) addresses homophobia, but his focus is solely on
asking straight men to renounce theirs.”,While this i1s important,
it makes <clear that the intended audience of‘ this work 1is
heterosexual. Inhcontrast, Lynne Segal (1990) employs marginalized
parspectives 1in attempting to understand the dominant forms of
masculinity, as an alternative to examining sexist or racist
oppression only from the perspectives of those who benefit from it.
She cites the work of James Baldwin, a gay black writer, in
demonstrating her point:
I have spent most of my life, after all, watching white
people, and outwitting them, so that I might survive. I think
I know something about the American masculinity which most men
of my generation do not know because they have not been
menaced by it in the way that I have been. (Baldwin, cited in
Segal, 1990, p. 177)
Despite Segal’s progressive approach, I was critical of her
tendency to fall into a common trap of discussing only black men as
representatives of all men of colour or ‘different’, meaning»poﬁ-

white, ethnicities.

A few authors attempt to deal with difference by inserting
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)é chapter on "black men" or '"gay men" after their discussion of
masculinity or, as Clatterbaugh (1990) chose, a chaptger on both
"black and gay men". While upholding a conceptiE&fﬁof these
identities as Other, such presentation also fails to deal with the
intersection of sexual ide;tity with gender and race;’-Similarly,
although Seidler (1994) acknowledges the unequal distribution of
power among men, he stops short of bringing race considerations
into his analysis of class and economic d{%ferences.

Several authors (Connell, 1995a; Kaufman, 1993; Kimmel, 1995a,
1995b) take a well-integrated approach on issues of difference, 1in
particular when dealing with racism and heterosexism. However, I
have found little or no mention of physical disability, except as
a passing reference. This seems an important omission, given the
attention to physical prowess and strength as central in defining
traditional manhood. The association of disability with weakness,
thus with femininity, could be further explored, as could the
perspectives of disabled men with regard to possible fears of
physical violence. It is also important to acknowledge that some
men’s retreats or activities - particularly mythopoetic weekends in
the woods - are not wheelchair accessible.

A égmmon theme in several works was the role of the military
in shaping masculinity. Its product was held up by ééveral authors
(Clatterbaugh, 1990; Connell, 1995a; Kaufman, 1993; Mosse, 1996;
Segal, 1990) as an ultimate form of hegemonic manhood, in terms of

the power it bestows, the conformity it embodies, and its

unquestionable misogyny in defining masculinity - as, literally,
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not feminine. What I found missiﬁg in these theories<was, first,
any analysis of how certain men, in military recruiting, have been
and are seen as more expendable than others, and second, discussion
of the racism and imperialist ideology  that underlies men’s
training to dehumanize the enemy.

Perhaps the most striking example of inattention to diversity
can be seen in John Stoltenberg’s (1994) assumptions about the
dominant form of masculinity. His work seéms to conclude that
most, if not all men, strive to achieve a hyper-masculinity bent on
violence, dominance and the conscious subjugation of women. I am
critical of his tone, which is sarcastic, bitter and superior, as
he pokes fun at men who are less evolved in renouncing their
masculinity. Above all, I disliked the fact that his work lacks
ény\analysis and seems concerned only with satirical blame and

\
rhetoric. Stoltenberg constructs a dichotomy between good and bad
men - those who are guided by their manhood and those guided by
selfhood. This not only reduces the problem of sexism to a
personal and private level;sevidenced in statements like "Racist
hatred and violénce are driven by identity anxiety..." (p. 136),
but his approach fails to éccount for the experience of men of a
variety of backgrounds. Most men, I would argue, are likely to
experience their manhood somewhere along a céntinuum between
Stoltenberg’s ‘"perfect" and "strictly oppressive" categories.
Here, I think some of Kenneth Clatterbaugh’s comments are useful:

We started out with the claim that the components of

masculinity - roles, stereotypes and ideals - are historically

situated and relative to specific groups. But that is just g
beginning. What factors need to be included 1in these

\F
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categories? and to which group(s) are they vrelevant? the
stereotypes and ideals themselves may be misleading. And the
men under study are not all masculine in the same sense.

Finally, even the criteria by which we can distinguish
masculinit}es need to be defined. (Clatterbaugh, 1990, p. 159)

)
In order to address concerns about diversity it is essential

to examine the experiences of a wide population of men. As a white
feminist, I have long found it useful to respond to challenges to
my own privilege by reading both theoretical and fictional work by
women of colour. From this comes not only a greater appreciation
of a variety of life experiences and baékgrounds, but a greater
understanding of how my privilege is implicated in the suffering of
others. In attempting to gain a better understanding of Black male
experience, I turned to writers such as Cornel West (hooks & West,
1991; West, 1995), who discusses violence, power ‘and gender
relations within a cgntext of racial oppression, and Manning
Marable (1995), who provides an analysis of violence against the
black community and the particular issues this presents for black
men as both victims and perpetrators. Majors and Billson’s (1992)
work offers a sociological perspective on BlackK male social and
emotional experience through examination of the "cool pose" or
public persona adopted by many black men as a defensive posture in
a racist environment. ‘
Jewish male experience 1is explored by Harry Brod (1988).
Several authors in his collection grapple with having learned
patriarchal values from their fathers while at the same time

recognizing the value of their fathers as mentors and guides. As

Rabbi Michael Gold writes: " (Jewish) masculinity is bound up with
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helping a child function in society and providing that child not
only with book knowledge, but values and a world outlook". (Gold,

~

1988, p. 88)

Barbafa Brietman’s (1988) essay discusses thé qualities that
have been cultivated by Jewish men in order to survive. She lists
humility, generosity, self-abnegation, love, conciliation,
eagerness to please, restraint and serenity - all of which one
would be unlikely to come across in many accountsvof soclety’s
desired "masculine" qualities. This was a striking example of how
some male experience will be omitted 1in concéptions of male
socialization; it also subverts the assumption that all men st;ive
to embody mainly negative, macho qualities.

It is crucial that the politics of masculinity incorporate
knowledge of the various contexts in which violence and oppression
occur - an essential component of recognizing that masculine ideals
affect various communities, and various men, in different ways.
For instance, King-Kok Cheung (1990) describes stereotypes of
Chinese American men as effeminate and weak. -Further, this work
identifies the stereotype ' e men as misogynist, and
situates such behaviour within a context of emasculation and racist
oppressionl Comparing this manifestation of sexism with those
described by several African American writers, Cheung writes:

Men of colour who have been abused in a white society are

likely to attempt to restore their sense of masculinity by

venting their anger at those who are even more powerless - the

women and children in their families. {(Cheung, 1990, p. 241)
This strikes me as a clear demonstration of why it is insﬁfficient

to speak of "male violence" , or "male sexism", as totalizing
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phenomena.

In a similar vein, Richard Fung (1995) writes of the
"effeminate" stereotype of Chinese men in the historical context of
Chinese immigrafion to anada: At the same time, he addresses gay
experignce among Chiné;e and non-Chinese men, and guestions the

idea that a men’s movement based on gender issues 1s relevant to

all men:

(M)en’s movements, whether 1in support of, hostile, or
indifferent to feminism, have generally been founded on
_precepts that come from the experience of middle-class,
straight, white men... Although gay men are not 1immune to
misogyny... our sexuality generally puts us outside the direct
mobilization of men as the perpetrators of male (hetero)sexual
vinlence in rape and spousal abuse. Similarly, while straight
men may want ,to learn to touch other men (and still remain

straight), it is homophobia that makes same-sex contact taboo
- gay men are already penalized for touching. (Fung, 1995, p.
296)

The work of bell hooks has been invaluable 1in clarifying
problems which permeate the issue of difference among masculinities

in anti-sexist work. hooks (1992a) problematizes the common
. s ,

.és%pmption that Black men are emasculated and passively accept

- A

" measurements of their manhood according to white, sexist standards.

Of standard scholarship~"and representation of Black men, she

writes:

This work conveyed the message that black masculinity was
homogenous. It suggested that all black men were tormented by
their 1inability to fulfil the ©phallocenttic masculine
ideal.. .Erasing the realities of black men who have diverse
understandings of masculinity, scholarship on the Dblack
family... puts in place of this lived complexity a flat, one-
dimensional representation... It does not 1interrogate the
conventional construction of patriarchal masculinity or
question the extent to which black men have historically
internalized this norm. It never assumes the existence of
black men whose creative agency has enabled them to subvert
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norms and develop ways of thinking about masculinity that
challenge patriarchy. (hooks, 1992a, p. 89)

At the same time, hooks 1s far from silent on problems of
gender inequality within black communities. She (1994) critiques
the equation of black liberation with the assertion of black male
power. This notion is similar to the concerns in King-Kok Cheung’s
work, that sexism must be viewed within the context of other forms
of oppression, as male assertion of power sometimes results from

racist ideology and practice.

It has become clearer within feminist movement that the
dominance ofr gender-based ideologies not only <creates an
insufficient view of ‘the lives of many women, but that attention to
the problematics of sexism alone requires contextualization, as
these issues affect different women in different ways. It would be
unacceptable and simplistic to write a text on "femininity" without
further qualifying specifics, or to study, simply, "women".

Likewise, the 1literature by and about pro-feminist men
requires reflexive and critical attention when grappling with
definitions of masculinity and the resultant proposals for change
which stem from them. It 1is apparent that some such work 1s
occurring, and that a number of critical sources exist from both
inside and outside the movement. It remains to be seen how
successfully these will be incorporated, and a more detailed
analysis of the issues raised here will be explored throughout this

thesis.
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Chapter 2

FEMINIST METHODOLOGIESYAND STUDYING "UP"

"In approaching the methodological concerns pertalining to this
study, I was forced to recognize a lack of precedential work which

addressed my particular situation, as well as an absence of studies
o5

of a similar nature. Conside%idgﬁgy position as a woman feminist
researcher interviewihg men who wére self-proclaimed pro-feminists
or feminists became a task to which only certain aspects of the
methodological strategies were relevant. This chapter will discuss
the preliminary problemsrl encountered when planning my empirical
study and how I chose to deal with them, és well as some underlying

challenges this type of study presents to feminist methodology.

Western feminist methodology, typically concerned w;th the

problems of exploitation or mistreatment of subjects,‘ speaks
.

largely to the concerns surrounding the study of indﬁviduals or
groups 1in positions of lesser social power than the researcher
herself. In recent years, a body of work has developed around
cross-cultural research, challenging not only methods but the
ethnocentric assumptions upon which they may be formed (Reinharz,
1992; Wolf, 1996). Focus is almost always upon the study of other
women, and the issues involved in interpreting and represenging
both their similarities to and differences from one’s own life and

values. If not stated, it is almost always implicit that feminist

research 1s research by women, about women’s lives.
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A consideration of "studying up" - that is, studying those‘in

more powerful social or economic positions than oneself - led me to
examine a few studies by women who had looked at communities of
men. Sharon Traweek’s (1988) study of male physicists and Carol
Cohn’s (1987; 1989) work with nuclear defense intellectuals proved
useful ds examples of feminists doing fieldwork in male-dominated
settings and using their observations to analyze the discourses
that underlie these communities’ values and beliefs. However,
neither writer discussed her methods or approaches in detail, and
neither study proved h.ghly similar to mine, in that the men I
interviewed differed significantly from those in such studies 1n
their political views and aims. These studies necessarily took on
//more powerful "others" who could be viewed as antagonistic to
feminist issues, while my ;esearch participants could be considered
allies and active supporters, de;pite their locations as holders of
male privilege. In this sense, I found myself 1n an 1ironic
predicament, attempting to examine not simply those with greater
social power, but those who were invested in promoting awareness
and repudiation of that power.

&

Diane Wolf, discussing issues of power differences within

»

feminist fieldwork, describes different levels upon which one may
realize privilege in a research situation. She writes:

Whereas white women from the "First World" may experience

multiple levels of difference that boost their: privileged

position when working in Third World countried, postcolonial
feminist scholars working in their own country, or-scholars of
colour working with their racial-ethnic group in the United
States, experience their class and educational privilege, at
the very least. "Studying up" - studying those with more power
than the researcher - is perhaps the only way to subvert this
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particular power hierarchy. (Wolf, 139%6, p. 2)
Unfortunately for my purposes, Wolf does not expand on the latter
idea. I found it interesting that studying up was presented only
as a way to subvert power hierarchies and not necessarily as
essentially benef;cial to feminist knowledge.
Deliberating on the absence of examples forced me to consider
the nature of my project, and its place in the greater body of
E]
feminist empirical work, in a different light. For example, what
does the limited literature tell us about the prevalence of or
value placed upon this type of study? Perhaps the trend toward
studying "down" 1is indicative of two ways 1in which privilege can
function in a research situation - first, it allows us to avoid
intimidating work arrangements with otéers in which we might not
have control and authority, and secondl it obscures the need to

explore the perspectives of those 1in more advantaged positions

concerning their own situations of privilege.

Some thoughts on studying men

Since beginning this research I have been occasionally
approached with the challenge of whether or not it is "feminist" to
study men. I argue that feminist attention to gender justice must
necessarily account for transformation within both genders.
Further, although feminist studies aim to counter the predominant
historical focus on the activities and realities of men, it 1is
essentlal that feminist critique afford attention to the study of

masculinity 1in a manner which examines privilege as a central
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focus. It was imporsant for me to consider how feminists might
study men, how we might uncover and assess what they are doing in
response to women’s critique, our needs and our challenge.

One positive reference was found in Marcia Wright’'s words on
the value of fesearch on m;le subjects.

A feminist approach to male subjects must be ventured, in‘part

because men who are "public" affect women and in part because

they must also be rendered as private persons influenced by

women and involvedtjjl the social reproduction of gender
relations in the 1intimate as well as the extradomestic

arenas... I am committed to the scrutiny of male lives for the
sake of showing the play of power 1in 1its fullest sense,
inclusjve of women. (Wright, cited in Reinharz, 1992, pp.
142-143)

While considering the necessity of exploring the privilege of
those in socially powerful positions, as well as of hearing the
perspectives of men themselves on issues concerning their social
locations, I came across writing by bell hooks which discusses
historical methods by which black people have critically observed
white behaviour.

Although there has never been any official body of black

people in the United States who have gathered as

anthropologists and/or ethnographers to study whiteness, black
folks have, from slavery on, shared in conversations with one
another "gspecial" knowledge of whiteness gleaned from close

scrutiny of white people. Deemed special because it was not a

way of knowing that has been recorded fully in written

material, its purpose was to help black folks cope and survive

in a white supremacist, K society. (hooks, 1992a, p. 165)

This perspective enabled me to resituate my thoughts on
methods of "studying" human béings, and on what 1t means to observe
and demystify those who have long held power over you 1in various

ways. It reminded me that methodology can begin 1in lived

experience and observation, out of which theory 1s shaped.
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hooks (1992a) goes on to discuss how white people react with
outrage upon learning that black people scrutinize and form
opinions about them, and how this 1is a function of the
inseparability of racism and privilege, as 1t speaks to our

I

9nconscious assumptions about who owns the privileges of looking
and judging. Her work calls into question that which has been
constructed as unguestionable - the culturally-/self-awarded
material and symbolic advantage of certain groups over others.
Although such assumptions have been reversed through some facets of
feminist change, anti-racist struggle and gay and lesbian
liberation movement over the past several decades, we have yet to
incorporate theories about the necessity and the particular
problematics of studying the more powerful "Other" into general
conceptions of methodological efhics. ‘As long as there remains

reason to call it studying "up", there remains reason to undertake

such investigation.

Empirical research as praxis

Another prominent 1issue in currend feminist methodological
dialogue is that of the importance of contributing in a significant
way to the lives ‘of one's research participants as a way of

balancing the wusually one—way appropriation of benefits 1in a

research situation. Some methodologists, such as Patti Lather
(1991), see feminist research as necessarily enhancing feminist
goals in a pro-active way. Lather gives several examples of work
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aimed at Change,/including a research project oﬁ violence }n the
family, which generated enough publicity to result in the creétion
of a women’s shelter.

There is debate over the degree to which research can or
should be change-enhancing. For instance, Shulamit Reinharz speaks
of participatory studies, in which "the distinction between the
researcher (s) and those on whom the research 1s done disappears"
(Reinharzf 1992, p. 181). T;is process involves shared decision-
making about the direction of the project and mutual self-
disclosure. It 1is presented.as a partial answer to concerns about
appropriating subjects’ experience strictly to further one’s own
work . Another method, "Needs Assessment" seeks to allow a
community’s specific needs or goals to determine the direction of
research, rather than forming such goals before consultatioh
(Reinharz, 1992).

Due to my own position as a woman feminist vis a vis the group
I was examining - pro-feminist men - I felt that, again, many
common feminist research goals did not apply. Although I had
concerns about the protection of my subjects’ identities and thé;
correct and sensitive interpretation of their words, I did not set
out to empower them or assess the needs of their particular group.
Indeed, it would seem iﬁappropriate and awkward to set out to
"empower" or "liberate" a group with greater social power and
privilege than those closer to my own identity (women, feminists).

My feelings about the project are well-aligned with Maria Mies’

comments on the integration of research and praxis:



“s

32
It is much more a matter of the reunification of life and
Eh6hght, action and knowledgea change gnd resgagch..I can
,1imagine no freedom for women without this reunification. This
“~ is not to say that every single women’s research project must
have a direct relation to an action. (Mies, 1991, p. §8)
Feeling that my project aimed to provide greater understanding
for feminists of the activities and philosophie; of pro-feminist
men, as well as positing the possibility that the dialogue and
certain critique would further self-reflection among the groups of
men themselves, I did approach my research as goal-oriented, théuéh
not *from the angles described in most feminist works. I aimed to
provide a feminist "watchdog" on the activities of pro-feminist men
o ]
and to alert' feminists to the fact that supportive men’s movements
existed, alongside the backlash groups with which we are all more
familiar. I Q;§§§d my work to address the fééue of whether there
was a place for men in feminist work, and if so, what that position
might look like, %p their own view 