Men, difference
and racism

If we pay attention to race and ethnicity, what does this
mean for the men’s movement, for the development of
communities of men, and for our understandings of
masculinity? Michael Flood offers an outline.

HIE time is ripe for a recognition of
I diversity among men, by activists in
the men’s movement and by theo-
tists of masculinity. Let us learn from, rather
than repeat the early mistakes of, the wom-
en’s movements, so that we can develop an
inclusive and anti-racist pro-feminism.
Second-wave feminism began in
Western countries in the late 1960s.
Although different strands of femi-
nism asserted differing explanations
for women's situation, all agreed that

section is now the subject of a rich and
fertile feminist literature.

The insights gained from this shift in
feminist theory have profound implications
for our vision of men and masculinity. At
the simplest level, we must recognise that
men of different ethnic and cultural back-
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Race is gendered, and
gender is raced.

there were only one model in Australian
society of how to be a man. Instead, there
are multiple masculinities, with some dom-
inant and some subordinate or margin-
alised. There are different ways of ‘doing
masculinity’, and different masculinities
stand in different relations to power.

The dominant image of mas-
culinity with which we in Australia
are presented, is of a white mas-
culinity. Popular cuiture places the
lives of white, Anglo-Celtic men at

women spated a common
oppression.

By the late 19705 and early 1980s, the
claims of feminism to represent equally all
women, to speak for a cormmon ‘sisterhood’,

were being challenged. The writings and )

actions of working-class women, women of
colour, lesbians and older
women proposed a feminist
critique of feminist-—a critique
that was both within and against
feminism.

White Western feminism was
criticised for attempting to uni-
versalise the experiences of white
{(and often middle-class) women
in advanced capitalist countries,
and for failing to engage with
questions of racism. Black, non-
Anglo and Third World feminists
argued against the idea that gen-
der was necessarily the most fun-

grounds have different experiences of
masculinity. ‘Being a man’ means different
things in different cultures and among
different ethnic groups.

This simple fact means that that we can
not talk or write about 'the male role’, as if
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centre stage, while those of men
from non-English-speaking backgrounds
and men of colour are marginalised or made
invisible.

This white (and heterosexual and usually
middle-ciass) masculinity is often what
people mean when they talk about ‘the
male role’.
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damental oppression. They
proclaimed that race and eth-
nicity, racism and colonialism
were at-least as important in
shaping women’s (and men'’s)
lives.
* Race is gendered, and gender is
raced. Sexism and racism over-
lap and intersect, and this inter-

“Look Mr Smith, about the question on your
skin colour, ‘pink’ is not a recognised answer.”
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White is a colour

FOR mern, our gender has long
been invisible to us, We look in
the misror and see a ‘human be-
ing’, a.generic person. But with
the emesgence of the women's
movement neatly three decades
ago, this gender-blind vision
became more difficult.
Masculinity was re-imagined as
socially produced and histoti-
cally specific, and as a social
problem rather than ‘just the
way things are’.

‘This same process must also
happen with race and ethnic-
ity. Michael Kimmel in Men,
masculinities and social theory
describes a confrontation in a
feminist seminar between a
white woman and a black
woman, over whether »
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The dominant perspectives in the

movement and the literature
explain only dominant white
masculinity while representing

»  their similarities as women
were greater than their racial
differences.

“The white woman asserted that
the fact that they were both women

it as universal.

womanhood that was being sys-
tematically violated by white men.

The legacy of colonialism in
Western countries is obvious. The
mid-1970s witnessed a resurgence of

bonded them, despite racial differ-
ences. They shared a common oppression
as wommen, and were both ‘sistérs under the
skin'. The black woman disagreed.

““When you wake up in the morning and
look in the mirror, what do you see?’ she
asked.

“‘[ see a woman', replied the white
woman hopefully.

““That’s precisely the prablem’, replied
the black wormnan. ‘I see a black woman. For
me race is visible every minute of every day,
because it is how [ am not privileged in this
culture, Race is invisible to you which is
why our alliance will always feel false and
strained to me."”

White people have a personal stake in
anti-racism. White peopie do not experi-
ence ourselves as unique, specific or valu-
able. We are ‘whitewashed’ out of our
specific cultural, ethnic and national iden-
tities, and we lose our particular cultural
heritages. As Harry Brod writes in Changing
Men's special issue on black masculinity,
“This perpetuates the illusion that a mono-
lithic, homogenous “white” culture exists,
in contrast to which third world cultures
appear as deviations—either disdained as
inferior or romanticized as exotic.”

The taken-for-granted and dominant
character of ‘whiteness’ is czucial to
racism. Here is Brod again: “The delu-
sion that we are simply “white” is
part of what keeps racism so firmly
rooted, as it allows the perpetuation
of whiteness as the dominant,
normative culture.”

custody, poor health and education, poverty
and unemployment are a testimony to the
legacy of dispossession and racism.

Black American men are excluded from
employment and therefore cannot assume
a traditional masculine role as provider.
Poverty and racism have a profound effect
on the lives of indigenous and non-English-
speaking-background (NESB)} men in
Australia too. As Kenneth Clatterbaugh
writes in his book Contemporary perspectives
on masculinity, “The message to black men
from patriarchy is to “be a man”; the mes-
sage from capitalisin is “no chance.””

Men of colour have criticised the domi-
nant perspectives in the men’s movement
and the masculinity literature, for explain-
ing only dominant white masculinity while
representing it as universal. Kenneth
Clatterbaugh summarises the Dblack
American critique: “just as the dominant
masculinity isshaped by privilege and
antiblack racism, black masculinity is
shaped by poverty and oppression.”

White men’s hlack man

IDEAS about masculinity are central to the
history of Western colonialism. Lynne
Segal’s book Slow motion: changing mas-

If men are to build

brotherhood, we must come
to terms with our diversity.

racism for example in North America
and Britain, according to Lynne Segal.
Bush's re-election as President depended in
part on the criminalisation of the image of
black men. Youth crime and black youth
were made synonymaous in the UK, in the
context of increasing poverty, police bru-
tality and state racism. Stereotypes of black
men as studs and rapists persist in popular
culture.

Fighting racism is therefore also about
fighting dominant images of men and mas-
culinity, such as racist fantasies of black
sexuality which are oppressive to women
and men alike.

Racism informs our images and treatment
of women. As Jan Pettman writes in Living
in the margins: racism, sexism and feminism
in Australia, Aboriginal women may be por-
trayed as loose and easy, and Astan women
as sexually exotic, passive and used to male
domination. These and other minority
women are subject to sexualised racial
harassment and public intrusions.

Race, power, theory

THE recognition of differences and divi-
sions among men complicates and unsetties
our analyses of men’s power. Gendered
power is intersected by race power and class
power.

Men of colour and from NESB
backgrounds are clearly not the
beneficiaries of patriarchal capital-
ism in the same way as other men.
Several US writers describe young
black men as an “endangered
species”, pointing to their chronic

Diversity and racism

“CcULTURAL diversity” is the title of this
XV's special feature. But the word diversity
doesn't necessarily suggest a key aspect of
the relations between men of different racial
and ethnic backgrounds. That key aspect is
power. Men of different backgrounds have
differential access to social resources and
social status.

The experience of Aboriginal men is a
brutal example of this. Aboriginal men’s
high rates of imprisonment, deaths in

culinities, changing men describes mid-nine-
teenth-century ideas of the white English
gentleman as superior being, bringing civil-
isation to the world’s inferior races. Black
men were imagined to be ‘primitive’ and
highly sexualised beasts, savage and sexual.

Similar notions of black men were cen-
tral to the lynching of thousands of black
men in the United States. These executions
were justified in terms of the protection of
white womanhoaod, but in fact it was black
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unemployment, poor educational
achievement, participation in crime, poor
health and high rates of homicide, On the
other hand, in focusing only on diversity,
we run the risk of losing sight of men's
power as a gender, :
The acknowledgement of race and eth-
nicity also unsettles earlier feminist anaty-
ses and strategies to do with the labour
market, families and violence. Pettman
describes for example the complex politi-
cal issues surrounding violence in Aboriginal




communities. Naming Aboriginal men’s
violence may reinforce racist images, and
seeking the protection of the state is prob-
lemnatic especially for Aboriginal women—
state intrusion in their communities is
chronic already, and imprisonment is

dangerous. While feminism has enabled
.the breaking of silences about family vio-
lence, Aboriginal women are aware of the
care which must be taken in naming the
violence.

In a more profound way, the ‘discovery’
in feminist theory of difference has led to
the questioning of the category “Woman”.
Poststructuralist and postmodern feminisms
have risen to prominence in feminist the-
ory, asserting alternative ways of under-
standing truth, identity, power and gender.
I'will leave a discussion of this development
for another day, but let me say that post-
modern feminism offers rich resouzces for
theorists of men and masculinity,

A men’s politics?

THERE are relatively few men of colour and
NESB men in the Australian men’s move-
ment. { could be totally wrong about this;
ethnicity and cultural difference can remain
invisible if they are not openly named, and
I may be doing the classic ethnocentric trick
of assuming that everyone is from an
English-speaking background.

If there are few men of colour and NESB
men in the movement, why is this? I have
a few guesses. It could be that the issues
with which much of the men’'s movement
is concerned—personal healing and emo-
tional expressiveness—are secondary con-
cerns for men dealing with poverty,
unemployment and cultural dislocation. It
could be that the movement is relatively
young, and like many social movements it
has begun with white, middle-class and
educated people. It could be that the eth-
nocentric perspectives on men in the move-
ment make men from other backgrounds
teel excluded and unwelcome.

However, there are several promising
signs among men's groups around Australia,
‘Anti-racism’ is likely to become Men
Against Sexual Assault’s fourth guiding prin-
ciple in the next few months. (The other
three are ‘male-positive’, ‘pro-feminist’ and
‘gay-affirmative’. See my discussion of these
in XY, Summer 1993-1994), ‘Anti-racism’

was recently adopted by America’s main
progressive men's organisation, the National
Organisation of Men Against Sexism
(NOMAS).

Some men’s groups around Australia draw
on the indigenous wisdom of Aboriginal
cultures, often through the participation of
Aboriginal elders. For example, a three-day
retreat titled “Creativity, indigenous wis-
dom: and the masculine spirit” was fust held
near Lismore. Native American and Eastern
spiritual perspectives are also used.

We can learn much from men of other
cultures, and from the indigenous per-
spectives of non-western societies, I think
of my friendship with Schuman, an
Indonesian and Muslim man, who taught
me plenty about the representation in west-
ern media of Muslims as terrorists and fa-
natics, and the way this construction of a
dangerous ‘Other’ is used to justify military
imperiatism.

I want to sound a note of caution too.
We need to avoid speaking for other cul-

- tures, romanticising them or being uncrit-

ical of those aspects of other cultures or
masculinities that are oppressive to women
or other groups,

Intimacy and difference

ONE of the most important goals of the
men’s movement is to break down men’s
isolation. Qur task is to create coalitions
and communities that support and nour-
ish men, without doing so at the expense
of women or men of diverse ethnicities,
sexualities and classes.

If men are to build brotherhood, we must
come fo terms with our diversity. As Harry
Brod writes, “A truer intimacy comes from
recognizing rather than ignoring differ-
ences. The themes of our commeonalities
as men must be interwoven with, not
abstracted from, our differences.”

I will leave the final words to a man of
colour, Michael-David Gordon; “Can you
make knowing who I am desperately vital
to your life? Can you live and act as though
my freedom and yours are intrinsically
linked? Can you join me in raging at a
system that is in place basically for your
comfort? Are you willing to give up your
seat of power to see me, this “ether man”,
and call my name? Car you trust me with
your life?” @
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