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 Men? One may be skeptical to think that men, so commonly viewed as the 

instigators of the oppression that feminism fights, could be the next step in its 

progression. However, I believe that it is exactly this unconventional perspective that will 

shed light onto the ways in which men can stop being the enemy of feminism and see 

how they are equally a part of their effort. But first we must understand how our 

contemporary society functions. By examining the cultural confusion between sex and 

gender we can recognize how men, women, and any other gender have been inaccurately 

defined and categorized based on those falsehoods. These definitions are also harmful for 

everyone and result in unattainable social ideals.1 We’ve been living within this type of 

social system for such a long time that questioning it may seem blasphemous, but 

questioning is the only way towards change. Once we begin to question not only 

definitions, but also the categories themselves we can deconstruct this system and lay the 

groundwork for a new social system based on embracing our multiplicity.2 In re-building 

this system, men can take a hint from the history of feminism, specifically Simone de 

Beauvior’s The Second Sex, as a means of appropriating a pre-existing framework for 

their own agenda. With a social endeavor of this magnitude, it is important to realize that 

there isn’t a clear-cut final destination. This type of progression needs to be organic. 

Hopefully with enough time and effort, we can arrive at a place where people realize and 
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enjoy how we are all gendered beings who simultaneously define and disrupt prescribed 

social definitions. 

 Historically, the phenomenon of feminism has been a difficult battle, but one 

worth fighting. Women have gained the right to vote, choose to have children, and live 

any type of lifestyle they wish. One factor of feminism that is rarely discussed is it’s 

exclusive nature, not only among women, but also for men. While it’s true that our 

history is a history of patriarchy, it is false to assume that this means men are free. We 

haven’t had the liberty of a manifesto like The Second Sex, because it is assumed that the 

dominant majority is already liberated. However, recent investigation into masculine 

studies shows us that men are very much oppressed by prescribed social roles, which 

mirror those that oppress women.   

 Examining how we view sex and gender will show how these issues affect us all 

equally. Judith Butler explains how “gender is not passively scripted on the body […] 

Gender is what is put on invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly…”3 The 

fluidity of gender, which Butler addresses, is often overlooked because gender is also 

extremely performative and public in our contemporary society.4 Therefore, an enormous 

pressure is put upon us to perform our gender properly. Any change in this system 

requires a huge amount of courage, because even the slightest change will be visible to 

society as a whole. Specifically we have placed sex, gender and heterosexuality as 

conjoined historical products leaving little to no room for any deviating performances 
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that break this binary framework.5 It is important to note the word ‘we’ in this statement. 

We as a society are responsible for this system, and we as gendered beings are constantly 

repressed by our creation. However we are also the potential solution in changing this 

system. Butler also states that, “it is impossible to separate a theory of gender from a 

political philosophy of feminism.”6 However we must realize that any “theory of gender” 

inherently includes men; because, let us not forget that “men are gendered too.”7 Simply 

stated, this theory solidifies a place for men in the political agenda of feminism.  

 Social definitions constantly walk the line between being necessary and 

restrictive. We need them to tell us how to act; but we can also use them to rebel against. 

Let us now look at some social definitions as a way to clarify this discussion. It is 

commonly believed that the word sex refers “to a biological way of differentiating 

between human beings.”8 The definition of gender is more ambiguous: gender, “refers to 

general social and cultural beliefs on the part of individuals and societies about people 

and what differentiates them.”9 Using these two definitions as a starting point, Jack Kahn 

describes the “benchmarks against which all men are measured” in his book, An 

Introduction to Masculinities. 10 He describes how, first of all, a man should never do 

anything a woman would do; he should also be dominant, in control, independent, 

courageous, and constantly taking risks.11 This all sounds familiar because it is such a 

common western philosophy of what a man is. Ironically, as with most social ideals, no 
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man would be able to achieve all of these qualities, yet we constantly measure ourselves 

against them.12 This same unattainable definition is true of contemporary women, 

although it is more rooted in the physical parameters of the body and what is “beautiful.”  

The result of these unrealistic definitions isn’t a production of the universal “man” and 

universal “woman,” rather we see serious body image and self esteem issues in women 

and men constantly needing to affirm their masculinity. These ideals prove to be more 

harmful than anything else. They can lead men and women into reckless and dangerous 

behaviors, such as eating disorders, unprotected sex, and drug abuse.  

 Why do we have prescriptive social ideals for men and women? Once we identify 

these ideals as the problem, not a particular sex, we realize how eliminating them is 

necessary for any kind of progress. In her futuristic A Cyborg Manifesto, Donna Haraway 

describes how “the production of universal totalizing theory is a major mistake that 

misses most of reality…”13 Not only do these theories limit our abilities to see 

masculinity and femininity, but also they’re also just plain boring.14 We are naturally a 

diverse and creative people, but when we put parameters on how we can act we restrict 

an enormous amount of that creativity.   

 I have established how men have a place in feminism, but it is also important to 

see how women have a place in masculine studies. First of all, we must realize how all 

topics concerning race, gender, and sexuality are connected regardless of whether you 

approach them from the perspective of a majority or from a minority.  Harry Brod 

explains how “to speak of racism is to speak of white privilege, to speak of sexism is to 
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speak of male privilege.”15 In addition to the politics of discussing these topics through a 

certain language, we must also notice how these prescriptions cause a particular group to 

act a certain way, which has direct consequences for other groups. For example, 

masculine ideals cause competition between men, which in turn, cause men to “see 

women as symbols of success, as mediators, and as an underclass.”16 Women become 

trophies of masculinity for men. This is obviously an unhealthy and disrespectful way to 

view women and for women to be treated. Breaking down these prescriptive models of 

behavior can benefit both parties: men won’t need to use women as trophies in their 

competition with one another, and women will be treated with more respect.  

 It is easy to say we need to break down these social systems, but why hasn’t 

anything been acted upon? From the perspective of the dominant majority, “Men, as do 

whites, have a vested interest in not asking questions about the sources of their 

privileges.”17 Not questioning will maintain the safety of the existing system, however 

this “vested interests” is exactly what needs to be questioned now. But we must not let 

there be a specific “enemy group,” because, as previously explained, these changes affect 

us all.  In relation of the future of feminism, we shouldn’t blame individual men as the 

route of women’s oppression. In fact, this is probably why there is such an anti-male 

stigma to the idea of feminism. Men need to realize that “my target is not myself but 

rather social forces and what they have done to me, I find such steps (joining feminist 
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causes) become not only possible but desirable.”18 Excluding any group from the 

deconstruction of these social ideals is a mistake, and also counter-productive.    

 Once we have established what is not the problem then we can really begin to 

investigate what the problem is. In his discussion recognizing how the majority status is 

equally as gendered, raced, and sexualized as the minorities, Brod also points out how, 

“Questioning the category itself, rather than just the subordinate group marked by it, is in 

principle the only possible route toward the requisite knowledge.”19 While recognizing 

how the problem isn’t entirely one group’s fault, it is also important to see how we are all 

slightly guilty of sexism, racism, and social prejudice either directly or indirectly. 

Recognizing this in all of us is a method of building a community to truly understand the 

scope of this issue. One should also note that there isn’t necessarily a conventional 

“solution” for this problem either. Rather, we should take “pleasure in the confusion of 

boundaries.”20 Within the messy blurring of the categories that we have constructed lay 

both our humanness and a sense of beauty. On the other side is a solitary idea of what can 

be and what has to be; it is something Haraway poetically dismisses in A Cyborg 

Manifesto when she states, “Single vision produces worse illusions than double vision or 

many-headed monsters.”21  

 Now that we have an idea of what the problem is, the question becomes how do 

we act? Rather than a radical rebuilding of all social systems and definitions, I suggest 

that we can subvert the system already in place and use the history of feminism as a 

springboard for reorganization. In our contemporary society heterosexual white men still 
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clearly have an advantage. Rather than attack them as the oppressors, let us recruit them 

for a cause of which they are also a part. If this is undertaking is successful, a change can 

occur from the highest echelon of our society and create a trickle-down effect through the 

rest of it. Let us take a hint from Mira Schor’s essay, Patrilineage, where she states, “If 

there is a resolution or a solution to the persistence of patrilineage, it must be at the level 

of education.”22 Education is crucial in activating any kind of change. However, with a 

project of this scale the spectrum of who to educate spans from those already in power 

who can help us (straight white men), to the people who already think they’re fighting 

this battle (radical feminists), to the ones who don’t even realize they’re a product of this 

system (youth).  

 It is ignorant to think that feminism deals exclusively with women. There is a rich 

history to feminist theory that can serve as a vehicle for including men in this discussion. 

Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal text, The Second Sex, is a good example of what can be 

adopted into masculine studies. When discussing De Beauvoir’s essay, Judith Butler 

claims that one is not born a woman, but that one becomes a woman.23 Is this not also 

true of men? Men have to adapt and conform the “benchmarks” of masculinity in our 

contemporary society just as women have had to conform to traditional ideas of 

femininity. De Beauvior also claims, “Otherness is a fundamental category of human 

thought”24 But who is this other? In 1949 (when de Beauvoir wrote The Second Sex) the 

“other” was women, but in contemporary society I would argue we are all simultaneously 
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Estelle B. Freedman (New York: Modern Library, 2007), 255. 



both “other” and “non other.” Adrian Piper explains that “I am not an ‘other’ to myself; 

that is a category imposed on me…”25 Therefore “otherness” is inherently subjective, and 

we are all “others” to each other, but “non others” within our own social group. Along the 

same vein, men are a kind of “hidden other” who has been camouflaged as a majority 

standard, when they are just as diverse as any other group.  

 De Beauvoir also discusses how (at the time) women were “dispersed among the 

males, attached through residence, housework economic condition, and social standard to 

certain men – fathers or husbands- more firmly than they are to other women.”26 And 

how this left women lacking the “concrete means for organizing themselves into a unit 

which can stand face to face with the correlative unit.”27 Again while this was true in 

1949, we have seen how once women did come together they were able to address and 

achieve significant accomplishments. Men, on the other hand, already have these means 

of community, but the problem is buried under the social ideals of masculinity. Most men 

are very communal, so the question isn’t how do we get men together, it’s how do we get 

men together to talk about their masculinity? 

 Using the history of feminism as a model, we can see some of the potential goals 

and results of the reorganizing of masculinity. Haraway addresses the realization 

feminists eventually came to; “White women including socialist feminist discovered… 

the non-innocence of the category ‘woman’. That consciousness changes the geography 

of all previous categories.”28 This idea of changing the geography of categories is 
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exactly the type of mental shift that one can only hope to see come out of a movement 

such as feminism. What’s surprising is to see how this shift can happen for both people 

outside the movement, as well as those who are very much a part of it. This undertaking 

is not an easy one, but we need to “embrace the skilful task of reconstructing the 

boundaries of daily life.”29 In doing so we can hopefully reach a point where we can 

come to enjoy these differences as well as the similarities and see how prescriptive 

gender, racial, and sexual norms are not necessities but rather possibilities.  
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