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. . . our narrative of second-wave origins might more accurately say that while identity served at times productively to isolate woman’s difference from man and to generate a collective identification in the face of that difference, the imperative toward differences among women—the race, class, national, and sexual dynamics of women’s engendering—has from the outset unsettled any easy collapse of women into a monolithic or unified construction. 

The concept and lived reality of masculinity has become increasing complex largely due to feminist inquiries aimed at disarming many naturalized concepts that ultimately reinforce patriarchal domination.  The first-wave position of feminism was that men reserve the possibility of having an identity for themselves relegating women to mere object status with the role of reinforcing and reflecting the identity of men.  Second-wave feminists abandon essentialist notions of identity to mine the idea that we are defined through the action of difference, following Saussure’s model of language.  This strategy cracks the monolithic mass women have been lumped into by traditional patriarchal culture where they functioned as ‘other’ in order to stabilize male subjectivity.  In making this move, feminism opens the possibility of recognizing many positions within gendered identities where classically there had been only one; considerations of race, class, and sexual orientation further de-centered any essentialist domain.  Unfortunately, this move against patriarchy brought with it a new essentialism: masculinity as a stable mass vs. the play of difference within women, which only further reified the notion of those who identify at the center of masculinity as ‘just guys.’  The strange result of this critique of patriarchy is that masculinity, which was a field fairly disinterested in self-examination, is further obscured from critique by those interested in questioning the formation of cultural identity and gender in the first place.
…the poststructuralist challenge to the category of women in order to define how the broad critique of identity as a coherent referent for feminism has worked to reconfigure formative assumptions about the relation between sex and gender.  This reconfiguration has profoundly challenged ideals of corporeality as gender’s natural domain of truth, making possible considerations of gender’s performativity apart from normative mapping of bodies, identities, and desire.
 

The aim of this paper is to present the concept of performance as central in the project of unpacking what lies beneath traditional concepts of masculinity.  First, the idea that gender or identity is constituted through performance opens the possibility of conceiving of the field in terms of complexity, where constituent parts are always in motion and defining themselves in relation to other positions through difference.  Secondly, performance implies a field that allows opposing positions articulated through the demonstration of skill.  The question of one’s masculinity can then be rearticulated as an individual’s skill at representing their position in relation to the complex field of masculinity.  The importance of corporeal determination in designating gender diminishes underneath the individual’s skill in articulating their position in relation to established concepts of masculinity.
 

At first, the idea of performance may seem to imply the adoption of actions or behaviors not identified with one’s ‘self,’ the idea of an actor taking on a role.  So the logic would follow that if we accuse people of performing their genders they must be forwarding a lie or conceit.  This reduction can be avoided by simply opening the concept of performance to any action undertaken with some consideration and not just unthinkingly done.  

The difference between doing and performing, according to this way of thinking, would seem to lie not in the frame of theatre versus real life but in an attitude—we may do actions unthinkingly, but when we think about them, this introduces a consciousness that gives them the quality of performance.
 

One quality common in many variations of masculinity is the position that actions are just being done, even or especially when complex thought and consideration have taken place.  What lies behind this drive to conceal?  The mechanism behind this behavior of naturalizing or concealing can be understood within the framework of performance through recognizing the power of repetition.  Perhaps the greatest theatrical spectacle of all time, the Catholic Mass, is the best historical example of performance’s power via repetition.  Sunday after Sunday, this rite has been performed long past the point where its presence and power have taken on the feeling of always having been there and naturally extending into the future.  Many acts or performative gestures indicating masculinity take on this sense of timelessness, of just being a guy, but at some point these acts were consciously developed or learned from role models to be repeated until “natural,” thereby constituting the identity or personality of the individual. 
…all performance involves a consciousness of doubleness, through which the actual execution of an action is placed in mental comparison with a potential, an ideal or a remembered original model of that action. 

Fred Pfeil, in his book, White Guys, takes a cultural studies approach common to most writers working on masculinity, and specifically white masculinity, by surveying the field of popular representations in the 80’s and 90’s of white men.  This sampling provides evidence or models to the body of ‘white guys’ as to how they should or do act.  The model of performance allows us to view this material as source for future reference, but also as reflecting themes present in culture at that time.  Pfeil gives particular attention to the films Lethal Weapon and Die Hard as widely popular and ultimately complex in their projection of masculinity.  He finishes his analysis of these films with a “. . .  warning sign reminding us that if, as activists and theorists, we find ourselves uninterested in the task of seeking to manage, mine and redefine that white-straight-working-man sign, other groups and forces will certainly be more than willing to shoulder the task for us, and in ways we are unlikely to approve.”
 Simply put, popular representations of masculinity present a less than fixed or ideal picture; rather the central themes of these films appear to deal with the struggle to maintain traditional constructions of masculinity.  Masculinity in popular representations still seems to be about the distance between ideal and lived reality.

Performance enters as a vehicle to further problematize traditional notions and at the same time build new possibilities as to the formation of masculinity.  The key here is that performance always takes place in the body.   To recognize the conscious consideration of these gestures made within the body as constituting identity lowers masculinity from the transcendent realm of thought or mind to the classically feminine or even lower, to the realm of the body.  One of the pillars of western culture is thereby eroded: the hierarchical relationship of mind over body, and the position of valuing masculinity over femininity via that construct.  To take on the idea of performing as more than merely a feminine act opens the potential for masculinity to continue to grow and expand, finding value in potential emergences rather than classical precedents. This simple theoretical shift could provide a route to leave behind oppressive notions such as domination and conquest as integral to masculinity.  Gender, race, class, and ethnicity start to flatten out to various shifting positions in a field of complexity, their meaning and value derived in the connections and interrelations we build every day in the consideration of our acts: in the performance of our selves.
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