Understanding masculinities
Report of a workshop for students, teachers and activists
The need to counter the increasing violence, especially against women and children, the HIV/AIDS pandemic and the failure of development programmes have pushed to the fore, amongst other issues, the question of male sexuality and male culture. Critical understanding of masculinity and its impact on gender relations as well as the institutionalisation of male power specific to each society is needed, to look into the above issues. However, the passion and rigour with which women’s lives and cultures have been studied and documented in India has been missing in the study of masculinities. This is unfortunate because an understanding of the diversity of Indian men’s experiences, attitudes, beliefs, practices, situations, sexualities and institutions is essential for building a more humane world. The men need to turn the lenses inward to understand the increasing inequalities and injustices in our societies.

In the last few years we have witnessed various efforts by grass root groups, international NGOs, the UN system and academics to engage with the issue of masculinities. Let’s Talk Men film series, UNIFEM’s violence against women campaign, initiatives by groups in Maharashtra to conceptually and in practice engage with masculinities are few efforts in India. This is the report of a workshop held as an effort to create awareness about the need to engage with the subject in our society among academics and activists in Kerala as there is hardly any work both academic studies and grass root activities happening in this field here. One was held earlier in Kottayam in the state. 

The workshop was conducted for students, teachers and activists, on 11th, 12th and 13th of July 2003 in Thrissur. The workshop started from 11th, 6 pm to 13th, 4pm in Darsana Pastoral Centre, Vilangannur near Peechi Dam, Thrissur. This was organised by CenSE (Centre for Social Education), Thrissur and Sakhi -Women’s Resource Centre, Thiruvananthapuram in collaboration with interested academics and activists in Kerala. The resource persons were drawn from both academic and activist communities.

The workshop was announced through Newspapers inviting academic and activist communities to participate. Apart from this 126 letters were sent out to colleges, university departments and NGOs all over the state. Thirty people from various back grounds participated in it.

The main objective of the workshop was to introduce the study of masculinities as an academic subject to the academic community and as a social issue to the activist community.  It is also meant to bring people who are interested or already working on this subject together.

A package of five academic and newspaper articles was distributed to the participants. Of these five, two were in Malayalam and the other three in English. On Men: Masculinity in Crisis by Anthony Clare, Masculinities in Transition – the case of Globalisation by Charlotte Hooper and The Arms and the Man by R.W.Connell, were the English ones.

The First Day
On 11th evening, the workshop started with welcome and an introduction by Santhosh Kumar,K.C.. All participants introduced themselves to the larger group after they met in pairs and did the introduction between themselves. 

Ms. Caroline Osella, a researcher from London school of Oriental Studies, London, U.K. in her introduction categorised the studies on Masculinities now happening world over into three. The first one is called Men’s Studies which from the point of view of victim hood of men. It expresses the idea that men are oppressed by the emancipation of women in recent times. Next is taking feminist positions and arguments which talks about the need for men to involve in bringing equality in society. And the third is deconstructing masculinities without the preconditions.  

Another participant Ms. Sreejitha said that so far in gender studies only women were discussed. But now the masculinities studies have brought the opportunity to study men as a sub category within gender studies, a kind of equality even in academic arena which was not here earlier. 

What happened to men in Kerala, to behave so badly with women? One can see lot of difference in the behaviour of men in Tamilnadu and Kerala, Sr. Ancy wondered. Mr. Sibi, another participant said that men need to prove at all the times their masculinity. Social pressures are there on men to perform in a defined way.   

The Second Day
The morning session was an introduction to Gender. Santhosh Kumar,K.C. led this discussion. He said that the Gender relations are power relations constructed and maintained socially and culturally, specific to each society. This was more a discussion session than a structured one. But in the end it was felt that it would have been better, if it was structured one since there were few who were not very ,very familiar with concepts of Gender. 

In the afternoon, Dr. A.K.Ramakrishnan facilitated the session on theories of masculinities. He elaborated on hegemonic and subordinate masculinities. The lack of democracy in social life and the unwillingness on the part of Malayalies to understand various identities thrown up by the changing society are the basic issues in the Kerala society. It is not equality what we need in Kerala society, it is respect for diversity and the possibilities to be different.The concept of masculinity is a predetermined one in every society and to which men are trying to fit in. And the masculinities studies are made possible and necessary by feminism.  

In the evening, the documentary film ‘when four friends meet’ directed by Mr. Rahul Roy was screened. It talked about the grown up male world of four childhood friends. The socialisation pressures and other influences that determine masculinities of each one were revealed and discussed in it.

The film was followed by sharing of experiences by the participants. They tried to analyse and pin point those experiences and influences that shaped their lives as men and women. 

The Third Day
The third day morning was for panel presentations. Ratheesh Radhakrishnan, research fellow from CSCS, Bangalore, Dr.T.Muraleedharan, Dept. of English, St.Aloysius College, Thrissur and Dr. C.S.Venkiteswaran presented their papers.   

Presenting his paper titled ‘Stable and Unstable Masculinities in Malayalam Cinema: Some points towardsthe studies of Masculinities’ Ratheesh Radhakrishnan opined that Masculinity is a concept which is defined by the time and culture, specific to a particular place. It is a role or a dress provided by the society to which a male forced to fit in. At times he needs to act as if it fit well even if it doesn’t. 

He went on to discuss the masculinities in Malayalam cinema. Jayan was the dominant male model of the Malayalee with muscled body who always bared his body. But now he is a laughing stock. In these times the role model is the male characters of Praja and Narasimham portrayed by Mohanlal who has fat filled structure and who never opens his shirt. The class character of the lead role has also undergone change from working class to middle class to upper caste/class. The camera represents the gaze of male in popular cinema. Earlier at most of the time, it was as gaze of the women which men desire. But now it is the admiring and fearful look of subordinate male to hegemonic male. Woman is a point of reference in the study of masculinities. Violence, homophobic, macho etc. are universal categories of male characteristics but we need to be more specific in our study of masculinities. In particular political situations even helplessness could be a masculine character.             

Dr. Muraleedharan presenting his paper titled ‘Sexualities and Masculinities in Kerala’ said that the hegemonic masculinities live on not on individuals but on images. Both feminity and masculinity are social constructions and are not natural, he continued. The division as man and woman happened in a particular situation, it could have been any other division also. Like thin and fat or bald and non-bald etc. In the time of National movement, it was ascetic masculinity which was in practice while it is aggressiveness now.     

Presenting ‘Ramblings of Masculinity in Sreenivasan films’, Dr. C.S.Venkiteswaran draw attention to the competing masculinities in earlier films of Sreenivasan and Mohanlal compared to the hegemonic, all consuming characters by Mohanlal of films of today.  In the earlier films they were alter egos and equal in many respects. But in films of today, nobody stands equal to the hero. All desire the hero. During discussion, Ajayakumar noted that the masculinity of Sreenivasan used to be Dalit masculinity which always defeated by the feudal masculinity of Mohanlal.

In the continued discussions on the presentations of the panelists, V.G.Thambi, an academic and a cultural activist, forcefully argued that we need to throw out the horns and thorns of our own masculinities. He thought that the people like Gandhiji, Christ, Budha and Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsar could re-chart their own masculinities.

Some Responses
Mr.Sumesh Kumar wants the empowerment to happen to men also in this hegemonic patriarchal system. James John was of the opinion that neither men nor women are complete without the other aspect in oneself. And emphasised the need to seek out. 

It is more important to examine the values on which the society working than judging who is right and who is wrong, man or woman. Struggle against each other may bring new possibilities but the need is also to own up the responsibilities to each other. The dialogue has to continue but it should not be only in the academic circle. The dialogue should be also within oneself which may democratize the space in which one work and act, Mr. Paulson Raphel wrote.

It was an opportunity to understand the world of men and also to redefine personal responses said Priya, a post graduate journalism student. The important thing about this workshop is that it brought this subject into the discussion of society. We need to look at history with a different eye and redefine it. For that this thinking should reach to all especially to creative people like artists etc. 

As a man I was challenged and were asked to face the world in a different way, Ajayakumar said.

This workshop would lead to discussions and study on social and personal behaviour of men in Kerala, hoped Aleyamma.    

Conclusion
The participants were unanimous about the usefulness of the workshop and appreciative about the new subject they were introduced to. All expressed the need to continue the search and the urgent need to reach out to more people, especially at the grass root level. A higher level of interaction is needed with all these people as a follow up.    

