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With both great sadness and appreciation, we dedicate this special issue to Sally Engle Merry (1944–2020), the leading
anthropologist of gender-based violence and a contributor to the conference in Sintra and this collection of essays.
Sally’s vision, award-winning publications, and commitment to social change, as well as her generosity toward
colleagues and students young and old, made her among our most cherished elders. She will be greatly missed.

Toward an Anthropological Understanding
of Masculinities, Maleness, and Violence
Wenner-Gren Symposium Supplement 23
Danilyn Rutherford
Boys will be boys. And so will monkeys. At least that’s the
impression one gets from popular depictions of the relationship between masculinity and violence, which have spread like
weeds in recent years. Cherry-picked ﬁndings from studies of
nonhuman primates provide fodder for “biobabble,” the marshaling of pseudoscientiﬁc explanations for behavior that equate
gun-toting soldiers, say, with border-guarding chimpanzees (see
Gutmann, Nelson, and Fuentes 2021). The relentless proliferation of research on testosterone, prehistory, and the supposed
differences between men’s and women’s brains adds other
ingredients to the mix. Biobabble has been given a respectable
face in best sellers by elite scholars like Steven Pinker (2012) and
Richard W. Wrangham (2019), who draw on archaeological
events and primate studies to present people in simple societies,
past and present, as in urgent need of domestication. But it has
not stopped there. The naturalness of male violence justiﬁes
everything from the claims of men’s rights defenders to modern
policing; the powers that be are the only thing saving us from a
life that is nasty, brutish, and short. In the age of Me Too, human
nature once again has come to the rescue of the status quo.
As Matthew Gutmann, Robin G. Nelson, and Agustín Fuentes
point out in their illuminating introduction to this special issue,
when it comes to masculinity, maleness, and violence, we are
facing an epidemic of errors. Anthropologists have for the most
part been silent on the misleading claims being made. That is,
until now. From March 15 to 21, 2019, a group of 17 biological
anthropologists, archaeologists, medical anthropologists, and
cultural anthropologists, along with a research neurologist,
gathered in Sintra, Portugal, to discuss the problem. They developed a shared tool kit on the basis of their research on a
broad range of topics: from the behavioral ecology of primates,
to the bioarchaeology of early empires and small-scale societies, to the necropolitics that leads to slow death for people who
don’t adhere to gender norms. The participants dined together,
debated together, and, in the course of ﬁve days, arrived at a
shared understanding of the complexity of male violence—an
understanding that discounted neither the affordances of human bodies, in all their variety, nor the importance of cultural
values and social institutions in determining human behavior.
Neither masculinity nor violence emerged from this symposium meaning just one thing.

This is clear in the excellent essays collected in this special
issue. Some of the participants took the topic head-on, bringing
the power of the natural sciences to bear on current claims
about the biological roots of male violence. Richard Bribiescas
(2021) drew on his corpus of work on human life history to
illuminate the limits of universalizing accounts of the relationship between masculinity and warfare. Yes, age-speciﬁc mortality and reproductive constraints can theoretically lead men
to engage in violent acts: young men are at risk anyway, and
gaining a reputation for toughness might seem like a useful
strategy in their competition with other men. But any attempt
to apply this model to warfare faces a long litany of complicating factors, from the importance of male acts of caregiving
in ensuring reproductive success to the prominent role women
in certain societies play in war. In a similar vein, Lise Eliot (2021)
explored how small biological differences are made large through
the force of society and culture. Baby boys and girls are equally
aggressive, but girls show a slight advantage when it comes to
controlling their impulses. If we raised boys and girls differently,
the differences we see in their penchant for violence would be
less pronounced.
Other participants focused less on what the differences between men and women are than on what they are not. Agustín
Fuentes (2021) poked holes in studies whose authors try to
draw conclusions about the evolutionary origins of male violence using research on primates. There is a bounty of errors
here: mistakes that spread from writer to writer, reﬂecting all
the ways to get the data wrong. From chimps to bonobos and
beyond, humans’ closest relatives vary enormously, both within
and across species, when it comes to patterns of male behavior.
There is no guarantee that any of these primates have much to
tell us about human ancestors, who were no doubt equally
variable, when it comes to any differences that might seem to be
attributable to sex. For Brian Ferguson (2021), the problem with
these studies also stems from their authors’ failure to gauge the
forces that generated the evidence they are drawing on. Intergroup violence among chimpanzees is remarkably rare, and
the incidents that have made their way into the literature arguably stemmed from the peculiar circumstances in which
these particular groups of primates found themselves: circumstances shaped by the interference of humans—including human
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researchers—in their social worlds. A similar point can be made
about violence among people like the Yanomami, whose lives
and histories bear the mark of colonialism and the modern
state. As Godfrey Maringira (2021) made clear by way of his
research on the lives and experiences of Zimbabwean soldiers,
military masculinity is the product of socialization, not nature.
Men have to learn to be men, and they have to be taught to kill.
Other participants turned from how the errors started to the
question of how ideas about masculinity and violence gain a
foothold and spread. Matt Gutmann took aim at the “perpetual
motion hamster wheel of misinformation and cant” that leads
people around the world to attempt to believe that there is a
natural relationship between masculinity and violence (Gutmann
2021). This assumption gains its grip in the everyday language
people use to describe male behavior—language that points to
the “animal within.” Sally Merry turned to Hawai‘i’s, where she
traced a history of transformations in relations between women
and men. Merry tracked changes in Hawaiian understandings of
masculinity to the multiple“sex/gender systems” that came into
confrontation during the colonial period, an approach that
leads her to consider how gender ﬁts within broader structures
of power and prestige (Merry 2021). During the ﬁrst phase of
contact, Hawaiian men shared values in common with the
explorers and traders who ﬁrst visited the island; prowess in
warfare and a commitment to hierarchy were features of the
masculine ideal. The merchants who followed introduced new
components into the mix; male prowess came to depend on
control over European goods, ships, and skills. Missionaries, for
their part, created new opportunities and obstacles for elite
Hawaiian women. Under the new sex/gender system, men and
women could eat together but not sleep together freely—sex
became a site of restriction and control, not pleasure. Ideals of
masculinity and femininity both changed.
Part of what makes ideas of maleness and masculinity so
intransigent is their relationship to wider regimes. In Korea, as
Sealing Cheng (2021) informed us, the average size of men’s
penises has become a site of national obsession, with Korea’s
place in the world believed to be at stake. One effect has been
the rise of a cottage industry of clinics offering procedures meant
to address this national problem: penis enlargement surgery remedies the shortfall, one man at a time. Another effect has been a
wave of violence directed against women, in particular prostitutes, who suffer the consequences of this fascination, in which
the size of a man’s penis has come to stand in “for masculine
power, men’s relationships to women, the Korean nation, and
the world at large” (see Cheng 2021). Pratiksha Baxi (2021)
considered another national setting in which the penis has become a site of national interest—in this case, in the form of demands from anti-rape protestors and national politicians for the
use of castration as a punishment for rape. The penis, as a source
of pride or a target of punishment, becomes an index of the natural origins of men’s urges, deﬂecting attention from the sites
where the real roots of violence lie.
Cheng’s analysis suggested how violence can arise in response to the anxiety men feel over their ability to embody
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masculine ideals. Mark Padilla and his coauthor, Sheilla
Rodríguez-Madera, showed us how this dynamic can shape
the experience of people who pose a threat to dominant understandings of masculinity—understandings that are violently
enforced. Puerto Rican transwomen have suffered from an onslaught of physical violence, and they are not alone: in the past
10 years, murder has taken the lives of close to 3,000 transgender
people, most of whom have been women (Padilla and RodríguezMadera 2021). But structural violence stemming from a hostile
medical establishment has done the most long-lasting harm.
Denied access to gender conﬁrmation treatment and health care
tailored to their needs, Padilla and Rodríguez-Madera’s collaborators bear the scars of masculine violence on their bodies: in infections at injection sites, arising in the aftermath of
treatments from the unlicensed providers they are forced to
turn to; in ailments born of sex work, which they must do to
survive.
The two bioarchaeologists in the group did just as much to
challenge narrow understandings of the nature of violence.
Drawing on studies of the precolonial and early Spanish colonial Andean world, Tifﬁny Tung (2021) focused on the evidence left on human bodies of structures of violence that “can
be hidden yet are deeply impactful.” Tung’s evidence suggests
that violence changed shape over the course of Andean history:
rather than suppressing violence, the rise of complex societies
fomented it, in the form of disease and famine, as well as
physical violence and war. But the critique didn’t end there,
thanks to Debra Martin (2021). Physical violence is not the atavistic outcome of innate human urges, Martin insisted. Like
masculinity, physical violence gains its force from the social
and cultural contexts where it occurs. In her survey of massacre
sites from the ancient Southwestern United States, Martin put
the lie to evolutionary accounts of the origins of violence in
small-scale societies. In the cases Martin considered, physical
violence was communicative: it was as much about the gods
and the cosmos as the pursuit of reproductive aims.
Robin Nelson asked why biological anthropologists and
archaeologists have tended to privilege physical violence as the
most important form of harm. Her answer was straightforward:
it stems from these ﬁelds’ “outsized focus on the role men played
in the evolutionary history of our species” (Nelson 2021). By
focusing on “institutional structures that are discriminatory and
exclusionary,” we can get a better understanding of where physical violence ﬁts within a spectrum of abuse fueled by racism,
classism, sexism, ableism, and other forms of injustice. Naturalized accounts of the relationship between masculinity and
violence not only let men off the hook but they distract us from
the work it will take to transform a political and economic system that works in a variety of ways to cut lives short.
In Rick Smith’s remarkable contribution, the stakes of our
conversation became clear. Instead of masculinity, Smith (2021)
insisted, we should be talking about colonial masculinity, a
gendered and racialized formation rooted in the enslavement of
Africans and the conquest of Indigenous peoples and lands.
Embodied in ﬁgures ranging from the Spanish conquistador to
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the White American cowboy, a particular image of masculine
prowess fueled the expansion of the settler state. Smith uses the
tools of molecular anthropology to illuminate the lasting impact
of colonial masculinity; population genetics reveals everything
from the scale of the genocide caused by the arrival of Europeans, to the widespread rape of African and Native women by
European men, to the ongoing destruction of Native ecologies.
He uses the archives to reveal another dimension of the picture:
how this masculine ideal gave rise to violence against gender
nonconforming people, whom the Spanish murdered with
trained dogs. It’s no accident that White men are overrepresented among today’s mass killers. The current spate of shootings is just the latest in a series of atrocities: before Oklahoma
City, before Las Vegas, before Sandy Hook, came the massacre of
peaceful Cheyenne and Arapaho men, women, and children at
Sand Creek. Not only do anthropologists need to complicate
their understandings of maleness, masculinity, and violence.
They need to scrutinize their own complicity in the dynamics
they have set out to explore.
Although their essays are not included in this special issue,
Bob Pease and Maria Amelia Viteri took part in the symposium. Their insights contributed to the thinking of the authors
represented here. Previous Wenner-Gren symposia have spo-

S3

ken to the problem of violence: from “Infanticide in Animals
and Man” in 1982 (Hausfater and Hrdy 1984) to “Cultures of
Militarism” in 2019 (Gusterson and Besteman 2019). When it
comes to symposia on gender and sexuality, “The Sex Division
of Labor, Development, and Women’s Status” in 1980 (Leacock 1986), “Gender Hierarchies” in 1987 (Miller 1993), and
“The Politics of Reproduction” in 1991 (Ginsburg and Rapp
1995) are just the tip of the iceberg. For decades, Wenner-Gren
has been providing a platform for work on this topic, even if
this is the ﬁrst symposium focused on masculinity and men.
We have long recognized the value of inter-subﬁeld dialogue
on these kinds of topics; “Theorizing Sexuality: Evolution, Culture, and Development” in 1993 is a case in point (see Abramson
and Pinkerton 1995). What made this particular symposium so
productive was the way it spoke to a pressing public conversation. The participants found ways to think together because they
had to in order to intervene effectively into a debate that they
all cared about deeply, even as they approached it in signiﬁcantly
different ways.
We are eager to host more symposia that take a bold interdisciplinary stance on a central problem of our times. If you
would like to suggest a topic, visit us at http://www.wennergren
.org/programs/wenner-gren-symposia-and-seminars.

Figure 1. Participants in the symposium “Toward an Anthropological Understanding of Masculinities, Maleness, and Violence.”
Front row, from left: Laurie Obbink, Danilyn Rutherford, Agustín Fuentes, Maria Amelia Viteri, Robin Nelson, Rick Bribiescas,
Hannah Marshall, Fátima Pinto. Middle row: Mark Padilla, Sealing Cheng, Matt Gutmann, Bob Pease, Mark Ropelewski, Brian
Ferguson, Sally Engle Merry. Back row: Ricky Smith, Tifﬁny Tung, Lise Eliot, Godfrey Maringira.
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Epidemic Errors in Understanding Masculinity,
Maleness, and Violence
An Introduction to Supplement 23
Matthew Gutmann, Robin G. Nelson, and Agustín Fuentes
An anthropological approach is needed to counter a rising chorus of biobabble about masculinities, maleness, and violence. Anthropological lenses enable us to examine what we know and what we do not know about issues like testosterone, male primate
aggression, and “pink and blue” brains and their relation to masculinities. Pseudoscientiﬁc concepts about masculinities and
maleness act to justify, bolster, and provoke types of violence against many humans. Anthropologists should take the lead in engaging, untangling, and where necessary refuting narratives that naturalize this kind of violence. For humans, imagination, perceptions, and ideology matter as much as bone, muscle, and chromosomes. We provide here an introduction to a collection of essays
offering insights into these issues by scholars across the diverse branches of anthropology and beyond, in order to spur dialogue
across the all-too-familiar disciplinary and subdisciplinary divides. We do not wish to remain segregated by different vantage points,
ideologies, and methodologies. We disregard traditional boundaries and absorb a full range of ideas, to identify and facilitate
connectivities across approaches to men, maleness, and violence. If ever a topic cried out for integrated, borderless scholarship by
anthropology in the broadest sense, maleness and violence, and their relations to masculinities, is certainly one example.

Humans grow up in a social stew of symbols, beliefs, ideologies, and histories that are mobilized in the generation and
perpetuation of myths of “human nature.” As shorthand, human nature serves as an explanation for a variety of behaviors
that through this framing become naturalized and normalized.
Anthropologists have a long, vital, and persuasive history responding to biobabble, the reductionist and simplistic pseudobiological explanations about human “nature” and human behavior.1 Biobabble seems especially prevalent in contemporary
discussions about maleness and violence among humans and
other species. From casual testimonials about the evolved key
differences in innate capacities of women and men, to various
scientiﬁc-sounding claims about testosterone, male primate aggression, and blue and pink brains, certain assumptions about a
natural link between maleness and violence underpin a remarkable, if underexamined, range of behaviors.
The anthropological tool kit allows us to understand humans both as a single species with a diverse and largely overlapping range of bodies and physiologies (with some patterned
differences) and simultaneously living in many cultures, ecol-

ogies, and geographies, exhibiting many ways to successfully
be human. Anthropological investigation leads to the recognition that humans all share much in common and yet remain
remarkably diverse behaviorally and culturally. A critical aspect of that diversity comes in the range of gendered realities,
and speciﬁcally those behaviors that fall under the rubric of
what is termed masculinity. Understanding masculinity ﬁrst
requires us to pluralize. For purposes of the papers in this special issue of Current Anthropology,2 we privilege a range of ethnographic studies that belie simple dictionary deﬁnitions of
masculinity. In some of these studies, for example, masculinity
is anything men think and do; in others, it is anything men
think and do to be men, or more manly than other men, always
or at certain times. Still other ethnographers have emphasized
the centrality of women and femininity in deﬁning what masculinity is, is not, cannot be, or might be (see Gutmann 1997:386).
What masculinities are, then, and how they function leads
us to inquire about evidence from many areas ranging from
biology to ethnography to history. Taken together, these approaches can provide insight into durability and changeability

1. The term biobabble comes from Krugman (1997). Recent books by
anthropologists addressing problems such as gender and violence that are
exacerbated by pseudoscience include those by Fuentes (2012), Fuentes
and Visala (2017), Gutmann (2019), and Lock and Palsson (2016).

2. The articles in this special issue of Current Anthropology were
originally presented at the Wenner-Gren symposium “Toward an Anthropological Understanding of Masculinities, Maleness, and Violence,”
held in Sintra, Portugal, March 15–21, 2019.
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in masculinities across the world. An anthropological tool kit
forces us to realize that humans are born into and grow within
speciﬁc contexts and that the responses of our bodies and minds
in their development in diverse cultural and ecological milieus
are contingent on our biological histories and experiential past,
our lived present, and our perceived future (Fuentes and Wiessner
2016; Lock 2017; Mead 1963).
An anthropological approach is needed to counter a rising
chorus of biobabble about masculinity, providing a perspective
that allows us to examine what we in fact know and what we do
not know about masculinities, maleness, and violence. We are
in a time in which conceptualizations and applications of masculinities act to justify, bolster, and provoke types of violence
against many humans. Anthropologists are well prepared to
take the lead in engaging, untangling, and where necessary refuting narratives that naturalize this kind of violence. Here we
offer a few speciﬁcs where this should be happening and how
anthropology can contribute to a more nuanced understanding
of the limits of biological explanations of masculinities, maleness, and violence.

Testosterone Makes Masculinity
It is easy to miss the extent to which creeping scientism has
come to dominate our understanding of the role that biology
plays in mediating behavior. The term testosterone, for example, has entered popular vocabularies in the last few years, revealing how assumptions about androgenic hormones as underpinning and creating particular kinds of masculine behaviors
are widely taken for granted without quibble. The purported
power of androgenic hormones dominated discussions of the
recent case of Caster Semenya, a South African 800-meters
sprinter and 2016 Olympic gold medalist. International racing
rules subjected Semenya and other runners to sex veriﬁcation
tests, which are purportedly used to ensure a level playing ﬁeld
by controlling for any unfair advantages that may arise due to
sex, or in effect, hormonal levels (Karkazis et al. 2012). This
testing presumes that women with “above-average” levels of
androgenic hormones are, at worst, those using performanceenhancing drugs and, at best, experiencing an unfair natural
advantage: being “too male” to compete with females.
Initially, Semenya was prohibited from competing in the
800-meters race in international competitions unless she took
drugs to change her hormonal proﬁle to supposedly feminize
her physique (Chavez 2019). After several appeals, the Federal
Supreme Court of Switzerland recommended that the International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) suspend
their eligibility requirements for female athletes (Chavez 2019).
However, the IAAF later reversed their ruling, and Semenya
is now effectively barred from running in her premier races
(Mather and Longman 2019). It is a point worth making that
this kind of physiological policing is not done in other, similar
contexts in sport. For example, Michael Phelps, a White
American male who is known to be a high outlier on many
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physiological axes has not been under the kind of scrutiny, or
regulation, as Semenya, a Black South African woman.3 This
case provides a stark example of the ways that bodies are sexed,
gendered, and policed according to mythos around biological
binaries and physical power.
These hormonal (read “sex”) biobabble threads are ubiquitous. Ten years after the economic crisis of 2008–2009, an op-ed
in the New York Times, “Consider Firing Your Male Broker,”
offered these insights: “Christine Lagarde, chairwoman of the
International Monetary Fund, was one of many world leaders
to remark that the 2008 crisis might have never happened if
there had been more women in high-ranking positions to pull
the reins on the testosterone-tinged frenzy. Instead, all told,
$19.2 trillion of household wealth was lost in America alone”
(duQuesnay 2019). And how many readers questioned the
hormonal logic in the following headline: “Trump and Putin
Meet in Testosterone-Fueled Face-Off ” (Chira 2017)?
Under the headline “Testosterone Fueled Clash in Cambridge,” the following appeared in a Baltimore newspaper column after an African-American professor was arrested in 2009
by a policeman while trying to enter his own home: “The spat
between Harvard professor Henry Louis ‘Skip’ Gates Jr. and
Cambridge police ofﬁcer James Crowley quickly escalated into
the latest national conversation on race in America. But the more
I read about and reﬂect upon what happened, the conﬂict
seems less the result of an asymmetry in the melanin levels of
the two men than of unusually high levels—on that day, on that
porch—of testosterone” (Schaller 2009). Here we have a journalist who not only conjures up the demon testosterone to explain a confrontation, but he is using testosterone in this instance to negate race and in particular racism on the part of the
police ofﬁcer. In this way, a hormone is held to trump all other
social factors, but not just any hormone: when testosterone is in
play, the journalist would have us believe, nothing else matters
as much.
We cannot dismiss these invocations of testosterone as merely
sensationalist references by journalists and other writers ignorant of basic endocrinology. Neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky
(2017:605) compiled a table of scientiﬁc papers published on
testosterone and aggression. The number was zero each decade
from 1920 until 1950. From 1950 to 1960, the number went up
to two. From 1980 to 1990 it was still only 53 papers for the entire
10-year span. Then suddenly in 1990–2000, it was 401 papers;
in 2000–2010, 757 papers; and in the period 2010–2020 (prorated data) there were suddenly 1,070 papers on testosterone
and aggression published. Was this spike in scientiﬁc attention to
testosterone in the past 20 years driven solely by major new
discoveries about what testosterone does or is? It was not.
Instead we need to look elsewhere for explanations for the
increased federal and pharmaceutical funding for research
on testosterone, and especially the “Low T” assertions that,

3. See https://www.scientiﬁcamerican.com/article/what-makes-michael
-phelps-so-good1/.
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according to many advertisements, at least, represent a recent
health epidemic. This says much more about social concerns
and a particular public image about what masculinity and testosterone have to do with one another than any sudden spike in
late-onset androgen deﬁciencies.
Fatuous misogynists in popular culture employ testosterone
as a weapon, as when the character Chuck Rhoades Sr., in response to an affair he thinks his son is about to have in the
Showtime series Billions, offers a political analysis of the hormone: “Monogamy is a form of socialism. It’s a form of ‘testosterone redistribution.’” In this and many other instances,
testosterone serves as code for a particular kind of physical and
emotional strength that presents as independence and prowess: masculinity. This popular glossing on the relationship
between investment in a romantic relationship and reduced
testosterone is actually a commentary on a weakness that is associated with men’s investment in monogamous heterosexual
relationships with women.
There is evidence that testosterone levels are lower in men in
committed monogamous relationships and for men who are
living with and providing care for an infant (Gettler 2016). Although there are physiological correlates to this change in
relationship and caregiving status, the behavioral shift referenced above by Rhoades and the associated physiological changes
are primarily mediated by cultural and social expectations regarding partnership and reproduction, not some penalty on
masculinity. More important is the chicken and egg question:
Do higher or lower levels of testosterone activate or stiﬂe
particular behavior? Or does certain behavior affect levels of
the hormone?
Here a brief note of context is warranted. Testosterone is not
a uniquely male hormone. In males most testosterone is generated by the testes, but in females ovaries also excrete T, and
some comes from the adrenal gland in all humans. Testosterone is a naturally occurring hormone in all humans. Also,
and often left out of the “T Story,” much of the action of testosterone in the body is via aromatization by aromatase to
estrogen demonstrating the complex, nonlinear, and dynamic
relationships of hormones in actual human systems. Finally,
the most abundant of all androgens (indeed, of all steroid hormones) is DHEA, not testosterone, which is excreted by the
adrenal gland naturally in all humans.
Much of the popular misconception of the relationship between testosterone and aggressive behavior comes from a facile
interpretation of the “challenge hypothesis.” The challenge
hypothesis holds that patterns of circulating testosterone are,
in large part, determined by a trade-off between the degree of
male-male competition (often a centerpiece in the biobabble of
masculinity) that increases testosterone and the expression
of paternal care that is argued to require a decrease in testosterone. First, and most robustly, demonstrated in some birds
(Wingﬁeld 2012; Wingﬁeld et al. 1990), the challenge hypothesis remains important in understanding aspects of the relationships between competition and mating efforts in animals,
but the direct linkages between male-male aggression and tes-
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tosterone secretion and mating systems and patterns remains
complex and often not in accord with the predictions of the
hypothesis. The connection to a “maleness” underlying the basis of the challenge hypothesis and its relations to testosterone
is also complicated by the broader understanding that mechanisms under which aggressive interactions might regulate the
hypothalamo-pituitary-gonad axis and/or synthesis of steroid
hormones seem to be at play in multiple ways across sexes and
across species (see summary in Wingﬁeld [2017]).
Even as thoughtful an observer of masculinity and violence
as James Gilligan (1996) could write in the late 1990s, “It is the
positive correlation with male sex hormones or androgens, especially testosterone, and the negative correlation with female
sex hormones, that appear to correlate most closely with the
greater levels of violence observed among males, compared to
females, and with youth” (221). Gilligan goes on to argue that
the experience of shame and humiliation is the most effective
and powerful stimulus of violence, among men and women,
but for him the biological underpinning is established and of
fundamental signiﬁcance in understanding masculinity and
violence.
Except in extreme cases, testosterone does not correlate
causally with male aggression—in fact, one cannot generally
predict anything about men’s aggressive or nonaggressive behavior from their basal testosterone levels (Sapolsky 1997:151–
152). But it seems that many perfectly well-informed people,
including some scientists, refer to testosterone as being more
directly and causally correlated with aggression and violence—
that testosterone is the cause of this pervasive aspect of masculinity (usually forgetting that testosterone is a species-wide
phenomenon). This wishful thinking that we can rather easily
explain an important aspect of human male behavior through
biology and chemistry has led to the widespread and largely
unchallenged exploitation of the “male hormone,” despite
women also having this hormone, albeit usually in lower levels.
Anthropologists are particularly well positioned to be able to
challenge simplistic biobabble assertions about testosterone
and masculinity and offer more complex, accurate, and relevant descriptions and predictions.

The Google Memo and Human Nature
In 2017 a software engineer at Google wrote a memo that became a clarion call for men’s rights groups and the alt-right, in
which he asserted that basic “personality differences” between
men and women could mainly account for why fewer women
were in engineering and leadership roles in the company.
Women by nature had a lower tolerance for stress, he alleged,
and were more prone to “neuroticism” than men. Women
suffered from higher anxiety and showed a lower tolerance for
the demands of the high-tech workplace, the software engineer
argued. “On average,” the author writes, “men and women
biologically differ in many ways. These differences aren’t just
socially constructed because: They’re universal across human
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cultures. They often have clear biological causes and links to
prenatal testosterone.”4
Of note, in his screed the software engineer discussed the
impact of feminists on society, stating that, “Feminism has
made great progress in freeing women from the female gender
role, but men are still very much tied to the male gender role.”
It was almost as if he were open to the idea that what you see
(culturally) is not necessarily what you have to always get
(because of biology).
The manifesto offered examples of general psychological
differences assumed to have “biological causes” and rested
heavily on a sense of discrimination against men due to their
natural masculinity and an edge of preference given to women
(due to an overly PC landscape) despite what the author believed was women’s generally poor ﬁt with the more masculine
aspects of the IT engineering world. However, the only actual
biological factor mentioned in the text is testosterone, unsurprisingly. The author discussed testosterone without any understanding of the hormone and its biological complexity and
cultural situatedness. What the manifesto actually referred to
was a set of psychological assessments of gender difference
drawing on the work of a few evolutionary psychologists, some
magazine articles, and Wikipedia. It is clear that the manifesto
was never about biology. It was about anger, ignorance, and
resentment. It was also underscored by assumptions about
masculinity (and femininity) as a natural phenomenon. The
author stated that women as a gender group have made much
progress and that men are more constrained by restrictive
gender expectations. He went on to claim that 95% of the social
sciences and humanities are left leaning and create unsupported anti-masculine myths, like the gender wage gap and the
theory of social construction of gender, thus biasing social and
corporate actions in favor of women and minorities and
against White men.
The views of this engineer should not be rashly dismissed as
those of an outlier fringe crackpot or simple-minded bigot.
These same ideas about power and gender appear to undergird
several recent mass shootings. The predominately male perpetrators have in common a history of physical and emotional
violence against women (Boseman, Taylor, and Arango 2019).
These ideas represent a deep-seated, widely shared understanding of men’s natural proclivities (among other things) in societies around the world, ideas that come with the ﬁrm conviction
that they are grounded in scientiﬁc fact and reality.

The Truth of Masculinity and Violence
Despite our critique here, aspects of the biobabble are not unfounded. Males do perpetrate the majority of harmful physical
violence. In cases of domestic abuse, in homicides, or just in
physical altercations between humans, the pattern is clear: mas-

4. See Damore 2017; Wakabayashi 2017, 2018.
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culinity is associated with more physically harmful violence than
other aspects of humanity. This deserves our attention.
For example, although there are such occurrences in other
parts of the world, the majority of cases of mass gun violence
inﬂicted by individuals outside war zones take place in the
United States, and in all but a few cases the perpetrators are
exclusively young, male, and White. When these massacres
occur, the sociological proﬁles of the killers are at best mentioned in passing, before particular psychological causal factors are raised time and again, including examinations of the
killer’s childhood traumas and upbringing, psychological and
neurological defects, and his access to ﬁrearms. And yet, the
fact that they are male remains.5 Masculinity plays a role, but
what is that role and why is it associated with masculinity and
not with other aspects of being human? Or is there something
more complicated going on here?
There are many differences in physiological processes and
structures in human bodies. One way to examine and locate
those differences is via a classiﬁcation of biological sex; other
ways can be in the range of gender identities. In the contemporary scientiﬁc understanding of bodies and processes we can
even begin to understand differences in the context of the lack
of clear boundaries in both gender and sex (Hyde et al. 2018).
But where does masculinity sit in all of this? There are indeed
patterns associated with masculinity . . . and how do we best
examine those in the context of “difference”?
What about patterned differences in other species? Is masculinity rooted in mammalian or primate ways of being? Other
primates, humans’ closest relations and our best evolutionary
comparatives, do show a range of behavioral differences we
can identify as in some ways related to the biological processes
of sex. Male and female dominance hierarchies, social behaviors, and physiological processes are rarely identical. Many
aspects of their life histories can differ in ways that, at least
superﬁcially, bear some similarities to the human experience.
Is there the possibility of foundational patterns that are primate wide, or maybe ape speciﬁc, that can assist us in better
untangling the roles, outcomes, and structural underpinnings
of human masculinity? What about our even closer relatives,
those extinct human and human-like beings on the lineage of
our own genus across the Pleistocene? We can reconstruct
aspects of the bodies and behaviors that made up this most
recent phase, before the present, of human evolution. Can
such reconstructions help us understand human processes of
masculinity?
Yes and no (see Fuentes [2021] in this volume). There are
indeed correlates and entanglements between masculinity and
5. Here we leave on the table the fact that they are almost always also
White. The role of race and racism in this context is substantive and
signiﬁcant; however, given the focus of this essay and space limitations,
we unfortunately leave this extremely salient facet without further engagement, aside from noting that “White/male” forms a central nexus of
violence in the United States. See Rick Smith’s article in this volume
(Smith 2021) for further elaboration on this theme.
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violence, but we see a range of epidemic errors in the ways
much of the analysis of them has been undertaken, including
via an anthropological lens.

Epidemic Errors
From a range of perspectives and arriving at a range of
conclusions, throughout the twentieth century anthropologists
addressed such widespread notions of masculinity, maleness,
and violence. In the introduction to his Man and Aggression,
Ashley Montagu (1968) said the purpose of the edited volume
was to examine two widely read and inﬂuential books at the
time on human nature and aggression. The books were Robert
Ardrey’s African Genesis (1961) and Konrad Lorenz’s The Territorial Imperative (1966). Montagu’s use of the term man in
the title of his own book is both problematic (as it serves as a
stand-in for men and women) and apt (because male aggression
is taken as human aggression).
In his short essay Montagu references the doctrine of original sin (and the mark of Cain), Darwinism, social Darwinism,
and Freud on human nature and aggression. He describes the
invocation of “the apparatus of scientiﬁc learning, observation,
discoveries, experiments, facts, and authorities,” that threatens
“an epidemic error concerning the causes of man’s aggression.” Noting the difference between generalizations about all
human behavior and some human behavior (a distinction all
too easily lost in popular discussions of maleness and violence,
e.g.), Montagu concludes with a pointed warning if we get the
causes of “man and aggression” wrong: we blame aggression
on something innate in humans, and in this way we absolve
people of responsibility for their aggression. “It is this sort of
thinking, so damaging, so pessimistic, so fettering of the human spirit, that is so dangerous because it diverts the focus of
attention from the real causes . . . of aggression” (Montagu
1968:xiv).
In 2020, as in 1968, there is a pressing need to challenge
mistaken yet widely held beliefs about men and aggression, ideas
bolstered by authoritative-sounding scientiﬁc books and articles that receive wide promotion in the mass media. Take, for
example, Steven Pinker’s and Richard Wrangham’s assertions
that it is an innate propensity, and evolved capacity, for male
violence that humans are ﬁghting against in order to better
their societies and themselves (Pinker 2011; Wrangham 2018).
Or the rantings of Jordan Peterson who calls for enforced monogamy as a means to tame the natural violence that masculinity presents when men are not offered the opportunity of
a heterosexual release and their rightful social structure of
patriarchy.6
Many of the key elements of the study of masculinity, maleness, and violence were highlighted by Montagu: religious and
scientiﬁc notions of aggression being something inborn in
men—a pattern of thought that remains in heavy rotation
6. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/18/style/jordan-peterson-12-rules
-for-life.html.
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(Goetz et al. 2008; Pinker 2011; Wrangham 2018). Many social
science studies on aggression take an inherent connection
between maleness and violence for granted—and avoid comprehensive attention to masculinity—in order to instead highlight triggers like alcohol, psychological problems, youth, peer
pressure, social media, racism, poverty, and oppression.
The complexity of the subject requires anthropological engagement by specialists in all its subﬁelds. If ever a topic cried
out for integrated, seamless scholarship by anthropology in the
broadest sense, maleness and violence, and their relations to
masculinities, is certainly one example. The rub comes that
despite our claims, protestations, and history, it has been a long
time since many anthropologists engaged in earnest crossdisciplinary dialogue about these topics. In our best moments
in the last many decades we have been good at mutual recognition and appreciation across a diversity of anthropologies.
More often we have all but ignored each other. This is less true
in the sense that biological anthropologists and archaeologists,
perhaps, are more likely to read outside their ﬁelds than cultural anthropologists and less true of medical anthropologists
than some others. But few among us care or can afford to truly
assimilate ﬁne-grained aspects of the diversity of anthropological knowledges in our actual research and publications.7
With maleness and violence we must.
In an effort to avoid biological essentialisms about men,
maleness, and aggression, cultural anthropologists have tended
to focus their work on uncovering the links to genocide, slavery,
racism, and violence against women. They have written about
men as the perpetrators of violence but too little about men-asmen, as engendered and engendering actors in assaults, hostilities, and belligerence in general.8
Even the best anthropological studies on human violence
often pay scant attention to masculinity and maleness. For example, one recent stellar anthropological collection (Whitehead 2004) on violence barely acknowledges gender as an important aspect of this issue, much less offers insights on the
particular causal vectors involving men and masculinity. Another important edited volume (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois
2004) offers a splendid section on “gendered violence”; yet a
search in the index for “men,” “masculinity,” or “maleness”
similarly comes up empty. Reﬂecting dominant intellectual,
political, and organizational approaches to gender, in this collection gender is primarily a matter of, about, and for women.
That men are also engendered in any profound sense requiring
description and analysis, and that practices and identities linked
to masculinities have to do with violence in any noteworthy
7. Among the recent anthropological work on and in four ﬁelds, see
de León (2015) and Segal and Yanagisako (2005).
8. It is also the case that as male aggression is heavily studied and
overhyped, certain aspects of female aggression may be potentially underplayed. The ﬂip side of overhype of testosterone and aggression in men is
the potential for underreporting and understudying signiﬁcant components of female behavior because “women aren’t men and don’t have the
same T patterns.”
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fashion is not a focus of sustained discussion in the volume. It’s
all implicit, perhaps, but not worth highlighting with a robust
treatment.
An excellent and widely cited “micro-sociology” of violence
(Collins 2008) does index “masculinity/machismo,” but in
nearly 600 pages on violence, these topics are treated in a tertiary manner at best. When masculinity is directly addressed, it
is as much to remove it as a factor than to develop the concept
in relation to violence. “Masculinity is often put forward as
an explanation of violence,” Collins writes, “whether in the
form of a cultural code of aggression and dominance, or in the
physiology of testosterone and bulked-up muscles” (286). He
then provides a vivid accounting of violence among various
types of athletes (including track and ﬁeld, weight lifting, gymnastics, baseball, football, soccer, and tennis) in order to dismiss
masculinity as related in any substantive way to violence in
sports and by implication more broadly.
Indeed, violence is a major focus of social science research.
Gender has become a focus of many branches of these studies
in recent decades. But outside the still rather circumscribed
ﬁeld of “men and masculinities studies,” men and violence is
more of an “of course” than a subject of sophisticated attention
and conceptualizing.

Essays on Men, Maleness, and Violence
The purpose of this collection of essays, for which this article is
both an introduction and a context setter, is to gather some of
the best thinkers from a range of scholars in anthropology and
beyond to address the pressing issues of masculinities, maleness, and violence, including their critiques of contemporary
scientists who explain and excuse male aggression as regrettable but nonetheless natural and therefore an immutable ﬁxture in human social interactions. The essays in this special issue
of Current Anthropology seek to address these issues by presenting a range of research that explicitly engages with the relationship of masculinity and maleness to violence and aggression. As will be clear from these contributions, none of the
authors here is satisﬁed to leave these questions in the realm of
interpersonal male-male or male-female violence. War, militarism, systemic racism, misogyny, and more cannot be reduced to the relationship of masculinity and violence, but neither can they be fully understood absent a comprehensive and
thorough treatment of these factors. This is true both because
of widespread misunderstandings about masculinity, maleness, and violence (including inapplicable generalizations about
primate males as a group, e.g.) and because there are crosscultural generalizations that need to be recognized, explored,
and explained.
In addition to popular and scientiﬁc discussions of hormones and Google memos, anthropologists need to examine
and contribute to debates regarding a host of other contemporary issues from mass murders to sports to neuroscience.
Precisely by drawing on our facility with biology, culture, and
language, today and historically, anthropologists need to
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provide better approaches and lenses to these and other pressing social problems.
From the material composition of our bodies to the marshaling of bodies for empire building, the essays in this special
edition reﬂect methodologically and theoretically diverse
perspectives on the ways that conceptions and performances
of masculinity come to shape our experiences of community.
In a series of reﬂections on the limits of biological explanations
of masculinity, Richard G. Bribiescas (2021) uses life history
theory to explore mortality risk and incidence of violence for
boys and men over the life span. Lise Eliot (2021) unpacks assumptions about sexually dimorphic brain biology in her analysis
of the ways that gendered aggression escalates minor differences
between boys and girls. Matthew Gutmann (2021) interrogates
how the men around the world are viewed as more susceptible
to their instincts, particularly those that are violent, and Agustín
Fuentes (2021) examines how mythologies about how evidence
from our deep evolutionary past and closest living nonhuman
primate relatives has been marshaled in conversations about the
supposed naturalness of human (male) violence.
The violence enacted in the name of masculinity takes all
forms ranging from interpersonal to structural and institutional. At the intersection of maleness, masculinity, and sexuality, we can explore how bodies are made to perform identities and what happens to individuals whose bodies do not
conform to cis and heteropatriarchal norms. Mark Padilla and
Sheilla Rodríguez-Madera (2021) examine how Puerto Rican
transwomen transform their bodies to match their identities
and how the scars from these transformations reveal a lack of
appropriate care and the everyday risks of gender nonconformity. In an exploration of violence as retributive justice,
Pratiksha Baxi (2021) details the role that castration plays in
public justice for acts of sexual violence against women. Sealing Cheng (2021) engages with many of the same themes in her
analysis of the ways that women become actors in male performances of sexual violence by either providing illicit access
to sex via prostitution or by denying men access to sexual opportunities. In these contexts, a masculinity coded as strength
and virility is embodied via violence or even the medicalization
of the male body.
Moving from communities to empires, several scholars featured in this volume explore the role that masculinities and
interpersonal violence have played in supporting the growth
and expansion of polities and systemic violence. R. Brian Ferguson (2021) provides a critical analysis of war across time and
place and cultures of masculinity that encourage violence in
men. In two pieces about our recent past, Tifﬁny A. Tung (2021)
and Debra L. Martin (2021) examine the traces of gender and
violence in the bioarchaeological record. Martin identiﬁes how
both lethal and nonlethal violence serves as a force for political
change and social regeneration in small-scale societies around
the world. Using evidence from the Andean bioarchaeological
record, Tung explores how status is revealed via unequal exposure to risk and violence via evidence of cranial trauma and
dietary differences. Similarly, but in a different register, Sally
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Engle Merry (2021) examines the performance of masculinity
and violence by Hawaiian chiefs and commoners in the context of European contact and conquest. In a narrative on contemporary warfare and soldiering, Godfrey Maringira’s (2021)
article interrogates mythologies about the supposed naturalness of violence in men in an analysis of the persistent effort
required to create soldiers who crave and relish carrying out
violent acts.
In theorizing about both public and academic discourses of
gender, Robin G. Nelson (2021) explores how the underrepresentation of women in theory building in anthropology has inﬂuenced what is designated as meaningful violence. An emphasis
on physical violence in anthropological analyses of masculinities
and power obscures the role of other forms of violence in
shaping the lives of people with less institutional or structural
inﬂuence. Finally, Rick W. A. Smith’s (2021) article highlights
how queer theory can unsettle seemingly timeless relationships
between masculinities, violence, bodies, and settler colonialism.

Engendering Violence: Complexity and Fusion
In humans imagination, perceptions, and ideology matter as
much as bone, muscle, and chromosomes. Both perceptual and
material feedback loops channel violence into physiological
changes in bodies and reshape ideologies and lived experiences.
Both outside and inside the academy, there is widespread conﬁdence in biological explanations for violence, especially an
endemic violence perpetrated by males. Such conﬁdence is both
too simplistic and often badly misplaced. Biology matters but is
never outside of the complex whole that constitutes human
experiences. These experiences are situated in particular historical, political, economic, linguistic, and other social contexts,
and they are constantly and actively entangled in shaping one
another. A central purpose of this volume is to offer insight
from scholars across the diverse branches of anthropology and
beyond, in order to spur dialogue across the all too familiar
disciplinary and subdisciplinary divides.
A major goal of the Wenner-Gren symposium and this
collection of papers has been to not talk past each other. The
objective has also been to go beyond polite appreciation of the
work of scholars who mine other ﬁelds with other methods of
inquiry. We have strived to bring together leading specialists
on masculinity, maleness, and violence, a mix of senior and
junior colleagues from around the world, and as importantly,
collaborators who see critical engagement as the only avenue
to pursue answers to these pressing questions. We do not wish
to remain segregated by different vantage points, ideologies,
and methodologies. We do seek to disregard traditional boundaries and absorb a full range of ideas, to identify and facilitate
connectivities across approaches to men, maleness, and violence.
The papers in this special issue both present independent
research ﬁndings and talk with one another, offering a range of
frames, data, perspectives, and possibilities for how to think
with, about, and across the landscapes of maleness, violence,
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and masculinities. Our hope is that such discussions offer access to the development of better tool kits to address issues of
violence and maleness within our academic and public discussions, communications, and debates.
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Searching for the “Roots” of Masculinity
in Primates and the Human Evolutionary Past
Agustín Fuentes
The reconstruction and prioritization of masculinity in human evolution (and thus human nature) is often rooted in reference to
other primates and the hominin fossil and archaeological record. And it almost always involves violence. Whether it be the “demonic males” hypothesis, the trope of aggressive alpha maleness and sexual coercion, or gender-biased representations of toolmaking, hunting, and ﬁerce encounters between different populations of the genus Homo in the Pleistocene, a particular pattern of
masculinity (maleness)—and violence—permeates most popular discourse and much of the academic discourse. While there are
some signiﬁcant sexual differences and divergent strategies among our closest cousins, and the fossil record does offer important
insights into the development and deployment of gender, much of the data do not ﬁt seamlessly with typical assumptions. In fact,
much in our contemporary understandings of other primate behavior and the hominins either contradicts or complexiﬁes assumptions and assertions about the origins and “ancestral” patterns of contemporary human masculinity and its associated violence. This paper articulates what we do and do not know about maleness in primates and past humans and offers some
possibilities for how such information might assist in elaborating more integrative understandings of the complexities of human
masculinities.

What we think of as human nature, however one deﬁnes it,
structures how we see the world and ourselves. What a “human
nature” is and whether we actually have one depends on a
number of empirical issues involving our genes, psychological
makeup, culture, histories, evolution, and so forth. However,
what we call human nature is never simply a scientiﬁc, empirical notion; rather, it is a dynamic construct involving various normative, conceptual, and even metaphysical aspects and
assumptions (Fuentes and Visala 2017; Hannah and Lewens
2018). In the realm of the social and evolutionary sciences, the
term human nature is often avoided, but its doppelganger
remains in explanations for why humans are the way that they
are. In many evolutionary inquiries such assertions are offered
in the form of either robust adaptationism or structured developmental plasticity (Fuentes and Visala 2016; Hannah and
Lewens 2018).1 Of all the patterns and processes of the human,
the one that receives a lion’s share of attention as being a solidly
entrenched “evolved” (or “natural”) feature is that which we
term masculinity. Therefore evolutionary inquiries into patterns and processes that are habitually associated with masculinity must take great care to evaluate and contextualize the
data and hypotheses, as the interpretations of them are likely to
carry normative implications.
There is substance to what we call “masculinity,” and it is
much more than simply the possession of the qualities traditionally associated with men (Gutmann et al. 2021). The spe1. For “robust adaptationism” as in standard evolutionary theory, and
for “structured developmental plasticity” as in extended evolutionary synthesis, see Fuentes (2016); Fuentes and Visala (2017); Laland and Brown
(2018); and Laland et al. (2015).

ciﬁcs of such qualities vary cross-culturally, and there is a broad
range of diversity in how various masculinities are perceived,
embodied, and enacted. However, there are multiple patterns
of behavior that seem to unite a majority of men across cultures and contexts, many of which are associated with violence:
higher rates of incarceration and violent crime, higher rates of
injurious violence, and more frequent initiation of sexual violence. Not all males are violent, but most humans who commit these acts of violence are males rather than females. This
pattern, many argue, reﬂects a suite of biologically driven (or
at least strongly inﬂuenced) outcomes of being a male of the
species—an evolved proclivity to violence.
At the same time there are other patterns of male social
outcomes that reﬂect not direct violence but structural violence
(see Nelson 2021). Men dominate corporate governance globally, men are overrepresented in national governments, men
dominate global and national economic institutions, males are
exclusively or preferentially given leadership roles in contemporary global religions,2 and males tend to receive higher pay
than females for the same work. One could argue these patterns
emerge from speciﬁc historical and societal structures that
developed as patriarchal systems became dominant in multiple
societies across the planet over the last three to four millennia.3
However, one could also argue these outcomes emerge from
2. Here I refer to Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Sikhism.
3. Here it is worth acknowledging the fact that male leadership for
millennia requires men not only assuming and exercising power but at
least implicitly the cooperation, co-optation, complicity, and/or coercion
of women.
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the same processes of masculinity, a male “nature,” as with the
direct violence noted above.
There is a scholarly tradition that attributes much of the
violence (direct and structural) associated with masculinity to a
biological maleness rooted in the bodies of the men who enact
the violence (e.g., McDonald, Navarrete, and Van Vugt 2012;
Pinker 2002, 2012; Wrangham 2019; Wrangham and Peterson
1997). Such assertions argue (and assume) that core aspects of
masculinity are a reﬂection of evolutionary differences in male
and female development, ecologies, and trajectories and thus a
key part of human evolutionary reality. If such assumptions are
correct, then what we see as “masculinity” is part of an evolved
suite of psychological and biophysical tendencies, and it has
signiﬁcant implications for how we see, engage with, and attempt to ameliorate male violence. However, this set of assumptions is not supported by the primatological data or the
hominin fossil or archaeological record.
Evolutionary inquiries are simultaneously about continuities and discontinuities. Continuities reﬂect the deep histories
of lineages and their shared evolutionary adaptations, processes, and patterns. Discontinuities reﬂect the evolutionary
changes in speciﬁc lineages since the divergence with the last
common ancestors they shared with their closest related lineages. Assessing evolutionary histories and evolved (or evolving) patterns in humans relies on two main lines of inquiry:
the continuities with other primates, especially the apes, and
the discontinuities that emerged from distinctive evolutionary
events and processes along the hominin lineage, especially in
the genus Homo during the Pleistocene. In order to assess the
validity of assertions about masculinity and violence in an evolutionary perspective, and eventually contextualize them in an
anthropological one, I summarize data from the other primates
and Plio-Pleistocene human evolution that bear on our understandings of masculinity and violence.

Evolutionary Context
To set the stage for an overview of the data, a common baseline
of key contexts and their associated concepts is necessary. This
includes (a) what we mean by “sex” and its relation to evolutionary narratives, (b) why a comparative approach makes sense
and what it offers, and (c) the evolutionarily distinctive nature of
the human niche.
The Biology of Human Sex and Evolutionary Strategies
In the context of evolutionary biology, “sex” in humans is
generally connected to 23rd chromosomal status, the outcomes
of speciﬁc functioning in a set of genomic sequences on the X and
Y chromosomes, and a set of speciﬁc reproductive capacities.
However, in biological reality, deﬁning sex as a physiological
category is a much more complex and multivariate process
(Fausto-Sterling 2000; Hyde et al. 2019). The basic core of sexdifferentiation processes resides in the fact that there are genomic patterns that facilitate, on average, a suite of develop-
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mental trajectories in utero that include slightly different
patterns of hormonal action, muscle and bone development,
metabolic processes, and divergent outcomes for the tissue
masses that become the reproductive tracts and the related
morphology and physiology. However, XX and XY classiﬁcation does not always correlate with the physical and behavioral
patterns we associate with male and female. Intersexed individuals, biological variation that muddles the clear distinction
between dichotomously deﬁned biological “male” and “female,” are fairly common in humans (Fausto-Sterling 2000;
Hyde et al. 2019). Human biological sex is a dynamic system of
development that produces, on average, patterned physiological and developmental outcomes associated with functional
reproductive processes.
This pattern of ﬂexibility is critical when considering the
evolution of human sex differences and a potential role for
masculinity as an outcome. The basic biological assumptions
about sexually reproducing species, generally referred to as
“Bateman’s rule,” is that the costs of reproduction are higher
for females due to anisogamy (different-sized gametes, big egg
and small sperm, based on Bateman’s now contested work with
fruit ﬂies [Drosophila; Bateman 1948]). General theory, also
termed the “Darwin-Bateman paradigm” (Drea 2005) holds
that females (especially in mammals) spend a lot of energy on
gametes and gestation and then a high investment in the young
postbirth, whereas males’ investment can be relatively small,
with no necessary postmating investment. Because of this differential in the evolutionary “cost” of reproduction, males and
females should have different approaches to reproductive behavior and thus be under differential selection pressures across
their life histories. This thread of theorizing emerged with
Darwin (1981 [1871]), became “standard” biology with the publications of Bateman’s work in the 1940s, and was solidiﬁed in
the contemporary context by Robert Trivers (1972) and many
others (see Davies, Krebs, and West 2012) who translated this
basic idea into evolutionary models and created behavioral
predictions associated with these models for many organisms,
including humans. The basic commitment is that distinct reproductive pressures on males and females result in differential
goals and evolutionary patterns shaping key aspects of male
and female bodies and behavior. Contemporary versions of this
perspective applied to humans focus less on absolute differences and more on patterns in life history trajectories that have
signiﬁcant inﬂuences on endocrine function, energetic investment, growth, and development (Bribiescas, Ellison, and
Gray 2012; Ellison 2001; Ellison and Gray 2009).
The assumption that most, if not all, male and female behavioral differences are primarily, and best, explained by the
differences in their reproductive biology is an oversimpliﬁed
account of behavioral processes and patterns for many socially
complex mammals, especially humans (Drea 2005; Foote et al.
2016; Fuentes 2009, 2012; Fuentes and Visala 2017; Whiten and
Erdal 2012; Whiten et al. 2012). Multiple studies illustrate that a
more dynamic understanding of reproductive systems and
patterns of investment, aspects of sexual selection, the division
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of labor, and the wide array of human ecological, social, and
historical contexts better explain male and female reproductive relationships, physiologies, and behavior than do basic differences in their reproductive classiﬁcations and/or patterns
(Borgerhoff Mulder 2004; Borgerhoff Mulder and Rauch 2009;
Kokko and Jennions 2003; Tang-Martinez 2000).
However, much of the confusion in evolutionary assessments of masculinity revolves around the pattern of using gender and sex interchangeably. These two ways of describing human patterns are related and deeply entangled but not identical
(Hyde et al. 2019). Gendered lives emerge from the entanglement between physiological and developmental processes and
societal perceptions of what males and females are and the roles
they are expected to play. Serena Nanda (2000) tells us that
“Gender refers to the social, cultural and psychological constructions that are imposed on the biological differences of sex”
(2). Wood and Eagly (2002) highlight that it is “the formation of
gender roles, by which people of each sex are expected to have
psychological characteristics that equip them for the tasks that
their sex typically performs” (701). While gender is not simply
a social construct, gendered behaviors cannot always be functionally mapped to patterned physiological or morphological
differences. In an evolutionary context, the gender/sex reality
for humans is complex and not simply dichotomous, either as
nature/culture or as feminine/masculine (Fausto-Sterling 2000;
Hyde et al. 2019). Evolutionary approaches must keep this complexity in mind.
The Study of Other Primates as a Departure Point
Humans and other primates share a range of deep similarities
due to our shared phylogeny. Much in our behavior and ways
of being is similar due to homology (they come from the same
ancestral origins), and thus a comparative approach can, and
often is, an appropriate evolutionary focus. Such a perspective
is indeed characteristic of a large body of anthropological and
biological literature that implicitly assumes continuities are
the more relevant focus when thinking about human evolution
(see overviews in Marks [2015] and van Schaik [2016]). However, evolution is as much about discontinuity as it is about continuity, and care must be taken when engaging in analyses
of complex human patterns (Fuentes 2018; MacKinnon and
Fuentes 2005; Marks 2003).
Primates are socially and ecologically complex mammals
with large brains relative to their body size and are quite neurobiologically complex. Most primates have multifaceted societies with complex social relationships and may demonstrate
social traditions (called by some “cultural” processes; Whitehead et al. 2019; Whiten et al. 2012) that play substantive roles in
their daily lives. In many complex social, mammalian species, as
in primates, behavioral diversity and plasticity in the form of
social traditions are signiﬁcant phenomena in that they can
develop such that they supplement genetic transmission with
social transmission and can play central roles in shaping the
behavior, ecology, and even biology, of populations (e.g.,
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Whitehead et al. 2019). Therefore, social lives, roles, histories,
and the manners in which they are constructed and develop can
be causally signiﬁcant, and structuring, in primate behavior
(Strier 2009; Strum 2012), and given human social, historical,
and political complexity, such patterns and processes are especially important in the assessment of human evolutionary
trajectories (Fuentes 2018; van Schaik 2016).
The Hominin Evolutionary Record
with Emphasis on Pleistocene
Over the last 2 million years, there is substantive evidence that
the human lineage, especially our genus (Homo), underwent
signiﬁcant changes in brains and bodies, and most importantly,
the way in which we are in the world: the development of a
human niche (Foley 2016; Fuentes 2017b, 2018; Whiten and
Erdal 2012). It is not that humans exist under a different type
of evolutionary “rules,” but there is substantive evidence that
the lineage of Homo has developed a distinctive suite of processes for dealing with evolutionary pressures (Antón and Snodgrass 2012; Foley 2016; Fuentes 2017a; Gamble, Gowlett, and
Dunbar2011; Grove and Coward 2008). This includes
• a substantial expansion in brain developmental processes
and neurobiological plasticity facilitating the development
of distinctive cognitive and cooperative capacities;
• expanded cultural innovation via manipulation of extrasomatic materials as indicated by the creation of increasingly
complex stone, and other material, tools via methodologies
and technologies not seen in other mammals, primates, or
hominins;
• accumulation of cultural complexity (including material technology) via an autocatalytic process involving feedback between creativity, transmission (ratcheting), and direct teaching at a level of structural and material complexity beyond that
observed in other tool-using organisms;
• the development of a “language-ready brain,” the eventual
emergence of language, and the development of a “sociocultural brain”;4 and
• Holocene and post-Holocene (the last ca. 10,000 years)
explosions in demography, behavioral and cultural diversity,
material complexity, manipulation of other organisms (domestication), and the creation of diverse modes of extrasomatic information transfer and technology without parallel
in other organisms.
The ratcheting-up in complexity of genus Homo across the
Pleistocene (ca. 2.5 million to 10,000 years ago) represents
the development of a particular human niche (Fuentes 2016;
Tomasello 2014; van Schaik 2016; Whiten and Erdal 2012),
and the dynamics and components of this niche must be kept
at the fore when developing evolutionary arguments about
contemporary humans.
4. As outlined by Shihui Han (2017) and Han and May (2015).
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What Do the Data Offer?

The Other Primates

Having set the context, I offer a brief summary of the available
data for the other primates and human evolution that can inform our understandings of masculinity and violence. This includes patterns of aggression and violence, dominance and sexual dimorphism, and identiﬁable differences in behavior and/or
ecology between males and females.
It is important to note that multiple psychological overviews
in the past decade and a half (e.g., Hyde 2005; Zell, Krizan, and
Teeter 2015) demonstrate an overall similarity, and substantive overlap, between male and female humans in the vast majority of psychological and physical attributes: we are all the
products of common selection pressures and evolutionary histories. We are all Homo sapiens sapiens. However, there are
physiological and psychological attributes where contemporary
males and females differ to a non-negligible degree (see Archer
2019). These might be understood in relation to human evolutionary histories.
While most psychological attributes overlap extensively,
there is a consistency in certain reported differences between
sexes (especially when classiﬁed as only a binary female/male
system),5 speciﬁcally in visuospatial ability, same-sex physical
aggression, empathizing, systemizing, sociosexuality, and mate
choice preferences (Archer 2019; Zell, Krizan, and Teeter 2015).
However, it is critical to note that the vast majority of these
studies use a very basic and general categorization of sex (external physiological markers) such that potential sex and gender
differences are collapsed and conﬂated in the assessments.
Therefore, it is not at all clear that what is being assessed in such
studies reﬂects aspects of structured evolutionary differences or
speciﬁc social histories and contexts, or some mixture of both.
Reported patterned differences in bodies and behavior that
might be relevant in a search for deep time origins of masculinity are male greater upper body strength, male greater velocity and distance in throwing, male higher lean muscle mass
and lower adiposity, and male higher participation in homicide
and a much lower rate as targets of sexual violence. Males are
slightly more likely to engage in overall physical aggression and
ﬁghting with weapons, and they score higher in sociosexuality
assessments (measures of sexual proclivity), but those effects
sizes are small compared to the former patterns (Archer 2019;
Hyde 2005; Zell, Krizan, and Teeter 2015). There are also a
range of average differences in resting levels and reactivity of
endocrine and other physiological function associated with
reproductive parameters associated with maleness and masculinity. However, I do not address those in this overview because those speciﬁcs and their possible connections to the
evolution of differential male and female life histories are well
covered elsewhere (e.g., Bribiescas 2021; Bribiescas, Ellison,
and Gray 2012; Ellison 2001).

Social interactions are the glue of primate societies. However,
most primates spend approximately 10% or less of total active time in social interactions, with even the most socially active (macaque and baboon monkeys and chimpanzees) rarely
spending 120% of their activity in social interactions (Campbell et al. 2011; Fuentes 2012). Primates spend the vast majority of this social time engaged in prosocial behavior. Aggression, especially severe aggression, is rare, even as a slice of the
small percentage of overall social time (Sussman and Garber
2011).
This does not mean that primates do not ﬁght; low-intensity
aggression is a part of daily life. However, signiﬁcant wounding
and other types of severe violence are rare (Campbell et al. 2011;
Fuentes 2012). Sussman and Garber (2011) reviewed data for
over 60 species of primates in regard to social behavior. Aggressive and conﬂictual behaviors made up less than 1% of all
social interactions. Rates of aggression across species ranged
from just under one per hour to less than one per hundred hours.
However, even rare aggression can elicit a suite of behaviors to
ameliorate or ﬁx the damage done by the conﬂict (Arnold,
Fraser, and Aureli 2011; Honess and Marin 2006).
In a majority of species, males engage in more serious aggression with higher rates of wounding (Smuts 1987). Females
in many species engage in overall aggression slightly more
frequently than males (Campbell et al. 2011, chaps. 4–20). This
pattern is likely attributable to two factors: females being more
socially active than males in most (but not all) primate species,
and males being larger than females and having larger canine
teeth (again, in many but not all species). The former reﬂects
the fact that in most primate species the majority of all social
interactions occur between females and between females and
young. Adult males have slightly lower rates of social interactions overall and spend more time in solitary activities (again,
not in all species). Because aggression is relatively rare overall
but does require social partners, those with the highest degree
of social interactions tend to have higher rates of aggressive
behavior (thus, females, who are the center of social activity).
There is ample evidence in contemporary humans that males
also show more physically injurious aggression than females
(Archer 2004, 2009, 2013).6
Size dimorphism, with larger males, is often used as an indicator of male dominance and evidence of a tendency toward
male aggression in primates. Many argue that this pattern is
reﬂective of an evolutionary adaptation for males to use aggression to control females and that male-biased dimorphism
arises out of male-male competition and a strategy of male
coercion of females (Mueller and Wrangham 2009). Others
suggest that it is female size that is limited and selected for, not

5. Remember, however, that such a binary is not the only (or possibly
even the best) way to characterize or assess patterns of differences in
contemporary humans (e.g., Hyde et al. 2019).

6. One must take care with formulations such as this, because it implies
that males as a whole commit more acts of aggression, instead of emphasizing that those who show more physically injurious aggression are more
often males than females. These two assessments are not exactly the same.
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male size (Morbeck, Galloway, and Zihlman 1997). While it is
true that in some species (like chimpanzees, orangutans, and
some baboons) males use aggression to coerce females to stay
near them, or even to mate with them, there are also many
other species (bonobos, gibbons, many macaques, marmosets,
and tamarins, and most leaf monkeys) where males are not able
to use aggression to coerce females. In fact, in many species
females group together to form coalitions with which to resist
larger males’ attempts at coercion or aggressive control. Size
dimorphism on average is lower in more sex-equitable or femaledominant social systems in primates, but it is not the only
mediator of social systems. Monomorphic canines are usually
found in primates where males and females are approximately
the same size and live in small groups, with male and female
roles overlapping extensively and males often providing care
for the young. The overall size difference between human men
and women in modern samples is around 10% to 20% (Lassek
and Gaulin 2009; McHenry and Cofﬁng 2000; Plavcan 2000;
Plavcan and van Schaik 1997), considerably smaller than gorillas (63%) and a little smaller than the typical primate (around
25%; Lindenfors and Tullberg 2011). Dimorphism in humans
is on the lower end of that in the chimpanzee (20% to 30%), and
our canines are monomorphic, unlike the majority of bodysize dimorphic primate species. There is a range of male use of
aggression as a social tool in the primate order, but there is not
a speciﬁc pattern of dimorphism or aggression that characterizes
all primates that we could point to as a shared evolutionary basis
for patterns of male aggression in humans.
Dominance in the other primates refers to the ability of an
individual to win contests over resources consistently. Dominance is often thought to be a central feature of masculinity.
However, the concept of dominance is complex and often misrepresented and/or oversimpliﬁed (Bernstein 2011; Majolo
2017). Dominance, by deﬁnition, is a relational category between individuals, not a physical or genetic characteristic of
any given individual. Dominance status emerges through social interactions, including ﬁghting, and can change over the
lifetimes of individuals (Bernstein 2011; Majolo 2017). So
while dominance has evolved as a central facet of many primates’ social systems, the diversity and complexity of primate
societies (Campbell et al. 2011) make assumptions about universal or even common “dominance” characteristics highly
problematic (MacKinnon and Fuentes 2005). For example, it is
common to refer to central males in primate groups as “alphas.”
In general, when one refers to an “alpha,” one assumes that this
position was obtained, at least in part, through ﬁghting and the
use of aggression. This term is also used in describing hypermasculine and/or “leader” men in humans. As we will see below,
all of these assumptions are by no means secure.
A core assumption in many assertions about dominance is
that dominance status correlates tightly with reproductive
success, and thus males evolved to “seek” high dominance
status. However, this relationship is not universal across (or
within) species (Majolo 2017). There are many cases where
nondominant males successfully reproduce, others where fe-
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males reproduce with males from other groups, and even some
where observed dominance in one case (over food resources)
does not translate to priority of access to females (and thus
increased reproductive opportunities). However, in a slight majority of primate species where there are clear dominance hierarchies, dominant males, while not having exclusive mating
access, do tend to father the majority of offspring born into the
group while they are dominant (Boesch et al. 2006; Campbell
et al. 2011). On average in species with clear and reasonably
linear dominance relationships, a male’s position in the dominance hierarchy can correlate with access to females and reproductive success, but again, this is not a majority of primate
species (MacKinnon and Fuentes 2005).
Dominance is not simply about being aggressive. For many
species, achieving dominance is primarily related to skillful
social negotiation. High rates of aggression by male monkeys
can be detrimental to their ability to stay in a social group (Suomi
2005). Smuts (1987) found that in some primate species females
could band together to resist or avoid males’ aggressive attempts
to exert dominance over them, ﬁndings supported by Sapolsky
and Share (2004; see also Fuentes et al. 2011; Loudon, Fuentes,
and Welch 2005). Despite the diversity and complexity in primate dominance, most assertions used to support masculinity
and violence as an evolved package in humans come from our
close cousins the chimpanzees (genus Pan).
In eastern chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes schweinfurthii) communities are rarely together in the same place at the same time;
in western chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes verus) and bonobos
(Pan paniscus) large groups and whole community gatherings
are more common (Stumpf 2011). In eastern chimpanzees males
are dominant over, and particularly aggressive toward, females
and often are able to coerce them using aggression. In western
chimpanzees, while males are more or less dominant, they are
less likely to use aggression to attempt to coerce females (and
when they do, they are less successful; Boesch et al. [2006]).
Eastern and western chimpanzee males occasionally get together to patrol the boundaries of their territory (sometime
females join in, but rarely). In a not insigniﬁcant number of
these patrols, when these males encounter individuals from
neighboring communities they may act violently, and the interaction can result in death. These aggressive attacks appear
to be based on an imbalance of power scenario, where the patrolling group only attacks if they greatly outnumber the individuals encountered (Wilson 2013). Chimpanzee males and
females (primarily eastern chimpanzees) have been observed
killing infants from their own and from other communities.
Multiple studies of free-living chimpanzees report considerable
sex differences in aggression (Archer 2013; Goodall 1986; Zinner and Wheeler 2013). Aggressive behavior by males is longer
and more intense than that of females. Bonobos do not engage in
border patrols, lethal intercommunity violence, or infanticide;
males do not coerce females; and females are dominant to males
in many interactions (Stumpf 2011).
What does this tell us about human males? Not much
(Fuentes 2018; Hart and Sussman 2008). Humans are equally
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related to the two species of chimpanzees, and those two
species are signiﬁcantly different when it comes to the types
and patterns of aggression they display. On the one hand, P.
troglodytes males are aggressive to females, but P. paniscus
males rarely start ﬁghts with females (and when they do, they
often lose). The eastern and western chimpanzee border patrols and intercommunity lethal violence are similar in some
respects to human behavior. However, as Christophe Boesch
(Boesch et al. 2008) summarizes: “Intergroup violence is general in chimpanzees, but aggression intensity and the role of
females vary considerably among populations. Thus, multiple
factors may account for the evolution of intergroup violence in
this species, and we need more demographic data on neighboring communities if we want to understand intergroup conﬂict dynamics” (701).
Chimpanzees and humans share the potential for severe aggression between groups and male coercion of females. However, chimpanzees themselves vary in how this plays out across
species, subspecies, and communities. There is a primate association between being highly socially complex, living in large
and dynamic communities, and having varied and complicated
social lives and the potential for variation and complexity in
aggression (Fuentes 2012, 2018). Humans are not chimpanzees;
rather, we are, as the anthropologist Jon Marks puts it, “biocultural ex-apes” (Marks 2015:xi). We are a branch of the evolutionary lineage that includes primates, such that there are going
to be aspects in our bodies and behaviors that reﬂect that shared
heritage. At the same time our distinctive evolutionary history,
adaptive zone, and social structures make us very different, in
both the potential for and the actual behavior that we express
(Fuentes 2018; Hart and Sussman 2008; Marks 2003, 2015).
The Early Hominins
Between ca. 6 and 3 million years ago (mya), a number of
hominin species radiated across Africa. We have no information on sex differences in the earliest forms (Sahelanthropus
and Orrorin). Between 4.5 and 4 mya, hominins of the genus
Ardipithecus appear to have low sexual dimorphism in size and
little, if any, dimorphism in canine size (Suwa et al. 2009). But
few substantive inferences can be made about social systems
and behavior, and it is not clear if they are one of the lineages
that gave rise to our own. With the Australopithecines, however, we have a much larger data set, and many researchers hold
that the genus Homo arose from the Australopithecine lineage
(likely from the Australopithecus afarensis cluster) between 3
and 2.5 mya.
Most (but not all) researchers assert that A. afarensis exhibited signiﬁcant male-biased sexual dimorphism (as much as
50%), yet both sex’s canine teeth are relatively similar (minor
protrusion above the tooth line relative to apes), an atypical
pattern for most primates (Leutenegger and Shell 1987; McHenry and Cofﬁng 2000; Plavcan 2012; Plavcan et al. 2005).
Body-size dimorphism values for other species of Australopithecus are smaller than many apes (Australopithecus africanus: 37%;
Australopithecus boisei: 44%; Australopithecus robustus: 25%;
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McHenry and Cofﬁng [2000]), but still far greater than those
found in Pleistocene Homo and contemporary humans. It is not
clear what the social system was for A. afarensis, but groups likely
included multiple adults of both sexes and young (Johanson 2004).
The Genus Homo
While aspects of many of human social patterns can be seen
in other organisms, their combination, interconnections, and
the ratcheting up in complexity of their ecological impacts
across the Pleistocene represents the development of a particular human niche (Foley 2016; Fuentes 2016, 2017b).
Figure 1 highlights the approximate timing of ﬁrst occurrences of evidence for the range of patterns and processes of increasingly complex cognition and cooperation. This history reﬂects
an ongoing dynamic, a feedback between neural and behavioral
plasticity, that laid the neurobiological, cognitive, social, and ecological foundations for contemporary humans. It is a distinctive
pattern, one not mirrored by any other organism on this planet.
Among the many events and processes that characterize
Homo evolution across the last 2 million years, a few are of
speciﬁc relevance to a discussion of masculinity—the evolution of cooperative care and increasingly complex social lives,
hunting, aggression and warfare, and the radical changes to
human lifeways that occurred in the last 15,000 years or so.
Key critical changes occurred in the ﬁrst half of the Pleistocene as Homo social lives became more complex and communicatively dynamic; it took longer for children to learn how
to be effective adult members of their groups (and concomitantly to mature physiologically). Simultaneously, as foraging
capacities expanded and diversiﬁed diets became more nutritious, our ancestors became better able to feed the expansion of
their and our most costly organ: the brain. These two patterns,
in combination, resulted in the evolution of a longer maturation process that facilitated greater neurobiological plasticity
and substantial neurological and social development after birth
(Antón and Snodgrass 2012; Kuzawa and Bragg 2012).
This critically important extended childhood period begins
early in our lineage—but at the cost (already high in other hominins and apes) of making highly dependent offspring even
more dependent for a longer period of time. This places extraordinary pressures on the mother. To address this pressure,
Homo capitalized on a component of their emerging niche: their
increased capacities for communication, cooperation, and social coordination (Foley 2016; Fuentes 2017a, 2017b). Early Homo
developed intensively cooperative caretaking systems and behavior. More than any other species, they developed a pattern
of extended brain development, expanded caretaking, and the
immersion of infants and children into a world of intensive cognitive and social stimulation, and acculturation, by group members. The details of and evidence for the evolution of this pattern
are outlined by multiple researchers (Hrdy 2009; Kramer and
Otarola-Castillo 2015; Kuzawa and Bragg 2012; van Schaik 2016).
Such a system eventually led to physiological changes that
primed humans for broadscale caretaking and more complex
social relationships, as evidenced in contemporary male and
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Figure 1. Key events in Pleistocene human evolution (Fuentes [2018], with permission, University of Chicago Press).

female bodies and physiologies and in the behaviors and material remains of contemporary and past societies (Bribiescas,
Ellison, and Gray 2012; Fuentes 2009, 2012; Fuentes and Visala
2017; Gettler 2016; Hrdy 2009). This system of cooperative caretaking lessened the energetic burden on the mother and expanded the social landscape and learning possibilities for young
and old (Kramer and Veile 2018), and it laid a basis for the
evolution of signiﬁcant investment in parenting by human
males (Bribiescas, Ellison, and Gray 2012; Gettler 2010, 2016).
Hunting?
Early members of the genus Homo were power scavengers long
before they were hunters, and there is no reason (or evidence)
to expect differences in scavenging ability based on small differences in body size or muscle density between males and
females (see overview by Fuentes [2017a]). Increased cooperative and coordinative abilities by the whole group (Antón and
Snodgrass 2012; Foley 2016) enabled successful power scav-

enging, and that active scavenging likely explains most of the
early large mammal consumption for the ﬁrst 1–2 million years
of Homo evolution (Fuentes 2017a); most of the Pleistocene
evidence of hunting is of small and medium game, so the small
differences in body size or upper body strength are likely not
constraining in regard to early hunting success. The earliest
evidence of a kind of hunting that favors upper body strength,
like the use of handheld spears to stab prey, is at around
300,000–400,000 years ago (Conard et al. 2015). There is evidence of wooden hunting spears from ca. 300–500 thousand
years ago (Kya), together with stone tools and the butchered
remains of large animals, and there is clear evidence for the use
of javelins ca. 279 Kya (Sahle et al. 2013). While there is no
direct archaeological or fossil evidence for any sex differences
in the early use of throwing weapons, there may have been a
shift in foraging strategies in some populations of Homo that
created the possibilities of augmentation or expansion of the
upper body differences between males and females via selection. If so, large game hunting, especially with heavy projectile
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or thrusting weapons, is a plausible origin of sex difference in
throwing velocity and accuracy and upper body strength.
However, the evidence that is available (not much) suggests
that both males and females participated in hunts even through
the terminal Pleistocene and into the Holocene (Estalrrich and
Rosas 2015; Haas et al. 2020; Kuhn and Stiner 2006), as we see
in many large-bodied social carnivores today (lions, hyenas,
hunting dogs, etc.). It is critical to note that Pleistocene Homo
bodies (male and female) were generally more robust than contemporary humans, and thus, a late Pleistocene female Homo
may have been able to throw a javelin, or thrust a spear, as effectively as many contemporary human males (the baseline used
for assumptions about male-female differences in hunting ability). It is also very important to realize that in many populations,
large game hunting was not the only, or even the main, source
of food, so that a focus only on large game hunting as a uniform
selective pressure on Homo bodies may not be warranted.
We do have some evidence that while males and females
hunted together, they might have differed slightly in their roles
in the posthunt processing of foods and hides. Earlier humans,
especially the Neanderthals, used their teeth extensively as part
of their tool kit. A recent overview of Neanderthal teeth from
three different sites shows that there were slightly different wear
and chipping patterns between males and females (Estalrrich
and Rosas 2015). This suggests that males and females were
doing slightly different things with their teeth. What these differences are is unknown, but the fact that the patterns are there
in the fossil teeth suggests that there were at least some small
role differences (gender?). However, there is little concrete fossil
or archaeological evidence of substantive gendered hunting
differences until the last 5,000–20,000 years or so.
The absence of clear evidence for the division of labor in
hunting, toolmaking, multiple aspects of caretaking, and other
social and material patterns before the last 5,000–20,000 years
suggests that there are multiple scenarios for Homo that do not
map to the “man the hunter” male aggression motif (Fuentes
2012, 2017a; Hart and Sussman 2008). If there was widespread
cooperative childcare (Gettler 2010, 2016; Hrdy 2009), at least
some females would have been available to hunt, as they do in
other mammalian social carnivores (Drea and Carter 2009).
According to such a scenario, the contemporary hunter-gatherer
division of labor came much later, in contemporary Homo sapiens,
following diversiﬁcation of lifestyles and social roles (Kuhn and
Stiner 2006). However, and contrary to popular belief, much in
that division of labor is not coincident with patterns of contemporary masculinities. In fact, Dyble et al. (2015) use modeling
and contemporary ethnographic data to argue that the range of
sexual egalitarianism characteristic of many mobile huntergatherers today may have a deep history and likely played a
critical role in human evolution.
Aggression and Warfare
Based solely on the available fossil and archaeological evidence,
there is little evidence for violent interpersonal trauma as a
primary selection pressure for the vast majority of the history
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of the genus Homo. This is not to say such conﬂicts were not
present or important, but just that they likely did not constitute
a core parameter of selection pressures on our lineage. There
are almost no sites with multiple instances of trauma for most
of the Pleistocene. But such sites emerge in the record starting
ca. 14,000 years ago (Ferguson 2013a, 2013b, 2021; Fuentes
2012; Fuentes and Visala 2017; Haas and Piscitelli 2013; Kissel
and Kim 2018a, 2018b).
While humans certainly have occasionally attacked and
killed one another since the dawn of our lineage, coordinated
lethal violence between groups, and thus any possibility of a
“warrior” role creating selection for male violence, is an extremely recent phenomenon. Recent work (Fry 2007, 2013; Gómez et al. 2016; Haas and Piscitelli 2013; Kissel and Kim 2018a,
2018b; Sala et al. 2015) demonstrates no substantive evidence
for regular warfare in human populations before the last
14,000 years or so. Contrary to assertions by Steven Pinker
(2012) and others, human evolutionary history is not chockfull of either warfare or other intergroup violence. Nor are we
simply peace-loving primates. However, the material record
shifts starting about 14,000 years ago, and by 4,000 to 7,000
years ago, evidence of warfare and mass killings become increasingly present. The key to the emergence of warfare is not
simply greater stakes in resource competition but the capacity
to turn such conﬂicts into ideological struggles (Kissel and Kim
2018a, 2018b).
For most of the history of the genus Homo, as in most primates, lethal violence consisted of relatively rare deaths stemming from ﬁghts from intra- and intergroup disputes. These
disputes targeted one or a few individuals for speciﬁc, localized
reasons, and we have no evidence that their frequency and severity was such that they generated signiﬁcant patterned and
targeted selection pressures on males for the development of
physical or psychological adaptations for interindividual violence. However, when human societies grew larger and more
complex, enhanced symbolic and ideological capacities, structural inequalities, and concentrations of political and economic
power provided both the incentive and the justiﬁcation for one
group to attack another without identifying speciﬁc individuals
as targets. During the last 14,000 years, humans made the perceptual shift from violence against individuals to perceiving a
whole group or cluster of groups as “the enemy,” and novel selection pressures and patterns may have come into being (Ferguson 2008, 2011, 2021; Fry 2007, 2013; Fuentes 2017a, 2017b;
Kissel and Kim 2018a, 2018b; Martin 2021; Tung 2021).
Gender?
We have little evidence of gender roles in the deep past, and
the little evidence we have does not necessarily correspond to
our assumptions about gender today. There is some evidence
from a few Neanderthal sites and a few other bits of evidence
of gender roles in sites between 20,000 and 35,000 years ago
(Adovasio, Soffer, and Page 2007; Estalrrich and Rosas 2015;
Kuhn and Stiner 2006), including examples of different injuries
in males and females. However, these cases are few relative to
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the overall fossil record, and none of the sites show consistent,
clear connections to contemporary patterns of gender differences. While gender likely has deep roots, it is not at all clear
that early concepts and practices resembled current patterns
(Adovasio, Soffer, and Page 2007; Cintas-Peña and Sanjuan
2019; Fuentes 2012; Fuentes and Visala 2017; Gero and Conkey
1991; Snow 2013).
While many contemporary patterns of gender difference do
not show up in the material record until the last 15,000 years or
so, they then become clear and common. Subsequent to the
advent of agriculture and settlements, evidence of gender roles
becomes nearly ubiquitous. These include differences in bone
and tooth chemistry between males and females, suggesting differences in nutritional status; differences in muscle scars and
stress marks on the bones, suggesting slightly different lifestyles
or work patterns; and an uptick in birth rates (reduced interbirth intervals), suggesting that women were spending more
time being pregnant and in the early infancy caretaking roles
(see summaries in Fuentes 2012, 2017a). Grave goods and burial
patterns start to show some status and gender differences around
this same time (see, e.g., Cintas-Peña and Sanjuan 2019). Heightened social and material complexity, inequality, and gender all
start showing up hand in hand in the last ca. 15,000 years.
Males and females overlap extensively in most assessments,
but the closer in time we come to the present, the more we see
material evidence of differences in their roles in the acquisition
and processing of food, in the caretaking of young, in the production of technologies, and in the social, political, and economic hierarchies of societies.

Inferences
When we look at humans’ bodies and brains, we ﬁnd more
direct signs of design for aggression. The larger size, strength,
and upper-body mass of men is a zoological giveaway of an
evolutionary history of violent male-male competition.
(Steven Pinker [2002:316])
Low levels of interpersonal violence in the Pleistocene? Crap.
Gender equalitarianism in distant prehistory? Also crap: it
never happened. You’d have to be a moron to believe that.
Look, feminists aren’t happy with human nature, the one
that actually exists and is the product of long-term evolutionary pressures. Too bad for them. (Greg Cochran [https://
westhunt.wordpress.com/2017/11/03/i-am-not-a-moron/])
Pinker’s assertion is not true, but it is an extremely common
“takeaway” from a superﬁcial engagement with human biology
and the fossil and primatological literatures. Cochran’s assertion is a men’s rights group fantasy, and false, but permeates
many popular and academic views on the human past. Neither is
supported by the primatological data or the hominin fossil or
archaeological records, but both continue to play substantive roles
in the discourse surrounding the evolution of a male human nature.
In the other primates we do see some sex-based differences
in aggression. Males are generally larger, with larger canine
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teeth: males can potentially engage in more damaging physical
aggressive behavior. Males and females both participate in aggression, but the rare instances of severe, or even lethal, aggression are primarily displayed by males, with the targets being
both male and female. Low-grade aggression is slightly more
common in females. It is argued that this pattern of size difference in many primates is the result of sexual selection. That
is, over evolutionary time there has been a favoring of larger
males because males engage in competition with one another
over females. However, in every primate case where this is successfully invoked, males are substantively larger than females
(125%) and have much larger canine teeth. And, importantly,
female-female competition likely plays a substantive role in
mediating and/or structuring primate social lives as much, if
not more so, than competition between males (Drea 2005).
Regardless, this pattern of aggression and dimorphism is not
characteristic of the Homo lineage or of contemporary humans.
In fact, body size dimorphism in humans is so much lower than
in earlier hominins that one could reasonably argue that the
current patterns are a function of our residual evolutionary history, at least as much as they might reﬂect any particular pressure
of direct male-male competition in modern humans.
There is variation in primate dominance styles, with and
without a major role for aggression. A pattern of complex
pathways for attaining, maintaining, and using dominance
seems to be characteristic of primates. In most primate groups
males go through a period of higher dominance as prime adults
and then fall to lower ranks as they age. Age by itself can be a
major predictor of dominance rank. Additional factors in the
acquisition of dominance rank are whether a male was born
into a group, how long the male has been in a group, and
various other demographic and life history variables (Sprague
1998). In most primate societies being an aggressive male does
not necessarily equal getting more resources or females. The
comparative approach does not suggest that there is a primatewide selection for male aggression as the strategy for reproduction or dominance acquisition. This is not to say that such
selection has not shaped the particular aggressive behavior of
males in some species, possibly even humans.
Human males exhibit speciﬁc patterned differences in upper
body strength and throwing ability (in distance and velocity).
These differences are argued to be tied to the history of large
game hunting and the selection, in males, for the physical capacities to do it more effectively. This may be. However, these
contemporary differences (in throwing) may also be a by-product
of two physical factors: (a) larger body size and thus longer
arms, on average, in males and (b) higher muscle density in
males versus females rather than initial selection for throwing
or hunting.7 Given the evidence for constraints on female and
not male size across mammals and the longer growing period
for male humans relative to female humans, it is equally plausible that much of the size and lean muscle mass differences in
7. Obviously, such elements could be co-opted in more recent times
and become the focus for speciﬁc selection and/or training enhancement.
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humans is due to developmental constraints on females, not
selection on males (Dunsworth 2020).
The fossil and archaeological record demonstrates that big
game hunting is a relatively recent and nonubiquitous factor
in the human evolutionary record. Thus, the argument for a
species-wide sex-biased selection pressure caused by it is tenuous. Female Homo for the majority of the Pleistocene were
also more robust than most contemporary females (and males),
and thus it is not clear whether the variance between Pleistocene Homo individuals and between the sexes in the physical
capacities for hunting was signiﬁcant enough to produce substantively differential selection pressures. Also, if cooperative
care was central to Homo from the middle or early Pleistocene
on, then many assumptions about the stress of caretaking on
reproductively active females may not be nearly as high as is
often assumed.
Aggression and violence did occur between members of the
genus Homo during the Pleistocene. However, there is currently
insufﬁcient evidence to support the argument that interindividual or intergroup conﬂict was a driving selective factor in
the lives of Homo for the majority of the Pleistocene. Thus,
arguments that males underwent selection favoring morphological, physiological, or psychological traits for enhanced combat ability are, at present, not supported by the material evidence. This is also true in comparison with the other primates,
as human males fail to demonstrate the patterns of size dimorphism and morphological specializations observed in primate species, where males display high levels of intermale conﬂict, female coercion, or other forms of regular, targeted sexual
violence.
Gender differences are ubiquitous for living human populations. While the speciﬁcs of gender systems vary, there are
patterns of inequality that can be described as “masculinity”
across a majority of human societies. Material evidence for
male-biased social power, male preferential association with
weapons or potential weapons, and differential skeletal, nutritional markers, and health are not apparent until the very
terminal Pleistocene and initial Holocene (the last 10,000–
15,000 years). While its contemporary ubiquity suggests gender is a process that has deep roots in the human experience,
there is little evidence that gender in deep time correlated
uniformly with gender patterns today.

Conclusion
It is essential that we not base our image of ourselves on
false foundations. What is involved here is not simply the
understanding of the nature of humanity, but also the
image of humanity that grows out of that understanding.
(Ashley Montagu [1976:3])
There is little support for the argument that contemporary
patterns of masculinity are the result of a deep history of selection for speciﬁc violence-related processes, behaviors, and
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traits in male Homo. This is not to say that some, or much, of
the physiological and psychological factors deployed and engaged in violence by men do not have connections to, and are
possible due to, patterns and processes of human evolution.
Rather, it is to say that those patterns and processes have resulted in capacities for enhanced violence relative to females,
and that in the contemporary landscape these capacities play
out in some common patterns related to contemporary gendered realities. Why and how that is the case is the truly interesting anthropological question.
The information reviewed here demonstrates that a “masculinity and violence as an evolved package” perspective paints
a too-simplistic picture of how and why some men behave violently. The assertions about male “inner,” natural, aggressive
tendencies ignore the fossil and comparative evidence and sidestep the complexity of contemporary human biology, psychology, history, and society. That perspective downplays the myriad
ways in which aggression is initiated and maintained, how
gendered lives play out across economic, political, and sexual
landscapes and oversimpliﬁes what we can mean by, and understand about, human aggressive behavior (Fry 2013; Fuentes
2012, 2017b; Hart and Sussman 2008). And, most dangerously, it
enables a kind of inevitability in our communal sense of violence
and society, especially as it relates to males: it makes violence a
natural default state of masculinity (Gutmann 2019).
There is insufﬁcient evidence to claim that human males, and
therefore the processes of masculinity, have been shaped by
speciﬁc selection for violence. But males do have a great potential for aggression and violence as a result of human evolutionary histories. If we believe we are aggressive at our base, that
males stripped of social constraints will resort to a brutish nature, then we will expect and accept certain types of violence as
inevitable. This means that instead of really trying to understand and rectify the complex realities of rape, genocide, war,
and torture, we will chalk at least a part of them up to human
nature. This is a dangerous state of mind that traps us in a vicious cycle of inaction and futility when it comes to moving
forward as societies invested in understanding and managing
the relationships between males, masculinity, and violence.
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Embodiment, Gender Transitioning,
and Necropolitics among Transwomen
in Puerto Rico
Mark Padilla and Sheilla Rodríguez-Madera
In this article we present ethnographic research on Puerto Rican transwomen, focusing on how their gender trajectories are marked
with various forms of routinized, systemic violence as well as resilient responses. Adapting Achille Mbembe’s notion of necropolitics
to consider the ways that the transgender body is systematically excluded and “designed to die,” the authors aim to critically engage
the embodied experience of transwomen and the mechanisms of exclusion that too frequently hasten them toward death, either
through interpersonal forms of transphobic violence or, more often, the accumulation of everyday forms of abandonment and
neglect. Using a framework of gender trajectories to provide a time-depth to the embodied experiences of transwomen in their efforts
to express their evolving gender identities, we trace how they navigate heteronormative, cisgender masculinity during earlier stages of
life and gradually engage with available technologies for gender transitioning, which in this context are deeply constrained by systemic
exclusions from transgender-afﬁrming medical systems. We view these biomedical exclusions as expressions of structural violence
emerging from neoliberal, cisgender, and heteronormative systems and resultant mechanisms of social control, leading to moments of
intense interpersonal and structural violence.

But under what practical conditions is the right to kill, to allow to live, or to expose to death exercised? Who is the subject of this
right? What does the implementation of such a right tell us about the person who is thus put to death and about the relation of
enmity that sets that person against his or her murderer? (Mbembe 2003:12)
This article addresses questions of violence among transwomen (persons who identify as transgender, transsexual, or
another local “trans” identity) in Puerto Rico. Through ethnographic research with this population on the island, we reﬂect
on Achille Mbembe’s notion of necropolitics as manifested in
experiences of embodied and structural violence among transwomen (Mbembe 2003, 2019). As Mbembe, a Cameroonian
philosopher and political theorist, has elaborated, necropolitics
is in many ways the converse of Foucault’s biopolitics. Whereas
biopolitics rests on the notion of biopower, referring to a diffuse,
discursive expression of power exerted upon entire nations or
populations and deployed to incite self-regulatory practices
based on the preservation of life (Foucault 1976), necropower
involves the expression of “the right to kill, to allow to live, or to
expose to death” (Mbembe 2003:12). Mbembe bases his elaboration of necropower on his argument that the impetus to life
is not the dominant expression of power and sovereignty in
contemporary democratic societies. The present conﬁguration
of democratic states of exception—their existence within a constant state of presumed siege—requires a politics of war within

the everyday “to protect the state of law against terror”
(Mbembe 2019:33). The origin of this state of terror is thought
to increasingly emanate from within nation-states, resulting
from the escalating “invasion” by “others” as a consequence of
globalization, neoliberal capitalist formations, and transnational movement. That is, politics in the present expresses itself
not only through the preservation of life but increasingly through
the systematic exclusion and destruction of invading or disposable others, often framed in terms of race, gender, sexuality, class, or national origin. “Nearly everywhere,” Mbembe observes, “the political order is reconstituting itself as a form of
organization for death” (Mbembe 2019:7). As he elaborates:
I have put forward the notion of necropolitics, or necropower, to account for the various ways in which, in our contemporary world, weapons are deployed in the interest of maximally destroying persons and creating death-worlds, that
is, new and unique forms of social existence in which vast
populations are subjected to living conditions that confer
upon them the status of the living dead. (Mbembe 2019:92)
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The diffuseness of necropower—its imbrication with the organization and stratiﬁcation of populations in everyday social
relations—is reminiscent of biopower’s function within Foucault’s biopolitics. However, Mbembe argues that “biopower is
insufﬁcient to account for contemporary forms of the subjugations of life to the power of death” (Mbembe 2019:92). This
is even more true of his analysis of contemporary capitalism
and neoliberal governance, which he describes as a primary
mechanism of population-level othering and abandonment.
Mbembe’s necropolitics has recently emerged as a theoretical substrate for social science research on violence enacted on
a range of marginalized populations, including transgender
persons (Caravaca-Morera and Padilha 2018; Gündüz 2017;
Snorton and Haritaworn 2013; Valencia and Zhuravleva 2019).
It has become particularly salient in light of these scholars’
focus on socially and/or state-sanctioned violence inﬂicted
with the intent to kill or to annihilate the existence of whole
categories of person. Importantly, recent queer scholarship
uses Mbembe’s framework to discuss anti-trans violence at two
levels: the interpersonal level of violent acts against transgender
persons and the structural or cultural level of gender-based
stigma and discrimination. Indeed, Mbembe’s framework draws
our attention to the structural preconditions for violence and
death that are woven into the fabric of modern democracies,
particularly those with strong legacies of colonialism such as
Puerto Rico, which since 1898 has been a territory of the United
States with limited, and continuously debated, political sovereignty (Malavet 2003).
Interpersonal violent acts certainly persist against transwomen globally, and there is growing research documenting
this, including our own in Puerto Rico (Rodríguez-Madera
et al. 2017). Transgender persons are much more likely to
experience aggression, violence, and homicide than the general
population and are higher on these indexes than most other
subgroups within the LGBT community. A recent report from
the Transgender Europe Organization through its Trans Murder Monitoring Project reported that during 10 years (from
January 2008 to September 2020), 3,664 transgender people,
mainly transwomen, have been killed worldwide (Trans Respect 2020). It is known that many victims’ deaths go unreported, while others may not be identiﬁed as transgender in the
media, often because authorities, journalists, and/or family
members refuse to acknowledge their gender identity or may
actively seek to obliterate their gender in the mortuary process
(Human Rights Campaign 2018). With a global life span among
transgender populations of just 35 years (Human Rights Campaign 2018), public health evidence dramatically demonstrates
that transgender populations face an appalling overall burden
of morbidity and mortality.
Extending Mbembe’s work, we interpret the elevated risks of
illness and death among transgender populations as expressions of structural violence, which medical anthropologists have
deﬁned as the political, economic, and social arrangements
that put entire populations in harm’s way, leading to greater
burdens of morbidity and mortality among disadvantaged
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groups. By repositioning violence as a structural rather than
exclusively interpersonal phenomenon, anthropologists have
articulated bodily manifestations of disease and distress as
expressions of, in Paul Farmer’s useful framing, “pathologies of
power” (Farmer 2003). That is, historically embedded hierarchies of relative privilege and disadvantage, in both material
and symbolic forms, can be read as violent in that they leave
those who are most disadvantaged to bear the brunt of systemic harms. The framework of structural violence complements Mbembe’s necropolitics by linking systemic processes
of othering within modern democratic societies to the embodied harms, manifested as elevated risks for disease and bodily
distress, that emanate from social and structural formations
and that propel certain (second-class) citizens toward death.
From such a uniﬁed framework, the literal scars on transgender
women’s bodies, described in this paper, and the embodied
health risks they endure in realizing their gendered selves, can
be read as signs of necropolitical structures—the “slow violence” brought about by the incessant accumulation of everyday
wounds (Mayblin, Wake, and Kazemi 2020).
In this article we describe how the Puerto Rican transwomen we interviewed traverse their gender transitioning process, including their use of largely informal and unregulated
medical technologies, and consider how “passing” intersects
with necropolitical structures, in particular, the abandonment
and mistreatment of transwomen by the formal health-care
system. Our focus on transgender narratives of passing and transitioning technologies follows transgender theorist Jack Halberstam (2000), who has argued that passing—the embodied
forms of gender performativity in which gender nonnormative
subjects occasionally or continually inhabit normative gender
categories for the sake of self-realization and/or social acceptance—reveals the paradoxical and contradictory aspects of
transgender projects of self-realization in the context of pervasive stigma and anti-trans violence. Halberstam views passing as
a lifelong project that is ﬂuid and “messy,” steeped in stigma,
and that only achieves some coherence in and through (auto)biographical narrative, the stories people tell themselves and
others about their personal, unique gender trajectories. These
trajectories must be situated, since the ways they unfold are
reﬂections of local structures and meanings of gender and
sexuality. In Puerto Rico, as we elaborate further in the following
section, transwomen often experience a form of social death
within their families and communities due to their nonnormative expressions of masculinity, frequently occurring in early
life within the context of highly rigid heteronormative models of
gender identity and expression. Sometimes labeled “locas” (literally, crazy women), their lives are marked by stigmatization,
othering, and abandonment, even by other members of the LBG
community (Asencio 2011). Many, particularly those who are
least able to publicly pass as cisgender women (individuals who
maintain a gender identity and expression corresponding to the
biological sex with which they were born), face arbitrary arrest
and abuse by the authorities (Rodríguez-Madera et al. 2017).
Health-care environments are often fraught with fear and anxiety
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due to stigmatization by medical staff, a pervasive lack of empathy
for transgender experience, and a lack of expertise in transgender health needs among medical personnel (Rodríguez Madera
et al. 2019). Following Halberstam, we conceptualize passing in
Puerto Rico as an agentive response to transgender biography,
an embodied process of self-realization, and a means to ﬁnd
certain avenues of social advancement in the context of everyday interpersonal and structural violence.
Drawing on ethnographic data, we also describe the market
for gender transitioning technologies and specialized informal
providers that have grown around and within the transgender
community, which are connected to global markets and transitioning packages that involve lay medical procedures in other
parts of Latin America and the United States, allowing Puerto
Rican transwomen to modify their bodies to be more in line
with their evolving gender ideals. Here we consider the bodily
harms resulting from the proliferation of lay procedures in
which many transwomen engage—including injectable silicone and hormones that are procured through informal street
markets—as manifestations of the necropolitical abandonment of transgender populations in Puerto Rico. We interpret
the resulting ailments and scars that mark the bodies of
transwomen as symbols of structural and gender violence that
hasten them toward death, not only via interpersonal violence
but, more perniciously, via the logics of structural violence,
abandonment, and neglect.

The Gender Context of Structural Violence
for Puerto Rican Transwomen
An unincorporated territory of the United States since 1898,
Puerto Rico’s sovereignty and security have been increasingly
undermined by a combination of neoliberal restructuring,
second-class citizenship in relation to the United States, devastating natural disasters, and entrenched economic crisis. Historically, the island has been the subject of extensive research in
Caribbean anthropology, perhaps particularly in the area of
gender and household economy. Now classic research by Helen
Safa in Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and Cuba (Safa
1986, 1995) extended earlier anthropological analyses of highly
restrictive cultural deﬁnitions of heteronormative gender constructions, such as the “reputation-respectability,” “casa-calle”
(home street), and machismo-marianismo dichotomies that have
long animated ethnographic discussions of gender in the Caribbean, including Puerto Rico (Lauria 1964; Mintz and Price
1976; Wilson 1969). Safa was among the ﬁrst to identify the
tensions between rigid gender roles separating masculine and
feminine spheres and the realities of women’s increasing involvement in transnational export processing industries throughout the Caribbean beginning in the 1980s, which often resulted
in gender conﬂict and violence as men faced new challenges of
unemployment and the inability to meet masculine expectations as the presumed household “breadwinners.” Safa considered moments of gender violence as expressions of perceived
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violations of gender norms by women who had gained economic authority through work, resulting in gender-based violence
as men sought to reassert their masculine roles (Safa 1995).
Gender-based dichotomies in Caribbean anthropology, while
sometimes criticized for their reiﬁcation of gender roles (Besson
1993; Freeman 1998; Press 1978), have nevertheless been a
“master trope” in Caribbean studies (Trouillot 1992).
The growing, but still quite limited, inclusion of perspectives
from the margins of heteronormative gender and sexuality in
Puerto Rico have since begun to draw on the voices of those
who were long invisible in Puerto Rican social science. Foundational work on Puerto Rican masculinity and marginal male
sexualities by Rafael Ramirez, for example, postulates that the
term machismo in Puerto Rico and elsewhere in Latin America
is often essentialized and stereotyped, resulting in pathologized and mechanistic representations of the iconic “macho
man” (Ramirez 1999). Ramirez made a critical intervention in
studies of Puerto Rican masculinity by pointing to the speciﬁc
situations and intersectional quality of machismo and the important distinction between dominant ideologies of masculinity—that often depict men as universally sexist, philandering, and aggressive beings—and the actual gendered practices
of men. Practices of masculinity take place within a particular
normative and situational context and may be appropriated,
resisted, or quietly subverted in actual practice. Ramirez emphasized that Puerto Rican heteronormative masculinity was
often expressed in terms of respeto (respect), a masculine ideal
that had to be actively maintained by men if they were to
achieve social mobility in the broader society. Further, by including in his analysis a focused discussion of men who have
homoerotic desires or experience, Ramirez also reversed the
gaze on the mythical macho by considering masculinity from
the margins, while also demonstrating the pervasive presence
of hegemonic notions of masculinity in the narratives of “homoerotic men.” In his coauthored study of 40 Puerto Rican
men expressing homoerotic attractions, Ramirez also turns his
attention to passing, noting that due to men’s attempts to
maintain respeto within their families and communities, “all of
them manifested how they tried to hide their sexual attraction
and pass as heterosexuals. . . . In a social climate of bigotry,
closeted sexuality, selective disclosure, discretion, and ‘que
nadie se entere’ (the Puerto Rican version of don’t ask, don’t
tell) become survival strategies for homoerotic men who are
unable or unwilling to come out” (Ramirez, Garcia-Toro, and
Solano-Castillo 2003:49).
Marisol Asencio (2011) has extended Ramirez’s work in her
study of Puerto Rican gay men who immigrated stateside and
were recruited into her research in New York and Connecticut.
Like Ramirez, Asencio views Puerto Rican masculinity from
the margins, but she focuses her analysis on the gender logic
behind the appropriation of heteronormative ideologies by
gay-identiﬁed men, which “may involve distancing themselves
from more marginalized identities and practices” (Asencio
2011:336), most vehemently expressed in relation to the locas,
or the most effeminate of presumably gay men:
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Most of the Puerto Rican gay men in this study resist categorization as feminine and in particular as locas. They view
locas as not sufﬁciently masculine and therefore not deserving of respect. Locas tend to be associated with what most
believe is a stereotype of homosexuals. According to some of
the men interviewed, this stereotype feeds the larger society’s
disrespect of all homosexual men. (Asencio 2011:345)

Many of the Puerto Rican men who participated in Asencio’s study recalled the ﬁgure of the locas de la plaza, or the
effeminate individuals born male who were often seen in public
plazas and parks (and likely including those who would be
regarded as transwomen today), who were the constant targets
of public loathing as “a kind of admonishment against this form
of ‘social death’” (Asencio 2011:346). Her participants recalled
the constant ridiculing of homosexuals through exaggerated
representations of effeminacy, which are iconically represented
by the loca. In this way, the “locas de la plaza” have a critical
function in the maintenance of the heteronormative gender
order in Puerto Rico: they “serve as constant reminders that
homosexuality is equated with gender nonconformity and disrespect” (Asencio 2011:348).
While Asencio and Ramirez do not engage directly with
transwomen as research participants, their analyses provide a
context for our team’s research on violence among transwomen, who embody the most extreme transgression of public masculinity in Puerto Rico and therefore produce the most
vehement backlash. Our broader research agenda has described
the health vulnerabilities and social context of the transgender population in Puerto Rico with a view to public health
applications and policy advocacy (Padilla et al. 2018; Rodríguez
Madera et al. 2019). In our survey of transwomen on the island,
we were able to provide some of the ﬁrst quantitative data of
their health and well-being (Rodríguez-Madera et al. 2017).
Many of the 59 transwomen who participated in the survey
reported being victims of violence, most commonly violent acts
perpetrated by commercial sex clients (44%) and the police
(34%). Data demonstrated that most of them knew another
transwoman who was killed (83%), beaten (83%), or mutilated
(35%). We have reported that many transwomen (81% of our
total sample) in Puerto Rico engage in sex work as a means to
survive, catering largely to a local clientele of outwardly “straight”
men, since the island’s active sex tourism economy has generally
not incorporated transgender sex workers (Rodríguez-Madera
et al. 2017). High reliance on sex work income was largely due
to discrimination in education and work settings, permitting
impossibly few employment options. The violence that sex workers experience while they work is exacerbated by the criminalization and stigmatization of this type of work, which, in turn,
heightens the discrimination and marginalization that transwomen already face for their nonnormative gender identity
and performance (Rodríguez-Madera et al. 2017).
Some prior research also emphasizes the intense stigmatization and neglect that transwomen experience in health-care
settings in Puerto Rico. Our team conducted a mixed-method
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study of physician attitudes, practices, willingness to treat, and
knowledge of transgender health issues for a formative study
on physician stigmatization (Rodríguez Madera et al. 2019).
The concept for the study emerged primarily from transwomen’s narratives themselves regarding their horriﬁc experiences of stigmatization by medical personnel and their resistance to access clinical services as a result of high levels of
medical stigmatization (Padilla et al. 2016, 2018). The physician survey component of the research included 255 physicians from a broad range of subspecialties, and a few key
ﬁndings highlight the pervasiveness of stigmatizing attitudes
toward transgender persons among practicing physicians in
Puerto Rico. Physicians reported that it was very rare to receive
training on transgender health issues during their medical education, with only 18% observing that they had received such
training, and 40% were unaware of the standards of care for
treating transgender persons. Regarding stigmatizing attitudes,
70% reported that they were against allowing boys to explore
their feminine side, and nearly half (44%) said that they would
not support gender reassignment surgery for a transgender
patient. Over a third of participants (36%) agreed with the statement that people are “either men or women” with no middle
ground, and nearly the same proportion (34%) believe that gender
transitioning surgery is an affront to God (Rodríguez Madera
et al. 2019).
The foregoing studies provide some context on transgender
experience as a point of departure for our ethnographic analysis
of violence and necropolitics in Puerto Rico. We view the health
risks that transwomen endure throughout their transitioning
process as emerging from their violation of heteronormative,
masculine “respect” combined with the structural violence of
medical abandonment that fosters the high-risk, street-based
practices of gender transitioning that we describe in this article.

Methodology
The research on which we draw derives from an ethnographic
and survey study of transwomen in metropolitan San Juan
conducted between 2011 and 2013. The study was funded by
the National Institutes of Health as part of an initiative to address the lack of basic research for HIV and drug abuse interventions among transgender populations, particularly among
transwomen of color. The project involved ethnographic observations in transgender social spaces throughout Puerto Rico;
it included two transgender women research assistants who
supported many aspects of the study, particularly in recruitment and entrée to the ﬁeld but also analytically, with one of
these serving as coauthor of a project publication (RodríguezMadera et al. 2017). Nevertheless, the authors of this article are
not transgender (we are a cisgender gay Latino male and a
cisgender straight Latina female). We rely on ethnographic data
from a wide range of transwomen and our team analytic approach, which sought to integrate data from a variety of sources
and perspectives in a manner that provided a layered description of key themes and processes without suggesting a master
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narrative or an absolute coherence in social practice. Indeed, as
is typical of social categories of gender and sexuality, what we
cautiously refer to as “transgender women’s experiences” in
Puerto Rico is multifaceted, ﬂuid, and internally debated. It is
also shaped strongly by other axes of social difference, such as
race, class, education, and age.
Our team conducted qualitative interviews with 39 Puerto
Rican transwomen (lasting approximately one hour) and performed ethnographic observations and ﬁeldnote taking in a
wide range of transgender social spaces and sex work areas.
Moreover, we applied a quantitative survey with an independent sample of 59 transwomen to obtain structured data on
variables related to health outcomes (e.g., violence, HIV risk,
drug use, silicone and hormone injection) as well as social and
structural factors that might contribute to vulnerability (e.g.,
stigma and/or discrimination, lack of access to transgender
care, experiences of violence). Here we draw from our qualitative and ethnographic data, but we are informed by the larger
patterns of violence that transwomen reported in our quantitative sample, as summarized in the previous section and
published previously in Rodríguez-Madera et al. (2017).
In this analysis we aim to theorize through ethnographic
vignettes and participant case studies the ways that our participants’ experiences can be tied to larger patterns of structural violence and necropolitics. That is, we use Mbembe’s
necropolitics as an analytic lens and organizing principle for
transwomen’s stories and the ethnographic data in order to
identify the fault lines of structural violence that, fundamentally, put these individuals in harm’s way. Our analytic process
was to develop a grounded interpretation that represents the
innumerable ways that Puerto Rican transwomen’s bodies are
linked to larger social and structural processes that shape and
constrain, in material and embodied ways, their physical and
social well-being. In the case of Puerto Rican transwomen,
institutionalized expressions of heteronormative and cisgender
masculinity result in moments of violence and aggression that
we conceptualize as forms of social control and gender regulation and as broader expressions of necropolitics, that is, the
ways that transwomen are structurally “hastened toward death.”
Analytically, we attempt to provide an ethnographically informed narrative that links the embodied and interpersonal
experiences of gender transitioning to the necropolitical, systemic, socially sanctioned forms of exclusion and abandonment that result, quite literally, in the scarring, mutilation, and
death of transwomen’s bodies. Analytically, we did not focus
exclusively on interpersonal forms of violence, such as the
transphobic killings that have been escalating in Puerto Rico in
recent years (Kaur and Rivera 2020; Kozuch 2020; Tracy 2020).
Rather, we consider the gender transitioning technologies and
procedures that transwomen routinely use to modify their bodies in an attempt to pass and achieve certain gender ideals, and
their associated health risks, as mediated by social and structural
relations that are fundamentally necropolitical; that is, they design transwomen for death. In this analysis, we rely on what
transwomen themselves say about the factors that motivate their
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decisions to engage in certain transitioning practices, as well as
our own structural interpretation of the ethnographic data. Our
analysis is, therefore, co-constructed between transwomen’s narratives and our own theoretically informed structural framework.

Gender Transitioning Technologies and the
Embodied Scars of Medical Neglect
In this section we describe some features of the environment in
which the transwomen who participated in the ethnographic
research lived and worked as a means of introducing the actors
involved in what has become an elaborate international market
for body modiﬁcation technologies catering speciﬁcally to transwomen in Puerto Rico. “Sandra,” a middle-aged transwoman
with considerable connections in the transgender community
in San Juan, was our guide and assistant through much of the
initial ethnographic research and received a salary from our
project. We began our ﬁeldwork under Sandra’s wing, and she
introduced us to many of our transwomen participants, including the most challenging individuals to access, particularly
for cisgender researchers: the inyeccionistas, or lay silicone injection specialists. As these specialists operate extralegally and
provide lay medical services with potentially iatrogenic consequences, speaking to these individuals informally was a serious challenge to initial ﬁeldwork. In addition to assisting us
in making contact with these specialists, Sandra was key for our
team in opening up the global dimensions of these gender
transitioning practices and also for understanding their embodied consequences for transwomen’s health. She offered us
brilliant insight from her biographical experiences, having used
lay hormone and silicone injections for many years in San Juan,
where she primarily worked as a sex worker in the area of Santurce, a central stroll for transwomen involved in street-based
prostitution.
Sandra helped establish a connection initially with “Joaquín,” the leading injection specialist in San Juan, whose name
was mentioned by nearly all the transwomen with whom
our team interacted, even those from other parts of the island.
Many of the chicas (girls, meaning transwomen) had mentioned him as the most well-known and reputable inyeccionista in the area and seemed to almost universally qualify him
as very professional, cautious, almost maternal in his work
(and, in fact, many transwomen refer to Joaquín as “mi mamá”
[my mother], since he led his own “house” within the house ball
community). “Hace un buen trabajo” (He does great work),
many of them had commented, and they talked about his principles and precautions. No other injection specialist seemed to
have earned the solid reputation enjoyed by Joaquín, and certainly none were mentioned as often. After some initial ﬁeldwork with Sandra, we were able to socialize easily with Joaquín
and his friends, around the corner from one of the bars known as
a trans-friendly bar. Here Joaquín held court among the transwomen, all of whom know him and invariably would swing by
his hatchback to give him the obligatory greeting and kiss, often

Padilla and Rodríguez-Madera

Necropolitics among Transwomen in Puerto Rico

accompanied by an exchange about one’s dress, shoes, or general
fabulousness.
On one such occasion, Joaquín told us about “la ﬂaquita,” a
transwoman and drag performer who was ﬁrst cultivated by
Joaquín for the shows at the age of 15, “cuando ella era una
bebé” (when she was a baby girl), in the words of one of the
drag queens accompanying her. Many adolescent trans girls
like la ﬂaquita had initially been expelled from their homes due
to their emerging gender identity and made their way into the
house ball community in Santurce, which provided social support and new transgender kinship networks.1 Shaking his head,
Joaquín reported that la ﬂaquita had already begun injection of
massive quantities of silicone through a local competitor, lamenting that “Se hacen mujeres de repente y eso causa problemas emocionales” (They become women all of a sudden and
this causes emotional problems). He told us he knows a number
of transgender girls who had asked him to help them become
women through silicone injections or other procedures and had
later—after undergoing the procedures—regretted having done
them. Joaquín believed that as a result, many of them who rush
to engage in the procedure are traumatized and psychologically
damaged. None of them had ever seen a physician knowledgeable about the transgender community. He told us a story about
another young transgender woman who had planned to go to
Mexico to have her “cirugía de corrección genital” (literally,
genital correction surgery, commonly known as a “sex change”
operation)—a procedure that is not available in Puerto Rico—
but, in order to save money, went to Ecuador instead. Ecuador
is a common international destination for Puerto Rican transwomen seeking gender transitioning procedures, due to its
relatively low cost and single-price “packages.” But after she
came back to Puerto Rico, Joaquín lamented, the poor girl was a
wreck. “La vagina fue un desastre por la falta de experiencia de
los que hicieron la cirugía” (The vagina was a disaster due to the
lack of experience of those who did the surgery). Later, Joaquín
saw the young woman walking around the streets of Santurce in
what he described as a catatonic state.
It is impossible to know how often such clinical outcomes
are experienced by transwomen in Puerto Rico without a welldesigned epidemiological study, but we heard many such
stories in our research. Santurce is an area where the population of immigrants from the Dominican Republic predominates. It is also known for its active nighttime scene for queer
and transgender men and women, a transnational zone in
which circulate gender transitioning trajectories among Puerto
Rican transwomen as well as gay and straight consumers (although in smaller proportions). Individuals access these services through local gatekeepers like Joaquín but also through
travel and movement, primarily to neighboring countries in
Latin America and the Caribbean, where body modiﬁcation
1. See Marlon Bailey (2013) for an ethnographic description of house
ball culture that is broadly applicable to the scene in Puerto Rico. There
have been no such ethnographic studies of San Juan’s house ball community of which we are aware.
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technologies are obtained through the informal, unregulated
medical tourism market. Liquid silicone injection is one of the
techniques we primarily examined in our research; it is of
signiﬁcant public health concern because of the known risks of
injectable silicone for long-term chronic diseases, such as
cancer, and—in the context of Puerto Rico’s sizable population of injection drug users—because of its potential to magnify other health risks such as HIV and hepatitis C infection
(Poteat et al. 2015; Wilson et al. 2014).
Silicone injection practices are embedded in social networks
of well-known injection specialists who possess subcultural
knowledge and, indeed, engage in lay medical practices that are
rooted in their own moral and even clinical protocols. Joaquín
used language that demonstrated his concern for the transgender women he treated and with whom he socialized regularly. As our subsequent analysis aims to demonstrate, such
informal medical practices are best understood as subcultural
responses to necropolitical processes that make it virtually
impossible for transwomen to access trans-sensitive health care,
combined with the resilient responses of the transgender community, which has created complementary medical systems to
reshape bodies and identities despite systematic exclusion and
discrimination in the broader society and health-care system.
While we interpret these social systems and networks—such as
those that circulate around Joaquín and the house ball community in San Juan—as resilient responses, we also draw attention to their iatrogenic, or health-compromising, consequences for transwomen’s bodies. Transwomen themselves are
engaging actively in these practices and creating social networks to enable them, and therefore it is problematic to frame
silicone injection and other forms of informal body modiﬁcation (such as self-injection with hormones obtained on the
street) as expressions of intentional self-harm or as based on
ignorance. Such interpretations reinforce the violence that is
committed against transgender persons when they are blamed
for their impoverished circumstances or engagement in sex
work, or “risky” public health practices. Silicone injection has
emerged and continues to unfold in the context of the utter
abandonment of transwomen by the institutions of social welfare (however precarious these may be in contemporary Puerto
Rico), including basic trans-oriented clinical and public health
services.
We approach the lay medical practices that we studied
among transwomen as social phenomena emerging from the
interplay of personal projects of gender self-realization and the
informal, unregulated global quests for gender transitioning
procedures that are virtually guaranteed by what we might
term the necropolitical structure of society. Puerto Rico is itself
embedded in a colonial context that fundamentally shapes the
structures of the health-care system and political-economic
reality for all people, including transwomen (Mulligan 2014).
While these systems disadvantage all Puerto Ricans, transwomen are particularly ill-equipped to endure them in combination with structural violence and medical abandonment.
Health-demoting gender transitioning practices are therefore
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shaped and constrained by the agentive search for a resolution, however partial, of the embodied projects of gender selfrealization that many transwomen desire in the context of the
overwhelming denial of appropriate medical and public health
services for transwomen.

The Global Market of Injectable Silicone:
An Ethnographic Vignette
One night in a bar in Santurce near a well-known art museum,
“Jessica,” one of the inyeccionistas with whom we most interacted during ﬁeldwork, confessed that she had injected herself
and many others with silicone and had studied estética (aesthetics, a specialized form of cosmetology in Puerto Rico),
which she believed allowed her to more accurately advise her
clients on things such as balance, the quantity of silicone to
inject, and the best injection sites to prevent unsightly results.
As a Puerto Rican transwoman, she considered herself better
qualiﬁed than Joaquín to advise other transwomen on their
silicone-related needs. She explained that when she obtained
silicone in the past for her clients, it had been Brazilian silicone
that was transported through Ecuador and then brought via
suitcase trade to Puerto Rico by a ﬂight attendant who worked
as a small-scale silicone salesman. She said that the man from
whom she used to buy the silicone would bring a gallon, which
was worth around US$1,000 but had a street value of US$8,000
in Puerto Rico at the time of our study. This was usually sold
on the street in one-ounce bottles, each costing between US$80
and US$100.
As we talked, Jessica was looking straight at the ﬁrst author
and poking his body with her ﬁngertips to describe various
injection procedures. “If you want to inject here (poking the
chest), you need one kind of silicone, but here (gesturing toward the face), you need something different.” She said that
despite her skills with injection, she has never wanted to inject
people in the face since this is a delicate area and any small
mistake can be much more noticeable. Instead, she advises
many of the chicas on how to do the caderas (hips) or the bunda
(butt, using the Brazilian Portuguese term)—the latter being an
area that many of them want to enhance. Jessica then explained
that many of the chicas want large bundas with exaggerated
curves, and sometimes they have asked her to make them extremely large. Jessica advises them not to do too much at once
and that there can be complications, or it may look unnatural.
She sometimes advised women to “just do 8 ounces per side.”
We stopped her to clarify the price, and she calculated aloud:
“8 ounces would be US$800.” Later she also added that the
problem with the illegality of these procedures is that if something goes wrong, no doctors will treat them, since the procedure was illegal from the beginning.
Jessica explained in detail what happens when a person is
injected with silicone. She said that the procedure is to slowly
inject the viscous silicone subcutaneously into the area, massaging it to distribute it evenly and avoid bubbles or lumps.
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Then, while carefully withdrawing the needle, the inyeccionista
puts a few drops of Krazy Glue (fast-drying glue) on the injection site to close it, and then covers it with a cotton ball.
Then the patient is instructed to be very still for a few days to
avoid silicone leakage. The Krazy Glue hardens as a kind of
synthetic scab, eventually wears off, and the site will naturally
heal in most cases. Jessica recalled that when she ﬁrst had her
breasts injected, she was unable to remain completely still since
she needed to see sex work clients to pay for her procedure.
This resulted in extensive leakage during the ﬁrst few days of
recovery, during which time her wounds were exposed and
vulnerable to infection. She also described one of the main
embodied complications with silicone injection in the breasts:
los senos se ponen duros (the breasts get hard). She said that
over time, the areas of silicone injection can harden and feel
less natural and that her sex work clients often make comments about her breasts like “¡Son tan duros!” (They are so
hard!), she parroted through laughter, making her feel a little
self-conscious. But she lamented that there is little she can do,
because liquid silicone travels around inside the capillaries and
tissue after injection and is very difﬁcult if not impossible to
remove. It may be that Jessica had become more concerned
about the effects of the silicone on her breast tissue from other
transwomen, as stories of procedures gone awry abound. Indeed, Selena’s story, which we relate in the following section, is
one such example of the long-term necrosis of breast tissue
that can occur in such cases.

Selena’s Story
Born in 1947, “Selena” was one of the oldest participants in
our study of Puerto Rican transwomen; she was an activist
and mentor to younger transwomen and had even written a
book on her life. Selena was actively engaged in our ﬁeldwork
and believed her perspective could serve to educate younger
transwomen. She had also obtained a signiﬁcant level of social and economic status for a transwoman, owning her own
beauty parlor for many years and having achieved what no
other transwoman in the country had been able to achieve at
the time of her interview: legal recognition by the status of
“female” on her birth certiﬁcate and legal marriage to a man.
The latter, while not the focus of the current analysis, was
ironically due to the unprecedented nature of the medical
evidence that was provided to a judge on Selena’s behalf, who
interpreted her story as involving a simple correction of a
physical deformity.
Selena was very clear in her interview that “algo raro
pasaba” (something strange was happening) very early in her
gender development that quickly caught the attention of her
parents. “At two years old I began urinating by squatting and
peeing on the ﬂoor and my father told me that boys pee with el
pito (the penis) facing the wall and only girls pee sitting down,”
she explained, which then led to her developing issues urinating more generally. “I wouldn’t pee all day, and then I
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would pee in the bed at night. . . . But the idea of not urinating
sitting down—that never disappeared from my life.”
In her adolescence, while she was attending a Catholic
school, her parents slowly learned that something was different
about Selena as she decided to openly pursue another adolescent boy whom she considered her novio (boyfriend), and
she began walking around the schoolyard holding the boy’s
hand. Her narrative is worth quoting here at length:
The nuns and the priests began to see that and said that this
was a strange thing, something’s going on here, and to the
point that they called the boy’s parents and mine and there
was no way I could deny that I was treating him like my
boyfriend. The boy’s parents berated him terribly and they
ended up removing him from the school. This is why I understand that my life was robbed of innocence at a young age,
so I had to jump over growth stages to be able to survive. I
was condemned by the church, the state, the neighbors, my
mother, my father, my friends. All, all, all of them. Where I
showed my face, I was bad. And everyone said that I was a
pato (fag), that I was a mariquita, that I was this and that, and
I internalized it. But nothing was further from the truth. One
day when Eva Peron dies in Argentina in 1952—and I was
born in ’47 and was ﬁve years old—besides that news in the
El Imparcial newspaper in Puerto Rico, there was an article
that said that the ﬁrst sex change operation was conducted in
Denmark. My mother leaned over to a neighbor, and she says
to her, “Look, the world is ending. They took a man and they
made him a woman in Denmark.” And that sounded so
strange to me, so that when she loaned the newspaper to the
neighbor and she says to me, “Go get the paper” in like two
hours, I stopped on the way to look at it. How was it possible
that they had changed a man’s sex? And that started to mark
me and my understanding, even though I couldn’t direct it
completely because I was ﬁve years old. But it shocked me,
more than Eva Peron’s death.

At 18 years old, Selena began taking hormones along with
other transwomen she knew, in order to prepare herself for an
eventual sex reassignment surgery that she hoped to complete.
In her interview, she explained that the hormones she was
taking could never have come from a medical provider:
[My friend] gets the hormones from a pharmacy that she
worked in. They were called Delalutin and Delestrogen. They
were a mixture of estrogen and progesterone that she would
put in a syringe and would give me that shot. . . . That was
done underground, because in that time nothing was legal, at
that time the force of the state, the church and everyone
demonstrated themselves to be against people like me because they didn’t understand and still today do not understand, and so they would say they were devil things, satanic
things, that the girl is crazy. And so there weren’t, and today
still aren’t, ways to get someone from the pharmacy or a
physician who can help you. I got a medical promoter who
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started me on hormones, and he worked with Premarin
[estrogen], even though the Premarin was for something else,
but he brought bags of Premarin and I, I myself used to
believe they were M&Ms. The more Premarin I took, the
more I felt like a woman. And so I began to take them indiscriminately. I began with seven a day, and later I would
take 14 without control. I don’t know how I didn’t die. Because there wasn’t during that period of time in my life, when
I began, there was no control. And that man, who I am
grateful for, brought me big bags of sample hormones of
Premarin and that was feminizing me.

Many years later, in 1973, having pursued a college education and following the international news on transgender
procedures available in other countries, Selena traveled to New
York City—which she describes as the promised land for
transwomen of her generation—to see a doctor who was “in
the mouths of all the girls who wanted to undergo the surgery,”
and ultimately completed the surgery. Selena made pains to
contrast herself to some other Puerto Rican transwomen she
knew who had not undergone “bottom surgery,” having chosen not to remove the phallus that is often a requirement of the
sex work market, noting that when she returned from her sex
reassignment surgery in New York, “in the television they
presented me like the ﬁrst woman sex reassignment recognized
legally by the state. When I came back from New York, with
my surgery completed, is when I feel that I could die because I
felt happy. Now I didn’t have much to look for in my life.”
While the speciﬁc political and social dynamics that permitted Selena to legally change her sex in 1975 is beyond the
scope here, when she returned to Puerto Rico after her surgery,
she attempted to reintegrate into society as a “heterosexual
woman,” initially not divulging with all of her social networks
the fact that she was born with male genitalia. Shortly after
returning to Puerto Rico, “I was a victim of an attempted rape,”
she explained:
It was an attempt because of the ﬁve men who attacked me;
the one who tried to rape me suffered from a micro-penis or
infantilized penis, and the poor guy had to resolve it. However he was able because they have to dominate you, with
force, because voluntarily they can’t. So, in that case of attempted rape, they left me nude. They left me very far away in
eastern Puerto Rico. I was taken to the police. They lent me a
shirt, and the police in that time treated me as they would
have treated a whore or a stripper, like the worst thing. So
they took me to Humacao Hospital for them to do a vaginal
examination. And I said, “now is going to be the problem.” So
they laid me down on the table where the doctor examines
you, and the last thing that man imagined in the 1970s was
that he was going to ﬁnd a sex change. And when he’s going
to examine me and is the one to do the certiﬁcate, I tell him,
“Come here, I’m going to tell you something. I’m going to tell
you something. I’m going to confess a truth, but you don’t
put it on that paper because that could affect me emotionally.” I told him that I was a woman because they reassigned
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me a new sex. And he said, “How can that be?” and “Where
was that?” and I told him, “The United States.” He said that it
was true that the North Americans were “una jodienda”
(fucked up). That’s what that physician told me, and he sent
me to the court, with that documentation clearly completed
[i.e., her sex clearly stating “female”] and there was no doubt.
Because that was what he was looking for because he saw
something strange. And he said, “Wait, let’s go to check this.”
But thank God I was able to get out of that.

While Selena’s achievements of the sex reassignment surgery and her legal change of sex were the realization of a lifelong dream, her narrative demonstrates that she had to maintain discretion about the legal status change, which was always
in danger of being reexamined by the state and altered. While
she remains in many ways the idealized representation of a
successful Puerto Rican transwoman—a business owner, legally recognized as female, having ﬁnancial access to specialized medical procedures and underground markets—her body
bears the scars of medical neglect, abandonment, and gender
policing. Throughout our interview, Selena was ﬁdgeting with
the white bandages that were carefully taped under her blouse
to cover the festering wounds of her most recent procedure to
attempt to remove the encapsulated tissue that was literally
becoming necrotic under her clothes. At one point, she showed
the interviewer some of the darkened, pus-ﬁlled wounds, and
explained light-heartedly that there was no knowledge about
injected silicone at the time of her procedures. Nor, we might
add, are there accurate knowledge or medical interventions to
address transgender medical needs to this day, and transwomen
continue to use cheap injectable silicone obtained through the
international suitcase trade. Selena described as follows the
effect of some of these procedures on her life:
After my tits began to grow [due to self-administered Premarin hormone injections], I went to New York City in the
1960s and they injected me with silicone because there were
no implants. And they injected silicone in that beautiful
bosom and after the silicone I put in implants that that man
made me that were 40D. Those tits were like this! And they
worked Manhattan and those men saw those tits and went
crazy. . . . So when I decide to come back to Puerto Rico, I
wasn’t here long and I removed the implants. I removed
them, and the silicone started to produce an allergic condition. Until today, and you can see how I am. Silicone began
draining seven months ago—the injected silicone. And the
medical insurance doesn’t want to cover these procedures
because they say that it was a cosmetic procedure, but the
procedure wasn’t cosmetic! It was recommended by a physician to reassign me to a new sex. . . . Many transwomen
have died. . . . I don’t feel regretful because I had to do them
[silicone injections]. Also, I’m not the ﬁrst woman whose
bosom is decomposing because many have cancer and have
had to remove both of them. So I say that these are hazards of
being a woman . . . . I have taken out a lot of it [silicone], but
what’s left is rupturing and leaking on one side and keeps

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

leaking. I got an ulcer this big between my breasts, but I say
that a woman is more than tits. . . . And I say, “I’m not the
only one.”

Stories like those of Selena’s deteriorating breasts circulate
in the trans community in Puerto Rico, which we interpret as a
kind of local trans knowledge about the potential implications
of these procedures long-term. However, the fact that there
was no educational or clinical source of information that Puerto
Rican transwomen could access for scientiﬁc or medical information relevant to their lives made it impossible for them to
safely navigate their transitioning trajectory. We see Selena’s
wounds as the embodied scars of structural violence that are
predetermined by the social organization of gender and the
costs of gender transgression for transwomen. While Selena has
surpassed by far the average life span of Puerto Rican transwomen, she has survived in spite of many insults and deprivations. She is an exception, even in her failing health. Her festering wounds are the foreboding signs of a likely future for
many local transwomen due to the total lack of primary health
care designed for transgender persons. In the context of structural abandonment, lay medical practices continue to be the
only viable trajectory toward the embodiment of one’s gender
self-concept.

Cristal’s Story
Cristal is an HIV prevention activist, a trained nurse, and a
public ﬁgure of sorts in the trans community in Puerto Rico,
making an occasional appearance in the media or on documentaries. She was particularly well-known for the size of her
“bunda.” Cristal had injected her buttocks with two liters of
silicone, requiring a signiﬁcant investment and an injectionist
with the skill to administer large quantities without causing the
bumps or inconsistencies that can result from unskilled injection. With Cristal’s extremely thin frame, the curves of her
bunda were spectacular, and she often accentuated it with
skin-tight Lycra. In fact, Cristal’s bunda functioned as promotional material for Joaquín, since it dramatically displayed
the aesthetic possibilities of silicone for transwomen.
As our study recruited a relatively educated sample, Cristal
was one of two participants who was a professional nurse.
However, she had been unable to pursue a career in nursing as
a transwoman, and in order to complete her degree she was
speciﬁcally forbidden to wear her hair long or to put on makeup.
She had been informed by her educational institution that crossgender behavior was inappropriate and grounds for dismissal.
Despite these barriers, Cristal managed to complete her degree
and graduate; she had spent most of her career working as a
community outreach worker for HIV prevention programs, one
of them funded by the US government. She felt she would never
be allowed to practice as a professional nurse due to outright
discrimination.
In her in-depth interview, Cristal emphasized that sex work
was not only the “last resort” for her but rather had allowed her
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to obtain the income that was required to fund her transitioning surgeries and procedures. Even as a professional nurse,
she too had engaged in sex work as a means of paying for
silicone and surgical procedures. She had made a conscious
choice to begin engaging in transactional sex after her HIV
prevention work exposed her to the market for attractive chicas
like her, who were “pasable” (passable, meaning nearly able to
pass as a cisgender woman). For her, it was a matter of time
and money: it is difﬁcult to save money for gender transitioning with a traditional wage-earning position, but sex work
can provide more signiﬁcant cash income to fund some procedures. “Not all transgender women—even when they have a
traditional job—have the money to pay for hormones, an expensive life, a laser treatment, treatments that you can’t imagine,
in order to ‘proyectar’ (to project),” she explained. Proyectar, in
transgender terminology, is often used to describe the ability to
project a respectable feminine presence in the general society—a
quality that is directly linked to one’s ability to advance in personal and professional projects. If you can pass, you can make it.
Because transitioning technologies help transwomen to advance
in this way, many of our participants—particularly those for whom
avenues of work and professional progress had been highly
constrained—viewed gender transitioning as something to be
pursued with urgency and speed, and anticipated improvements
in their income and work opportunities if they were just able to
“project.” Cristal had a highly feminine build, and with additional assistance from affordable lay medical providers, she could
foresee future work opportunities. Prostitution was a means to
that end.
To achieve the bodily changes that Cristal endeavored to
achieve, she traveled to Ecuador to see a doctor known to treat
transwomen, and who sold “packages” that included airline
tickets, airport transfers, and gender transitioning procedures
all in one. On her ﬁrst trip to Quito, Cristal had breast implants
and an Adam’s apple reduction. On the second—having discovered the income potential of sex work—she was able to pay
for silicone injections in her waist and bunda. In this case, she
chose to obtain silicone injection abroad rather than in Puerto
Rico, because it was a part of the medical package offered and
was more affordable than it would be locally. On this second
trip, Cristal also did her castration surgery, removing the
testicles to facilitate her hormonal transition but, importantly,
leaving the penis intact. In her interview, she explained her
decision to conserve her penis by noting that it made her
“special,” which was a perception that was shared with many of
the transwomen we interviewed, due in part to the utility of the
phallus for sex work. Ecuador was the most common destination for surgical body modiﬁcation practices in this study,
followed by Colombia, Venezuela, and Mexico. Cristal’s description of the process parallels those of others: she obtained
contact information for the Ecuadorian doctor through transgender social networks in Santurce, received information on
how to prepay for her trip, was given instructions about the
process over the phone, and was informed she would be picked
up at the airport and taken directly to her hotel. The morning
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after arriving in Quito, she would begin her procedures. The
medical packages offered to transwomen can lead to complications, such as infections or extreme postoperative pain, but
patients simply have to ﬂy back to Puerto Rico without proper
rest, since extra recuperation days are not included in the basic
package price.
For Cristal, hers was an experience she now qualiﬁes as
successful. However, she also described her great fear that
Puerto Rican doctors might someday “ruin me” if she were
ever unconscious after an accident since they are entirely uneducated about silicone-enhanced bodies and might accidentally cut through her silicone, resulting in extensive leakage
or even an embolism. She developed this fear because of an
experience at an emergency room when the attending physician—who had no idea what a transwoman was—attempted
to apply an intramuscular injection in her buttocks, provoking
a desperate protest from Cristal. “If I had been unconscious, he
would have punctured my silicone!” she said. This can result in
silicone traveling in the bloodstream, leading to blood clots or
pulmonary failure if silicone reaches the lungs. “That’s why I
avoid doctors,” Cristal lamented.
Sandra’s Funeral
Sandra, mentioned earlier in this article, was a Puerto Rican
transwoman and a brilliant and dedicated trans activist. Like
many trans Latinas, she did not have a college education because she had to drop out of school because of experiences of
discrimination. Sandra faced stigma, transphobia, and violence since she was a little girl. She even had a scar on her face
caused by her father. Because of her feminine traits, she was a
victim of constant bullying at school. At a very young age, she
had to leave home, and she started to engage in sex work as a
means to survive. Because her income was very unstable and
low, she had to move on several occasions within San Juan and
migrate to the US mainland to try to make ends meet. However, Sandra always returned to the island. In many of the
places where she lived, she had problems with neighbors for
being a transwoman. Since Sandra was a sex worker, she was
arrested many times and repeatedly suffered from violence perpetrated by the police. She did not have health insurance. Even
though she dreamed about having gender conﬁrmation surgery,
she knew it would not happen because it was (and still is) extremely expensive. In addition, sex work clients would not pay
for her services if she had her penis removed. On many occasions, Sandra also had to face discrimination in government
assistance ofﬁces for housing, nutrition, and unemployment.
Sandra was in her forties when she died, ofﬁcially of HIV,
although her health was long complicated by her use of streetbased hormones and silicone injections. Her mother took care
of her on the condition of Sandra’s renouncement of her
gender identity. Having no other source of support, she accepted her mother’s wishes. In the end, when she passed away,
the body exhibited in the mortuary was completely masculine.
Her breast implants were removed, and an abundant beard
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was painted over her face. Her transgender friends were horriﬁed that, eventually, this could also be their fate. After years
of struggle to accept and legitimate their gender identity, it
could all be erased from their lifeless bodies.
Sandra’s case demonstrates a general pattern in our ethnographic research with transwomen: many of them describe
traversing social territories that are plagued with violence from
early stages in their lives. Diverse mechanisms (e.g., transphobia, poverty) and institutions (e.g., family, school, government)
worked together to manufacture subjects designed, we might
say, for death. We refer not only to literal bodily death but also
to a symbolic one that manifests itself in a plethora of social and
personal circumstances that expose transwomen to premature
death (e.g., lack of social and family acceptance, hostile political
climate, cultural marginalization, and invisibility). It can also lead
to their defacement as gender subjects on their death, a ﬁnal insult.
Our analysis considers the obliteration of Sandra’s gender in
death as an extension of the social death that precedes it. Following Mbembe, social mechanisms of violence and policing
are recruited to ensure that the bodies of transwomen are obliterated as a means of institutional and social maintenance of
the boundaries of the body politic, which are always deﬁned
against an invading “other.” Yet the stories of violence against
transwomen we heard are not exclusively about interpersonal
violence, but about the constant, persistent, slow trickle of
violence through abandonment, neglect, and stigmatization.
Necropolitical processes involve the exercise of power in order
to “kill before killing” (Caravaca-Morera and Padilha 2018),
leaving thousands of transwomen without spaces to take refuge, receive social services, ﬁnd work and educational opportunities, and gain legal-political voices. It is precisely in the
uninhabitable spaces—what Joao Biehl has referred to as “zones
of social abandonment” (Biehl 2013)—where the symbolic and
structural violence manifests, not necessarily eradicating life
immediately but, rather, plotting against it in a gradual and
pernicious manner (Mendiola 2017). It is impossible to know
how many Puerto Rican transwomen have been lost to history
in this way.

Reﬂections on Trans Necropolitics
and Violence in Puerto Rico
Our research provides ethnographic analyses of transwomen’s
experiences of violence, both interpersonal and structural, and
aims to describe the personal strategies to achieve desired
gender-related goals while inhabiting bodies that are objects
of systemic loathing. Interviewees such as Selena and Cristal
illustrate the ways that gender trajectories are highly constrained by the structural exclusions that permeate transgender persons’ lives in nearly every social domain, requiring
them to save for silicone injections from lay providers such as
Joaquín, or to travel abroad to receive some form of genderafﬁrming care, often through unregulated transitioning packages. These procedures are means of achieving valued and deeply
personal gender-related goals, but potentially expose them to
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elevated risks of infections, chronic illnesses, and death. As gender transitioning trajectories are often mediated through commercial sex networks and a global street-based trade in silicone
and hormones, transwomen are exposed to magniﬁed health
vulnerabilities at the same time that they become integrated into
the transgender social networks that provide access to local
inyeccionistas, silicone traders, and specialized knowledge about
gender transitioning technologies available on the street. Importantly, these lay practices are fostered by their broader medical abandonment and the gender marginalization of transwomen, who are regarded as, in the apt words of one transgender
theorist, “gender outlaws” (Bornstein 2016). Transwomen represent the ultimate violation of masculine ideals in Puerto Rico
and serve as an admonishment to would-be “failed men,” which
in turn contributes to the violence they face.
Whether lay transitioning practices are accurately described
as resilient subcultural responses, they are agentive means by
which lifelong projects for gender realization, social recognition, and social solidarity are realized through processes that
are shaped by a larger necropolitical system in which transwomen are, in Mbembe’s framing, “designed to die.” And they
are doing so at alarming rates, either through interpersonal
forms of violence often connected to sex work or through the
structural forms of violence that ensure that, on average, their
lives are challenging and short. Our analysis in this paper has
sought to draw on ethnographic narrative among transwomen
to trace some connections among three primary domains or
levels of analysis: (a) the interpersonal domain of gendered
violence that generates a deep sense of shame and inadequacy
as a gender nonconforming person during development and
adolescence; (b) the institutionalization of transphobia in the
legal and political exclusion and abandonment of transwomen
in biomedical, public health, and politico-democratic realms;
and (c) the embodied consequences of accessing alternative
medical procedures through street-based specialists and the
global trade in transitioning technologies. Together, we would
argue that these overlapping and mutually reinforcing social
processes combine to create the quintessential expression of
trans necropolitics, ensuring the demise of these individuals
even as they manifest their resilience and agency in the simple
act of daily survival.
To truly address the health disparities faced by transwomen
in Puerto Rico, the structural conditions of the broader society,
including basic social and democratic institutions such as the
health-care system, steeped as they are in a history of colonialism, must be radically transformed to even begin to reverse the
necropolitical logic that would otherwise obliterate transwomen’s
bodies from existence.
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Evolutionary and Life History Insights
into Masculinity and Warfare
Opportunities and Limitations
Richard G. Bribiescas
In this paper I present, evaluate, and discuss evidence that evolutionary and life history theory can inform our understanding of
violence and warfare as well as how these human challenges are inﬂuenced by the evolution of male life histories and our perceptions of
masculinity. While other anthropological perspectives have interrogated the evolution of war from human and comparative contexts,
few have addressed the inﬂuence of male life history variables such as age-speciﬁc mortality and reproductive constraints on the
emergence and conduct of war. Other evolutionary factors worthy of consideration include sexual dimorphism, phenotypic plasticity,
and paternity uncertainty. I initially present a contextual examination of the evolutionary science that underlies the engagement of
human males with violence and warfare, casting particular attention on the opportunities and constraints of deploying evolutionary
and life history theory. I later incorporate other variables including human variation, behavioral endocrinology, and comparative
perspectives. In the latter half of this paper I suggest a novel perspective for understanding males, war, and violence by drawing on
male-speciﬁc patterns of mortality, paternity uncertainty, and the evolution of male aging. While evolutionary and life history theory
can provide an informative perspective to understand how males contribute to violence and warfare, there are limitations that set the
stage for intellectual partnership opportunities with cultural anthropologists, psychologists, and other social scientists.

Our species, Homo sapiens, is characterized by a number of
traits that make us unique compared with most other great
apes, primates, mammals, and vertebrates. Language, habitual
bipedal locomotion, artistic endeavors, creativity, and social norms
guided by moral principles, as well as advanced tool creation
and use, set us apart from most other organisms (Fry 2013;
Fuentes 2017). Another trait that is unique to humans is warfare, that is, the organized coalitional group effort to inﬂict harm
or death on other conspeciﬁc groups. Chimpanzees and other
organisms have been suggested to engage in warfare and lethal
conspeciﬁc violence (Gomez et al. 2016). But within historical
times, no other species has employed war on the scale, complexity, or lethality as humans (Glowacki, Wilson, and Wrangham 2017; Majolo 2019; Wrangham 1999; Wrangham and Peterson 1996). Indeed, modern human warfare threatens not
only all people but the viability of all life on the entire planet
(Ehrlich et al. 1983). The uniqueness of this human characteristic and the male-biased role in warfare therefore merits
deep investigation and interrogation.
Human males play a predominant role in the planning and
participation of war, although females and others with nonbinary gender self-identiﬁcation also partake in warfare but on a
more limited scale compared with males (Adams 1983; Feinberg 1996; Tepe et al. 2016). The predominant role of men in
warfare may simply be an extension of male privilege and power
that is common across many modern societies independent
of lifestyle and ecology (i.e., foragers, industrialized). That is,
military power and inﬂuence can translate into greater access

to resources or social capital (Glowacki and Wrangham 2013;
Patton 2000). However, the observation of virtually exclusive
male involvement in organized violence across human societies
and ecologies as well as among chimpanzees suggests deeper
evolutionary roots that extend earlier than the emergence of
large and small human societies (Micheletti, Ruxton, and Gardner 2018). While evidence of evolutionary inﬂuences on the
emergence and presence of human warfare is not without criticism, a cross-disciplinary examination of war is merited.
The causes of the emergence of warfare are extremely complex and remain a matter of debate by evolutionary anthropologists, psychologists, sociologists, political scientists, historians, and philosophers. In this paper I suggest that evolutionary
and life history theory can contribute to the understanding of,
but not fully explain, the origins of warfare and violence and the
reasons behind the predominant role of males. The following
factors are suggested to amplify the likelihood of war as well as
the central role of human males:
• Age-speciﬁc increases in risk tolerance in younger men
that are common in many human populations independent of ecology or lifestyle
• Accumulation of social, economic, and political power
that facilitates the role of older men as war planners
• Greater intrinsic mortality that increases risk tolerance
in older men
• Paternity uncertainty that mitigates the cost of war for
combatants and war planners
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• Technology and coalitional behavior in males that amplify these factors and promote war as a viable strategic
group behavior
These suggestions are not meant to replace other explanations
based on social, cultural, economic, or political inﬂuences. Because of the necessity of a deep time perspective and changes in
populations, evolutionary and life history theories often lack
the precision to predict speciﬁc events or individual behavior.
Instead these theories are meant to augment our understanding
of war and the predominant role of males by leveraging the
ability to generate testable hypotheses of behavioral change due
to natural selection as well as the utility of comparative research
on other species.
Gender differences in behaviors are not uncommon in humans even when taking into consideration the broad spectrum
of gender identities, social behaviors, and biology-independent
cultural malleability across a myriad of societies. In many communities, for example, the sexual division of some labor is common although there is signiﬁcant variability (Bliege Bird and
Codding 2015). In communities that rely on foraging for wild
food products, men tend to perform most of the hunting while
women take on the task of procuring other resources. While
human males are unique among great apes and mammals in
general in that they can provide signiﬁcant amounts of childcare (Gray and Anderson 2010), women tend to be the predominant caretakers of children. The causal factors for this
allocation of activities are multifactorial, involving physiological, reproductive, sociocultural, economic, and political inﬂuences. Similarly, the sexual division of engagement in warfare
is multifactorial.
The preponderance of males in the planning and waging of
war is another example of binary gender-based differences in
societal behavior that can be rooted to some degree in evolutionary processes. Various hypotheses have highlighted malespeciﬁc reasons for the evolution of warfare. For example, some
have offered that psychological differences between males and
females drive a “warrior mentality” in men (Van Vugt 2009).
Others have invoked coalitional behavior that promotes male
reproductive success (van der Dennen 1995). The possibility
that humans and chimpanzees share similar evolutionary roots
that result in male-based organized conﬂict has also received
signiﬁcant attention (Wrangham and Peterson 1996). However, it is important to be aware not only of the utility of evolutionary theory but also its limitations.

Background
Evolutionary Theory: Opportunities and Limitations
Since its formalization in 1859, the theory of evolution by natural selection has been deployed to explain the emergence and
natural history of all organisms, including Homo sapiens. Evolution by natural selection provides a mechanism by which
nonrandom changes in biological traits can occur in response
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to environmental inﬂuences. In addition to physical characteristics, behaviors can be examined through an evolutionary
lens since they are often inﬂuenced by the physiology of neurological, endocrine, and genetic function. Most traits evolved
as complex and malleable phenotypes that are under varying
degrees of inﬂuence from genes, physiology, environment, and
social variables.
The link between evolutionary theory and war was not extensively highlighted by Darwin himself. Instead, he placed a
greater emphasis on the interaction between biology and environment as well as the complex nature of humans themselves
(Crook 1983). Similarly, it is vital to continue to recognize that
the requisite conditions of evolution by natural selection must
be taken into consideration when invoking an approach based
on evolutionary biology.
Natural selection, the primary mechanism of biological evolution, is the nonrandom elimination of individuals or genes due
to environmental pressures (Darwin 1859; Dobzhansky 1977).
The units of selection can be genes, individuals, or, in very
speciﬁc cases, groups (Lewontin 1970; Maynard Smith 1998).
Natural selection can only act on physical and/or genetic traits
under the following conditions. First, the trait must exhibit
variation. That is, there should be some range of differences on
which selection can act. Second, the trait must be genetically
heritable. The importance of genes was ampliﬁed with the discovery of “kin selection” and the insight that genes could be
passed nonrandomly through genetically related individuals
(Hamilton 1964). Third, differential reproductive success must
be evident between variants. The importance of this third condition cannot be overstated since reproductive biology, behavior, and demography have proven to be vital to understanding
contemporary human evolutionary biology (Bribiescas 2006b;
Ellison 2001; Wood 1994). If a trait, including those relevant to
males and warfare, is not subject to these conditions, then it is
unlikely that an evolutionary perspective would be useful in
understanding its emergence and history. Recognizing and being aware of these constraints is central for valid testing of
hypotheses attempting to deploy evolutionary theory toward
understanding warfare and the role of males.
Natural selection is not the only mechanism for evolutionary change that can inform male-biased warfare. In contrast to
nonrandom change (natural selection), random shifts in gene
frequencies can occur as the result of catastrophic events or
other inﬂuences that affect organisms in a stochastic manner.
War is an example of a large-scale catastrophic event that can
potentially alter genetic variation in a nonrandom fashion. Small
populations experiencing such events or colonizing a new environment are especially susceptible to random changes in genes
that result in the ﬁxation of novel traits. This source of evolutionary change is known as genetic drift. The role of genetic drift
in the evolution of war is unclear, although indiscriminate conﬂict can potentially be the source of random mortality that could
inﬂuence gene frequencies, especially in males (Bigelow 1972).
For example, the War of the Triple Alliance between Paraguay,
Brazil, and Argentina (1864–1870) reportedly resulted in the
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death of 60% to 69% of the Paraguayan population, mostly men
according to demographic sex ratios (Whigham and Potthast
1999; see also Blinn Reber 1988).
Lifetime male mortality due to warfare in forager populations also varies widely, ranging from 5% to 30%. Among agricultural populations, mortality can be as high as 60% among
the Waorani (Auca) of the Ecuadorian Amazon (Gat 1999:574–
575; Robarchek and Robarchek 1992; Yost 1981; see also Glowacki and Wrangham 2013). It is reasonable to assume that
given the extensive involvement of males in war, genetic drift
and changes in sex ratios are worthy of consideration as a potential contributing factor to human evolution.
Warfare is challenging to engage from an evolutionary perspective as it involves multiple individuals, and the evidence for
natural selection with groups as a unit of selection is still very
much open for debate (Zefferman and Mathew 2015). Dawson
(1999) explores the potential role of group selection in warfare,
concluding that the rates of extinction among human groups
are too slow to make group selection a viable explanation. We
are therefore left with individuals and genes as the most likely
units of selection within the context of the evolution of malebiased warfare.

Deﬁning Masculinity
Since combatants in warfare are largely male, it is important to
deﬁne what it means to be male in a manner that makes evolutionary theory useful and informative. Masculinity has been
deﬁned in several ways by anthropologists. For example, Gutmann (1997) identiﬁed four ways in which anthropologists
deﬁne and use the concept of masculinity as well as notions of
male identify, manhood, manliness, and men’s roles.
The ﬁrst concept of masculinity holds that it is, by deﬁnition,
anything that men think and do. The second is that masculinity is anything men think and do to be men. The third is
that some men are inherently or by ascription considered
“more manly” than other men. The ﬁnal manner of approaching masculinity emphasizes the general and central importance of male-female relations, so that masculinity is considered anything that women are not. (Gutmann 1997:386)

For other perspectives, see also Connell (2005), Gilmore
(1990), Mead (1949), and Mosse (1996). These deﬁnitions of
masculinity, while useful and important, do not sufﬁciently engage aspects of maleness that can be examined through an evolutionary lens. If masculinity is an aspect of being a man, what
is a man? What is male? To deploy evolutionary and life history theory with effectiveness and validity, an expanded deﬁnition of masculinity and men is necessary, one that not only
encompasses the important sociocultural perspectives of maleness but also (1) the inﬂuences of social and ecological environment, biology, and, most importantly, their interactions; (2) an
awareness of the nonbinary physical and behavioral expression
of maleness; and (3) an awareness of the spectrum of male
identities that span the human condition now and in the past.
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To satisfy these conditions, I expand the deﬁnition of masculinity to encompass male gender identity variation that includes physical and behavioral traits that emerge from geneenvironment interactions and satisfy the conditions of being
subject to natural selection. Note that environment includes
ecological and social inﬂuences.
In many organisms, sex is determined genetically with a speciﬁc genotype. The resulting organizational sex phenotype is a
ﬂuid state that can be inﬂuenced by a myriad of factors depending on the species. Contributing factors to phenotypic variation
can include temperature, social condition, and ecological variables. Some organisms are facultatively hermaphroditic; that
is, they maintain the ability to change their sex phenotype during their lifetime. Indeed, it is quite common for organisms such
as many ﬁsh to exhibit adaptive variation and plasticity in their
sex phenotypes in response to social inﬂuences (de Mitcheson
and Liu 2008).
Given the broad range of sex phenotypes in nature and the
evidence that phenotypic sex malleability is adaptive in many
species, including vertebrates and many mammals, it is reasonable to hypothesize that human male phenotypes are subject to considerable variability. From a biological perspective,
genetic deﬁnitions of being a human male are rooted in the sex
genotype XY, in contrast to XX, which is female. However,
different sex genotypes exist that contribute to variation in what
one would consider to be male or female: XYY (extra Y chromosome) and genotypes that contain multiple X and Y chromosomes add to the variation observed in males, and while XO
(only one sex chromosome) are observed, OY are not viable.
These genotypes are, however, quite rare due to resulting developmental challenges (ﬁg. 1; Visootsak and Graham 2006).
Hormonal milieus that can further inﬂuence primary sex
characteristics demonstrate the potential for phenotypic variation despite binary deﬁnitions based on XY and XX genotypes.

Figure 1. Range of phenotypes, genotypes, and sources of variability. Genotypes with at least one Y chromosome are commonly
deﬁned as genetically male. Genotypes in gray are rare; OY genotypes are not viable.
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That is, hormonal inﬂuences can and do inﬂuence the expression of sex genotypes, resulting in a spectrum of phenotypes.
For example, a genetic condition known as 5-alpha reductase
deﬁciency results in the under production of the hormone dihydrotestosterone (DHT) in utero. This results in an individual with an XY sex genotype being born with female external
genitalia despite having internal male sex organs (i.e., testes)
that are not apparent. With the onset of puberty around the
age of 12 years, the testes begin to produce testosterone that
transforms the person’s female external genitalia into a male
phenotype. The clitoris enlarges into a penis, labia fuse, and
secondary sexual characteristics such as beard growth emerge.
Similarly, XY individuals with a condition that renders their
androgen (testosterone) receptors nonfunctional manifest an
external genital and secondary female phenotype. While both
of these conditions are very rare, they do provide evidence of
the malleability of phenotypes in spite of the common binary
nature of sex chromosomes (Bale, Howard, and Wright 1992).
This is not to say that the range of gender identities associated with masculinity are all due to hormonal or biological variation. Investigations attempting to link biological inﬂuences to
variation in gender identity have met with compelling evidence
of the role of genetics and hormones; however, many questions
remain unanswered (Roselli 2018). As with many other complex traits, masculinity is heavily inﬂuenced by sociocultural
factors. While this may induce frustration in some scientists,
this is an opportunity for quantitative and qualitative research
partnerships across disciplines.
Warfare
Von Clausewitz and Graham (1873) famously deﬁned war as
“the continuation of politics by other means.” Warfare is characterized by organized violence over physical, social, political,
and economic resources as well as the decimation of other groups
perceived as being a threat or inferior. In humans warfare is also
unique compared with other organisms through the development
and deployment of high efﬁciency weapons, that is, tools that
optimize the killing or wounding of rivals with minimal effort or
risk to one’s own group.
Evidence of warfare and other forms of group violence in
the archaeological record is widespread, especially in historical
and prehistorical nation-states throughout the world (Estabrook
2014; Martin and Harrod 2015). The impact of organized combat and killing is seen in the skeletal remains and material culture of combatants as well as in written records (Kass 2007).
Forager populations also engage in organized combat against
rival groups as well as colonizers, primarily in the form of short,
intense raids on neighboring communities (Gat 1999; Glowacki
2016), although there is variation in how violence is conducted
between groups and ongoing debate as to whether these forager
conﬂicts reﬂect warfare compared with violence between individuals (Fry and Soderberg 2013).
The introduction of new weapons such as ﬁrearms changed
the role of physical strength in warfare. Modern weapons such
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as bombs, missiles, aircraft, and submarines altered the nature
and killing efﬁciency of warfare, facilitating greater involvement of women in conﬂicts. While women in combat are limited within the US military, many other nations openly incorporate women into combat roles (Carreiras 2006). Other more
low-intensity conﬂicts commonly involve women. This has been
the case in guerrilla wars in which a smaller force uses raiding
tactics to engage a larger and more technologically advanced
opposition (Reif 1986).
War also often necessitates the social, economic, and political support of the population and leadership. The run-up and
maintenance of war is often accompanied by nationalistic fervor, leadership planning, and actual ﬁghting. Those who experience war ﬁrsthand can be divided into two groups, combatants
and noncombatants. While mortality and morbidity of noncombatants includes males and females of all age groups, combatants, including those who engage in direct combat and those
who plan war, are mostly males, although there is some variation depending on the type of conﬂict (GBD Mortality 2015
and Causes of Death Collaborators 2016). Combatants can also
be subdivided into the attackers and those that are attacked.
The predominant role of males in direct combat and war planning is a generalization that appears to be common across human societies. Older men tend to engage in war planning, especially in nation-state societies. Data on the role of older men
in forager societies is sparse, although ethnographic records
suggest that the inﬂuence of older men on community matters
can vary depending on the degree of acculturation and economic integration with the dominant (colonial) society. For
example, among the Ache of Paraguay,
social changes have accompanied these slow economic
changes. The political structure has shifted such that very
young men now wield the greatest inﬂuence in the community. Since the late 1980s there is also a pattern of increasing
political dominance by Ache who lived for some time with
Paraguayans as children. These Ache, called berupuare or
“those who come from the Paraguayans,” are generally more
educated, politically astute, and aggressive than the Ache who
never lived with Paraguayans. They are also more likely to
form alliances with missionaries, Indian rights workers, government ofﬁcials, and others in order to leverage their way
into power at the current reservations. Older men still lead
most forest treks and are listened to respectfully by the young
leaders in community discussions, but they very rarely participate in formal gatherings. Instead, the older people wield
their inﬂuence behind the scenes through grumbling and
complaining if they are unhappy about decisions reached by
younger leaders. Three elected chiefs represent the community legally and settle all disputes both within the community
and between most community members and outsiders. (Hill
and Hurtado 1996:74–75)

It is also tragically common for child soldiers to be conscripted, often involuntarily, and to be directly involved in
combat (Song and de Jong 2015). Aside from these exceptions,
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not only are combatants predominantly male but they also tend
to be young adults. The nonrandom nature of combatants raises
the question of whether there are evolutionary inﬂuences on
warfare and the preponderance of male involvement.
Are men more prone to engage in warfare compared with
women? Evidence of the evolutionary inﬂuence on the preponderance of conﬂict and violence in males compared with
females in many organisms, including humans, includes some
forms of sexual dimorphism, that is, differences in phenotypes
between males and females that are likely the result of selection
for traits that embolden and equip males for physical conﬂict
or intimidation. Many organisms have evolved physical characteristics such as antlers, horns, and other physical traits for
combat. In humans and many other mammals, sexual dimorphism is evident in body size and composition. Men on average
have about 15% more body mass compared with women (Wells
2012), as well as greater skeletal muscle mass, especially in the
arms, chest, and back. Sexually dimorphic muscle tissue is under the inﬂuence and management of anabolic hormones, especially testosterone, emerging mostly at sexual maturation
(Garcia-Mayor et al. 1997; Tanner 1978).
An indication of the inﬂuence of natural selection on human
sexual dimorphism is evident in the metabolic cost of sexually
dimorphic muscle. Roughly speaking, the metabolic cost of
excess anabolic tissue compared with females is comparable to
the metabolic cost of reproduction in women when totaled over
a lifespan. This is indicative of sexually dimorphic tissue in men
being reﬂective of reproductive effort and selection for physical strength despite the associated metabolic costs (Bribiescas
1996, 2001; Ellison and Bribiescas 2018). For an expanded perspective on the evolution of sexual dimorphism, see Dunsworth
(2020).
The deployment of sexually dimorphic body mass is still evident today in many cultures with physical contact sports as well
as ritual combat. While women also engage in physical sports
and ritual combat, the segregation of men and women in these
activities is often based on the overall differences in strength
(Walker and Hill 2003). Evolutionary changes in the morphology
of the male shoulder have facilitated the ability to throw objects
that may have been leveraged during early conﬂicts (Roach et al.
2013).
It is therefore reasonable to hypothesize that human males
have been selected to engage in activities that require speciﬁc
needs of strength compared with women. Whether this is still
the case in contemporary societies remains a matter of debate.
However, this does not automatically mean that these strength
activities and associated anabolic hormones are always linked
to violence or the desire to inﬂict harm or death (Trumble et al.
2013), nor does this provide deﬁnitive evidence that sexual dimorphism coevolved with warfare. Sexual dimorphism is evident in many species without warfare but who exhibit signiﬁcant male-male competition. Sexual dimorphism is suggestive
of selection for conﬂict but not necessarily for group aggression
or war.
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Comparative approaches to warfare. Early suggestions that
warfare was conducted by our hominid ancestors were made
by Raymond Dart (1953) and Robert Ardrey (1961). These
assertions were based on assumptions derived from the fossil
record and modern characteristics of humans. It was not until
the 1970s that evidence of warfare emerged from other great
apes, particularly chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes). Intergroup
conﬂict and violence in chimpanzees is well documented and
has been shown to be one of the distinguishing social features
compared with their close evolutionary relative, the bonobo
(Pan paniscus). The most notable example of warfare in chimpanzees is the decimation of the Kahama group observed by
Jane Goodall and her research team at the Gombe ﬁeld site in
Tanzania. Between 1974 and 1978, consistent group conﬂict
existed between the Kasakela and Kahama groups, resulting in
numerous male deaths and a few females. The Kasakela group
eventually defeated the Kahama individuals and took over their
territory (Goodall 1986).
It has been argued that our species shares the proclivity toward warfare due to evolutionary similarities with chimpanzees (Wrangham and Peterson 1996). As with humans, male
chimpanzees are much more likely than females to engage in
attacking males from rival groups, although females have been
observed to accompany males on what have been deﬁned as
patrols. There is considerable demographic variability in chimpanzees such as community size, sex ratios, encroachment by
humans, ecological differences, and habitat quality that are likely
to affect intergroup conﬂict. However, a consistent characteristic of chimpanzee intergroup conﬂict is the predominant role
of males (Mitani 2006). Wrangham (2018) has also suggested
that human group conﬂict and aggression is more proactive,
while chimpanzees are more reactive. While human inﬂuences
have been suggested to contribute to chimpanzee group conﬂict
(Ferguson 2011), evidence supports the inﬂuence of speciesspeciﬁc selection for violence that can be interpreted as war
(Wilson et al. 2014; Wrangham and Peterson 1996).
The conclusion that chimpanzee warfare is an innate trait
resulting from natural selection has not gone unquestioned.
Ferguson (2011) has argued that food competition linked to
human impact is the more salient cause of coalitional aggression and violence in chimpanzees. Power (1991) has also suggested that food provisioning is a major contributor to organized violence in chimpanzee communities. However, this view
is challenged by long-term ﬁeld data that document signiﬁcant
organizational aggression, violence, and territorial expansion in
a large community of wild chimpanzees that have never been
provisioned (Mitani, Watts, and Amsler 2010), but Mitani,
Watts, and Amsler (2010) caution that inferences from chimpanzee research into the evolution of warfare in humans is
“moot” because of the heterogeneity of human warfare compared with chimpanzees.
Evolutionary, life history, and comparative perspectives hold
the promise of providing insights into the evolution of warfare.
However, incorporating these perspectives with discussions of
masculinity and male-speciﬁc life history traits has largely gone
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unexplored. A speciﬁc focus on male life history traits and how
they might contribute to the evolution of warfare merits discussion and holds promise for new directions and a greater
understanding.
Do men who engage in warfare have higher reproductive
success? If warfare by males is inﬂuenced by natural selection,
there should be nonrandom variation in ﬁtness or traits that
affect reproductive success between males who engage in warfare and those that do not. Reproductive success in mammalian
males is generally constrained by access to mates and mating
opportunities compared with females, whose ﬁtness is more limited by energetic resources devoted to pregnancy and lactation
(Bribiescas 2001; Ellison 2003; Hirshﬁeld and Tinkle 1975).
Females can also beneﬁt from greater access to mates; however,
they cannot increase their lifetime reproductive output in the
same manner (Hrdy 2000). Assessing male ﬁtness is, however,
challenging due to paternity uncertainty as well as the ethical
challenges that accompany genetic testing (Scelza et al. 2020a).
Reproductive success varies widely in human males. Men
living in industrialized populations exhibit variation in lifetime
fertility depending on age, number of sexual partners, and other
social and economic factors. Male lifetime fertility ranges from
1.2 children in parts of Europe to more than 13 in some regions
of Saharan Africa (Schoumaker 2019). Demographic data on fertility in forager populations is sparse. Among the Ache of Paraguay, the median age of ﬁrst fathering a child during the forest
period prior to contact was 24 years (n p 202), with 12.5% of
men never experiencing primary fatherhood (n p 80).1 Male
fertility, deﬁned as the yearly probability of a birth, peaks around
the age of 40 years, later than for females. This age-speciﬁc pattern of fertility aligns with other forager populations where adequate demographic data is available (!Kung, Yanomamo) (Hill
and Hurtado 1996). The total fertility rate among the Ache
during the forest period is 8.47 live births, which is the sum of
all age-speciﬁc probabilities of fathering a child. Male lifetime
fertility ranges from 0 to about 13 (Hill and Hurtado 1996:278).
In nonindustrialized populations, a recent meta-analysis reports
male fertility variation to be most inﬂuenced by social status
regardless of subsistence lifestyle differences such as foraging
and horticulture (von Rueden and Jaeggi 2016).
Intraspeciﬁc competition between males has been associated
with variation in reproductive success, especially in sexually
dimorphic mammals (Andersson 1994, chap. 11; Dubuc, RuizLambides, and Widdig 2014; McPherson and Chenoweth 2012).
Males who aggressively defend key resources and engage in
high-risk combat do so in response to high potential reproductive payoffs. For example, elephant seals (Mirounga angus-

1. The Ache deﬁnition of fatherhood involves partial paternity based on
“any man who has engaged in intercourse with a woman several months
prior to discovering her pregnancy, and throughout her pregnancy right up
to the day of birth.” Primary fathers are considered to be men who are most
likely to have been involved in the conception (Hill and Hurtado 1996:273).

S43

tirostris), which are among the mammals with the highest degree of body size sexual dimorphism, with males being much
larger than females, are ﬁercely competitive over breeding territories, resulting in a very small percentage of males fathering the vast majority of pups (Le Boeuf 1974). While human
males are subject to similar reproductive constraints as other
mammals and exhibit a wider range of variation in lifetime
fertility compared with females (Betzig 2012; Wilson, Miller,
and Crouse 2017), there are signiﬁcant differences between
human males and other great apes and mammals. Of particular interest is the high degree of human paternal investment
compared with other great apes and most mammals. Indeed,
human males exhibit a much broader range of variation in paternal care and investment compared with even those primates
and mammals that exhibit paternal care (Bribiescas, Ellison, and
Gray 2012; Gray and Anderson 2010). But given the preponderance of warfare and the prevalent role of males, interrogating
the potential for ﬁtness beneﬁts of males engaging in warfare is a
logical question.
If warfare emerged and is maintained as the result of evolution, then those who engage in the planning of war and/or
combat should have greater reproductive success. While males
(and females) who engage in warfare can potentially reap social, economic, and political beneﬁts, evidence of greater reproductive success in association with participation in warfare
is limited. A recent investigation of the Nyangatom of Ethiopia,
who engage in violent raids of surrounding rival ethnic groups
that often result in wounding or death, reported supportive
evidence of reproductive beneﬁts. Since the Nyangatom rely
heavily on livestock as a form of bride price, the acquisition of
cattle is vital for procuring a mate. Polygyny and variation in
male reproductive success also tends to be greater in pastoralists
(Betzig 2012; Wilson, Miller, and Crouse 2017). The Nyangatom
therefore raid neighboring communities to obtain livestock, often with lethal consequences on both sides. In the short term,
raiders do not procure a greater number of wives or children
compared with those that do not raid. However, older men who
are identiﬁed as being more proliﬁc raiders as youths had more
wives and children compared with other elders (ﬁg. 2) (Glowacki
and Wrangham 2015).
The authors do caution that these results are particular to the
focal societal group. Applying signiﬁcance to other populations
or to humans in general merits signiﬁcant caution. Similarly,
Chagnon (1988) reported among Yanomamo men of Venezuela that those who killed other men in battle had more wives
compared with those who had not killed. These results are supportive of the hypothesis that engaging in warfare contributes to
greater reproductive success but are not conclusive due to the
limited number of populations studied to date, small sample
sizes, and the likelihood of other factors that contribute to warfare. For a critique of Chagnon’s conclusions, see Lizot (1994)
and Ferguson (2015).
An analysis of forager groups by Fry and Soderberg (2013)
reported that most instances of aggression were interpersonal and
not indicative of warfare. Based on an assessment of 21 mobile
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Figure 2. Boxplots comparing the number of wives and children
for leaders of battle raids and proliﬁc versus nonproliﬁc raiders.
Proliﬁc raider status of elders and (A) number of wives: nonproliﬁc
n p 18, proliﬁc n p 11; (B) number of children: nonproliﬁc n p
14, proliﬁc n p 10. Battle raid leadership and (C) number of wives:
nonleaders n p 20, leaders n p 9; (D) number of children:
nonleaders n p 16, leaders n p 8. Courtesy of Glowacki and
Wrangham (2015).

forager band societies, the distribution of 148 lethal events that
involved multiple perpetrators and a single victim was 31, and
29 with multiple victims. Nearly half of the sample societies (10
of 21) had no lethal events perpetrated by two or more persons.
Three communities had no lethal events.
In contrast to the Nyangatom and Yanomamo, among the
Waorani of Ecuador more aggressive warriors had lower reproductive success compared with those that were less aggressive (Beckerman et al. 2009). It is noteworthy that while
Chagnon (1988) reported 30% Yanomamo male mortality due
to warfare, Waorani men exhibit even the highest rates of mortality from group violence, about 54% at the hands of other
Waorani and 42% with non-Waorani. These and other studies
(i.e.,Moore 1990),illustratethe rangeofvariationthatexistsinthe
association between warfare and male reproductive success.
Clearly, there are signiﬁcant challenges to linking active participation in warfare with male reproductive success and evolutionary explanations.
A valid examination of the ﬁtness beneﬁts of any potentially
adaptive trait also requires an assessment of the potential costs,
and it should be noted that there are signiﬁcant potential costs
on male reproductive success as the result of warfare. In basic
terms, lifetime fertility is the result of number of offspring produced discounted by offspring mortality. Therefore, behaviors
that compromise offspring survivorship would have a negative effect on male reproductive success. Among the Waorani,
women and children suffered signiﬁcant mortality as the result
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of intergroup conﬂict as well as population decreases due to
abduction (Beckerman et al. 2009). Warfare can also substantially increase postneonatal mortality, which could include the
offspring of male combatants. For example, pre- and postnatal
mortality is signiﬁcantly higher during times of war in the
Democratic Republic of Congo (Lindskog 2016). There is also
emerging evidence of intergenerational epigenetic transmission
of trauma experienced by male prisoners of war (Costa, Yetter,
and DeSomer 2018).
The effects of father absence and anxiety due to war are
potentially stressful to children, spouses, partners, and family
stability (Yablonsky, Yan, and Bullock 2016; see also Fear et al.
2018; Pexton, Farrants, and Yule 2018). Increased marital inﬁdelity can also be a cost in association with absence due to
military service. Balderrama-Durbin et al. (2017) reported 22.6%
of male airmen deployed for a year to Iraq experienced inﬁdelity
compared with 1.5% to 4% in community controls. Combatexposed men also reported similar rates of experiencing inﬁdelity (22.2%), which also exacerbated post-traumatic stress
(Kachadourian et al. 2015). Not only is the anxiety of inﬁdelity
stressful to relationships and families but it could also contribute to greater paternity uncertainty.
Rates of paternity uncertainty, inﬁdelity, and familial stress
are compelling evidence to suggest that there are signiﬁcant
potential hurdles that can compromise the reproductive ﬁtness
of men who are absent due to warfare or military service. As
with any other suggested adaptive trait, the identiﬁcation of
evolutionary beneﬁts due to participation in warfare also requires the consideration of these potential costs.
Perspectives from Life History Theory
Evolutionary theory requires the identiﬁcation, deﬁnition, and
quantiﬁcation of traits that are subject to natural selection.
However, the choice of traits for analysis can be challenging
given the range of phenotypic and genotypic variability between and within species (i.e., wings vs. legs, sexual vs. asexual
reproduction). The assessment of male reproductive success
in association with engagement with warfare may also be too
simplistic and an inappropriate dimension of ﬁtness to examine. life history theory builds on evolutionary theory by examining traits that are shared by most, if not all, organisms.
These traits include phenotypic and genotypic variability that
contributes directly to growth, reproduction, and maintenance.
The allocation of key resources, speciﬁcally time and energy
(i.e., calories), is also vital since they can result in selection for
physiological mechanisms that optimize trade-offs between
competing physiological needs in response to environmental
challenges. For example, changes in caloric availability and energetic expenditure commonly affect the production and action
of hormones that regulate reproduction (Bribiescas 2001; Bribiescas and Ellison 2007; Ellison 2003; Ketterson and Nolan
1992). Quantifying and assessing selection pressures on life history traits is also commonly examined through demographic
assessments that measure differences or changes in fertility and
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mortality.Nonrandomchangesinfertilityormortality,especially
in prereproductively and reproductively mature individuals, is
suggestive of natural selection in action (Hill 1993; Hill and
Kaplan 1999; see also Calder 1996; Hawkes and Paine 2006;
Stearns 1992).
The timing of key life history transitions such as reproductive maturation as well as gene-environment interactions and
phenotypic plasticity are also central to life history theory
(Pigliucci 2001; Schlichting and Pigliucci 1998; Stearns and
Koella 1986). In total, this approach provides evolutionary anthropologists with a powerful mechanism to conduct comparative investigations of evolution by natural selection on traits that
are shared by all organisms (Hill 1993; Stearns 1992). Violence
and warfare can be examined demographically by quantifying
the probability of morbidity and mortality at various life history stages or other life history variables such as age, body mass,
or sex (Thayer 2009). This can enlighten the potential selection
inﬂuences of these sources of morbidity and mortality on speciﬁc age classes of individuals. This does not necessarily mean
that certain traits are under positive selection, but it can provide
clues as to which individuals are vulnerable to selection due to
the risks of war.
The life history stages of most organisms can be divided into
several distinct transitions that are common to most organisms.
A juvenile stage is characterized by being sexually immature,
with most energy being devoted to growth. In humans, this
includes what we commonly call childhood. This stage also
includes infancy, characterized by total dependency on a caretaker, including a mother, a father, and other allocare givers.
High mortality is evident at this stage due to vulnerability to the
environment. Around the age of three or four years, slow and
steady growth with lower mortality becomes evident.
With the onset of adolescence and sexual maturation, growth
tends to accelerate, especially in males. This signals a shift from
energetic investment from growth to reproduction. As organisms with determinant growth, humans begin to decelerate
during late adolescence and cease growth during young adulthood when full reproductive maturation is achieved. The transition from childhood growth to reproductive maturation is
largely under the control of neuroendocrine factors that are
under genetic and environmental inﬂuence (Garcia-Mayor et al.
1997; Reiches et al. 2013).
In addition to the high mortality experienced by both male
and female infants, males experience a second signiﬁcant increase in mortality that tends to peak between the ages of 20
and 30. The primary source of this increase in male mortality
is greater risk tolerance. Males die from accidents, warfare,
and other high-risk behaviors. This increase is common across
various ecologies and cultures, including hunter-gatherers, and
is often observed among the young males of many primate
species (Bronikowski et al. 2011). This strongly suggests that
this increase in mortality is evolutionarily connected to male
life histories, most likely as a result of the common trade-off
between reproductive effort and survivorship (Bribiescas, Ellison, and Gray 2012).
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New Directions Based on Male Life
History Evolution
Sex Differences in Mortality
Age-speciﬁc mortality in young adult males is associated with
variation in risk tolerance. As mortality increases due to predation, environmental stochasticity, or other unpredictable threats,
organisms are more likely to engage in risky behavior, particularly if it potentially increases ﬁtness through greater mate access
(Martin 2015; Stearns 1976). This association has been proposed
to underlie greater risk tolerance in human communities that
suffer from low socioeconomic status, poor health outcomes,
resource scarcity, and higher extrinsic mortality (i.e., murder)
(Amir, Jordan, and Bribiescas 2016; Griskevicius et al. 2011).
Here I propose that age-speciﬁc mortality extends to the propensity for males to engage in warfare. High extrinsic mortality
during young adulthood ampliﬁes the likelihood of participation in combat, while high intrinsic mortality in older men,
compounded by paternity uncertainty and the potential for
greater political, social, or economic gain, contributes to the
motivation for older male leaders to view war as a viable option
for achieving political, social, and economic goals. Recent historical secular trends showing increases in extrinsic mortality
and earlier reproductive maturation may augment these associations (Amir, Jordan, and Bribiescas 2016; Goldstein 2011).
Males in general tend to have shorter lifespans compared
with females in many species, including humans. This tendency
is widespread across most populations regardless of environment or ecology, including outside of times of war (Kruger and
Nesse 2004, 2006). The reasons behind these differences in
lifespan have been extensively debated. Inherent vulnerabilities
in male physiology have been proposed such as the metabolic
and immunologic costs of testosterone as well as genetic factors that may be linked to the Y chromosome (Bribiescas 2001;
Ellison 2003). Testosterone can also compromise immune function, while estrogen can bolster defenses against infection in
women (Muehlenbein and Bribiescas 2005). Manipulative experiments to determine endogenous sources of mortality in
men, particularly the role of testosterone in humans, are challenging for the obvious ethical reasons. Historical lifespan comparisons between eunuchs and intact men have yielded conﬂicting results (Min, Lee, and Park 2012; Wilson and Roehrborn
1999). Low testosterone is often indicative of other comorbidities and is also sometimes associated with increased mortality (Araujo et al. 2011). Overall, men have higher rates of
heart disease and other ailments that contribute to shorter lifespans. In summation, male physiologies are more vulnerable to
environmental challenges compared with females. In other words,
at later ages, intrinsic mortality is more prominent in men; for
review, see Bribiescas (2006b, 2010, 2016).
Greater extrinsic mortality is more evident during young
adulthood in males compared with females. Between the ages of
15 and 25, there is a distinct spike in male mortality compared
with females due to accidents and risky behavior (ﬁg. 3, External Causes) (Kruger and Nesse 2004).
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Figure 3. Blue lines (triangles) reﬂect male mortality per 100,000. Females are magenta (round) (left Y-axis). The black solid line indicates
the male-female age-speciﬁc mortality ratio (right Y-axis). Courtesy of Kruger and Nesse (2004).

The reasons behind these differences have been extensively
debated, but it is clear that extrinsic sources of mortality, such
as accidents and other behaviors that indicate increased risk
tolerance, are more contributory to young adult mortality compared with intrinsic sources such as noninfectious disease. These
are the same ages in which males are likely to engage in combat
during war (ﬁg. 4).
The association between high mortality in young males and
the prevalence of male engagement with warfare is likely rooted
in mammalian traits that favor risky behaviors, aggression, and
competitiveness due to high variance in reproductive success
in males compared with females. That is, the ﬁtness beneﬁts
of aggression are potentially much higher in males compared
with females due to differences in reproductive constraints (Bribiescas 2001). Humans have also evolved the ability to restrain
aggressive tendencies in order to deploy other nonviolent strategies to increase ﬁtness. While men are more likely to engage in
violent behavior compared with women, this should be viewed
through the lens of the full range of behaviors that are common
among men across varied ecological, environmental, and social
conditions.

Figure 4. Probability of death in Ache foragers of Paraguay. Courtesy of Hill and Hurtado (1996).
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A young male’s willingness to engage in warfare may also be
ampliﬁed by limited reproductive opportunities. That is, young
adult males are more likely to have fewer children compared with
older men simply because of age and opportunities to father
offspring (Hill and Hurtado 1996:289; Marlowe 2000). Social
and political policies that result in limited marriage opportunities can contribute to such conditions. A poignant example
of the potential inﬂuence of low reproductive opportunities
in young males includes the growing demographic segment of
young males in China who are known as “bare branches” or
guanggun (Hudson and den Boer 2004). The male-skewed sex
ratio in China due to their one-child policy as well as preference
for raising sons compared with daughters have been suggested
to augment the willingness of males to engage in conﬂict and
high-risk behavior.
Are Hormones Contributing Factors to War?
Behavioral biology, speciﬁcally neuroendocrinology, has commonly been invoked to examine male conﬂict and violence.
Hormones are biological agents that sense environmental cues
that affect genetic and phenotypic expression. Hormonal effects
on behavior, fetal development, and growth are wide-ranging
and signiﬁcant for virtually all organisms, including humans.
Given their central role in growth, maintenance, and reproduction, hormones are also vital for assessing and testing hypotheses based on predictions of life history theory (Finch and
Rose 1995; Stearns 1976). Males on average have higher levels
of testosterone compared with females; therefore, one may postulate that testosterone may be associated with behavioral and
physical phenotypes that contribute to the propensity toward
male-biased violence and warfare (Herbert 2015). However,
there is no direct evidence to suggest that warfare is associated
with changes or levels of testosterone within male combatants.
As with many hormones, testosterone expresses a permissive
effect on behavior, priming the individual to consider participating in a suite of behavioral options. The manner in which
testosterone, or any other hormone, expresses inﬂuence on
behaviors such as violence is connected to circulating levels as
well as the expression, sensitivity, speciﬁcity, and location of
receptors. Associations between testosterone levels and aggression have received considerable attention since the discovery of
the steroid hormone (Freeman, Bloom, and McGuire 2001). A
complete review of this association is beyond the scope of this
paper; however, a recent meta-analysis reports that associations
between baseline, changes, and causal assessments of testosterone and measures of aggression are statistically weak (Geniole
et al. 2019). Most differences and positive associations between
testosterone and aggression emerge from complete castration
or at supraphysiological levels.
As with most other steroid hormones, the molecular structure of testosterone is extremely conservative and does not vary
between individuals or even most vertebrate species. The molecular structure of testosterone in humans is identical to other
mammals or even birds or reptiles. Therefore, if natural selec-
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tion were to inﬂuence the effects of testosterone on behavior, it
would likely be through controlling factors such as the expression of hypothalamic and/or pituitary gland hormones,
receptor, or the enzymes that guide steroid production since
these proteins are genetically encoded (Gottlieb et al. 2012).
There is very little evidence to support a simple dosedependent effect between testosterone and violent behavior.
Associations between the controlled administration of exogenous testosterone to normal men suggest a modest positive effect
on aggression that is attenuated by a wide range of individual variation (O’Connor et al. 2002; Pope, Kouri, and Hudson
2000). Testosterone also varies signiﬁcantly between individuals, communities, and populations. Men living in westernized
industrialized societies such as the United States and much of
Europe exhibit a much broader range of testosterone compared
with men in subsistence societies that rely more heavily on
manual labor, such as many forager and horticultural groups
(Harman et al. 2001). American and European men also exhibit
much higher testosterone levels, most likely as a response to
greater access to calories and more energy to invest in the anabolic and metabolic costs of testosterone (Beall et al. 1992;
Bribiescas 1996, 2001; Ellison, Lipson, and Meredith 1989; Ellison and Panter-Brick 1996; Ellison et al. 2002; Harman et al.
2001).
In addition to aggression, testosterone is associated with
competitive interactions that may play a role in the decision to
engage in the planning or combat in war. After a precompetitive rise in both participants, testosterone levels remain
higher in the individual who wins the interaction compared
with the one who loses. This response is common in a number
of contexts, including direct physical and nonphysical competition as well as in sports fans (Bernhardt et al. 1998; Booth
et al. 1989; Geniole et al. 2017; Gladue, Boechler, and McCaul
1989; Mazur 1992; Trumble et al. 2012). This response is complex, but a salient explanation for this association is that testosterone facilitates the uptake of glucose and increases basal
metabolism, especially in muscle tissue, most likely to prepare
for a competitive interaction (Tsai and Sapolsky 1996). Since
physical altercations in humans are not as common compared
with other primates or great apes, it is possible that this is a vestigial response that we inherited from our evolutionary hominid ancestors.
Combatants in modern warfare commonly use ﬁrearms.
One investigation found a signiﬁcant increase in salivary testosterone levels in college-aged males who handled a handgun
compared with controls who were given a toy gun. In addition,
males who handled handguns exhibited a greater sign of aggression, as assessed by the amount of hot sauce they were
willing to ingest compared with those who handled the toy.
These results require replication and it is unclear whether the
willingness to ingest hot sauce is a valid indication of aggression. These results are suggestive that empowerment may be a
salient factor in male behavioral endocrinology, speciﬁcally
in regard to testosterone (Klinesmith, Kasser, and McAndrew
2006).
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Testosterone can also vary signiﬁcantly with age. The run-up,
planning, and conduct of warfare commonly involve leaders of
nation-states, who are mostly older men. Testosterone in older
men is generally lower compared with younger men, although
there is signiﬁcant variation between populations (Ellison et al.
2002; Uchida et al. 2006). It is therefore unlikely that testosterone in older men is driving motivation to pursue warfare.
In younger men, however, increases in mortality coincides with
pubertal increases and peak testosterone levels during early
adulthood. It has been suggested that secular increases in testosterone as the result of improvements in nutritional status
have ampliﬁed young male mortality (Goldstein 2011). The
challenge to this suggestion is that there is signiﬁcant population
variation in testosterone levels over the lifespan of a male. Western industrialized populations tend to exhibit a modest decline
with age, while testosterone levels across the lifespan in nonindustrialized populations (i.e., foragers) exhibit attenuated or no
change with age (Ellison et al. 2002).
Paternity Uncertainty
Paternity uncertainty, the probability that a male identiﬁed as
the father of a particular child is not the biological father, may
play a role in the calculus of the evolution of male-biased warfare since the assessment of the ﬁtness costs and beneﬁts of
engaging in warfare require some knowledge of reproductive
success. Knowledge of paternity would be central to the evolution of any trait that is based on ﬁtness variation. A metaanalysis of paternity misassignment ranged from 1.7% in studies
that are biased toward men with high paternity certainty, 29.8%
in studies bias toward men with low certainty, and 16.7% when
conﬁdence is unknown (Anderson 2006). The importance of
this variable in the evolution of male participation in war is the
attenuation of the potential costs of war on male ﬁtness. If there
are ﬁtness beneﬁts to engaging in warfare in the form of greater
reproductive success, those beneﬁts should be discounted by
the probability that war would compromise the survivorship of
offspring. Conﬁdence in the identiﬁcation of offspring would
therefore be important for the evolution of male participation
in war. It can therefore be hypothesized that the motivation to
engage in warfare might be attenuated if there is a high probability of compromising the survivorship of one’s own offspring.
In addition, the probability of participating in war would be
increased if it is believed that engaging in warfare would protect offspring and augment their survivorship. In either case,
paternity assessment would be vital information; see also Bribiescas (2006a, conclusion, 2016, chap. 7).
Whether the risk of paternity uncertainty is unique to contemporary or past nation-states and complex civilizations (i.e.,
Maya) is unclear. It should also be noted that the range of variation in perceptions of fatherhood and paternity is signiﬁcant,
adding another layer of complexity to incorporating paternity
uncertainty into an evolutionary perspective. In forager and
other nonindustrialized populations, paternity assignment and
cultural deﬁnitions of fatherhood can be ﬂuid. An extreme ex-
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ample is among the Himba of Namibia who exhibit an extrapair paternity (EPP) rate of 48%, with 70% of couples having at
least one EPP child. What is of particular interest is that EPP is
very transparent, with both men and women accurately detecting and accepting cases of EPP (women 72% accuracy; men
73%) (Scelza et al. 2020b). The Himba express strong norms
associated with fatherhood independent of biological paternity
(Prall and Scelza 2020).
Deﬁnitions of paternity and fatherhood also vary among
Amazonian populations with many deploying the belief and
practice of partitioning paternity of the same offspring among
different men. In a comparative study of 128 such populations,
partible paternity was as much as twice as common as biologically based beliefs. The costs of decreases in paternity uncertainty may be mitigated by greater extra-pair partners. Women
also may beneﬁt by received resources from multiple males
(Beckerman and Valentine 2002; Walker, Flinn, and Hill 2010).
Clearly, while paternity is potentially vital information for the
evolution of male reproductive strategies and the decision to
engage in warfare, paternity and fatherhood is a complex variable. Nonetheless, during wartime, concern and care for children is often disproportionately performed by mothers. This sets
the stage for differential tolerances between men and women over
risk toward children within the context of war (Robertson and
Duckett 2007).
Older Men
In addition to high mortality during young adulthood, death
from intrinsic sources increases dramatically at older ages. This
is signiﬁcant for understanding the motivation of older men in
leadership that plan and decide when and how to go to war
(Garﬁeld, von Rueden, and Hagen 2019). It is plausible that,
similar to younger men with high mortality, increases in risk
tolerance and the probability of engagement in warfare are also
heightened in older men who face higher mortality due to aging. While older men are less likely to be directly engaged in
combat due to diminished strength and physical capacity compared with younger males, they retain the ability to leverage
social, political, and economic power to be involved in the planning of warfare as well as the deployment of modern weapons
that do not rely on physical strength. This is common in the
armed forces of modern industrialized populations where military rank and age positively covary. For example, within the
armed forces of the United States, higher-ranking individuals
tend to be among the oldest, especially within the ranks of
ofﬁcers (US Department of Defense 2019). However, this may
not be universal across societies and cultures. For example,
Glowacki, Wilson, and Wrangham (2017:9) argue: “Unlike warfare in state societies, hunter-gatherer conﬂict did not involve
chains of command or formal leaders. Although prominent
and well-respected persons may plan strategy, there were no
mechanisms to compel participation.”
It is likely that prominent and well-respected persons included
older individuals, particularly men who may have combat
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Figure 5. Model of the suggested association between willingness
to engage in warfare and age-speciﬁc mortality.

experience or useful knowledge of the opposing community.
Mobile forager societies may also retain the social and cultural
plasticity to adjust their leadership organization in response to
novel threats. For example, Hoebel (1954) notes that leadership
organization among North American plains foragers adapted
to the threats of colonial expansion by Europeans.
However, for ﬁtness beneﬁts to be evident in older men,
there should be evidence of signiﬁcant fertility variation. There
is compelling evidence that the evolution of long lifespans compared with other great apes was accompanied by signiﬁcant fertility in men over the age of 50, the common age of reproductive cessation (menopause) in women (Hill et al. 2001; Kuhnert
and Nieschlag 2004; Tuljapurkar, Puleston, and Gurven 2007).
Therefore, high age-related mortality (intrinsic in older men;
extrinsic in younger) may contribute to greater risk tolerance and
the likelihood of engagement in warfare if there are potential
ﬁtness beneﬁts (ﬁg. 5).
However, women also experienced evolutionary increases in
lifespan compared with other great apes. One would expect
women rulers to engage in warfare as often as males since they
too would experience increases in intrinsic mortality with age.
Evidence to test this hypothesis is limited, but between 1480
and 1913, European queens were 27% more likely to engage in
war compared with kings (Dube and Harish 2017). It is unclear
whether age was a factor in these queens engaging in war; however, unlike men, women are certain of the identity of their offspring and are more capable of making accurate assessments of
risk, including those related to going to war, that might affect
the well-being of their children. Men do not have this certainty.
Protection of children is a potential deterrence for initiating and
maintaining warfare. Since older men can never be completely
certain of their paternity certainty, this may contribute to the
evolution of greater risk tolerance and willingness to engage in
war compared with women. This suggestion is not without
weaknesses. For example, females, even with complete maternity
certainty, can and do abandon offspring under speciﬁc circumstances (Hrdy 1999).
Paternity uncertainty in conjunction with age-speciﬁc fertility affects reproductive success in males and therefore a
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male’s willingness to engage in high-risk behavior, especially
under conditions of high mortality. Males who father offspring
with high paternity certainty should be more willing to engage
in greater parental investment and less risky behavior, including decisions to instigate or participate in war since it would
potentially endanger their own offspring, increase their risk of
experiencing inﬁdelity, and be detrimental to family stability
(Balderrama-Durbin et al. 2017; Bribiescas, Ellison, and Gray
2012; Gray and Anderson 2010; Kachadourian et al. 2015).
Indeed, fathers, especially those who are deeply engaged with
paternal care and investment, exhibit lower testosterone levels
compared with nonfathers and fathers who are less engaged
with their children (Gettler et al. 2011; Gray 2003; Muller et al.
2009). While the physiological signiﬁcance of testosterone level
differences in association with fatherhood remains unclear,
this variation intimates neuroendocrine associations that merit
further investigation. Conversely, older men who have high intrinsic mortality and lower reproductive success (deﬁned as
lifetime fertility discounted by offspring survivorship), limited
mating opportunities, and/or high paternity uncertainty should
be more likely to engage in high-risk behavior, including a
greater willingness to engage in warfare, since the potential
ﬁtness costs are lower compared with men on the opposite end
of the model spectrum (ﬁg. 6).

Future Directions
Evolutionary and life history theory provides a lens through
which the emergence and development of organisms can be
understood and sometimes predicted. However, biology is not
destiny. Indeed, if other human evolutionary traits could be
fostered, it might mitigate those characteristics that make our
species vulnerable to war, conﬂict, and the marginalization of
those who lack political, economic, and social power. The accumulation of wealth and political power by males who exhibit
these traits creates a social milieu that perpetuates violence and
warfare. Through democratic means, societies should strongly

Figure 6. A model of the association between willingness to engage in warfare and lifetime reproductive success discounted by
offspring survivorship and paternity certainty (!1.0).
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consider the role of women, their marginalization, and ways
to increase their economic and political power. For example,
children’s and maternal mortality is signiﬁcantly lower in nations where women’s representation is above 30% of their legislative bodies (Macmillan, Shoﬁa, and Sigle 2018). The surplus
time and energy that males have due to political and economic
inequality is likely magniﬁed by differences in time and energy
investment in reproductive effort.
Other organisms exhibit many of the male life history traits
that are discussed in this paper. Why don’t they exhibit war?
Some, like chimpanzees, do conduct war or warlike behavior.
Many other organisms participate in group conﬂict. It is likely
that human intelligence, the ability to plan, extreme sociality,
and the propensity to create sophisticated tools in the form of
weapons have ampliﬁed our effectiveness to conduct war. This
is likely a clear trade-off in the evolution of sophisticated cognition and tool design. A hammerstone can be used to forage
more effectively or it can be used as a weapon against a perceived enemy.
Applying predictions from evolutionary and life history
theory to better understand masculinity and warfare is potentially useful but constrained. The suggestions in this paper are
rooted in the assumption that traits evolve over a considerable
length of time, thousands if not millions of years. These suggestions therefore are of little utility in predicting individual
behavior, nor are they meant to diminish the sincerity of those
who serve with honor and in good faith in the armed services.
These suggestions attempt to provide insights into the evolution of our species. Evolutionary anthropologists should be
vigilant to ensure that hypotheses that attempt to unravel the
complexities of war and the role of males are grounded in
sound empirical approaches and clear deﬁnitions of variables
and are free from handwaving explanations. In short, just because it makes evolutionary sense does not make it true. Qualitative research, in particular sound ethnographic observation,
can provide clues for empirical research. Moreover, the accumulation of raw qualitative data in an era of “big data” presents
the opportunity to engage in research strategies that leverage
Bayesian inference, an option that was often not feasible for
previous generations of researchers (Konigsberg and Frankenberg 2013).
Similarly, anthropologists who engage in more qualitative
research can beneﬁt from quantitative approaches that provide
guardrails on ideas that are not supported by data-driven research. While researchers continue to interrogate the association between warfare and masculinity, often suggesting that
they are uniquely entwined, it is important to note that men
also engage in nurturing behaviors that are rare in mammals
and absent in other great apes. Unlike many other primates and
mammals, men retain the ability to be nurturing to their children and to others in their community (Gettler 2010; Gettler
et al. 2011; Gray and Anderson 2010; Gray, Yang, and Pope
2006; Gray et al. 2002; Kuzawa et al. 2009). Supporting and encouraging these traits may provide a pathway to a more peaceful future.

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank the past and present members of the
Yale Reproductive Ecology Laboratory for their constant support and inspiration. I am also grateful to Matthew Gutmann,
Agustín Fuentes, and Robin Nelson for their encouragement
to work on this project. And I wish Laurie Obbink “bon voyage”
and extend my hearty thanks for her years of service to the anthropology community.

References Cited
Adams, David B. 1983. Why there are so few women warriors. Behavior Science
Research 18(3):196–212.
Amir, D., M. R. Jordan, and Richard G. Bribiescas. 2016. A longitudinal
assessment of associations between adolescent environment, adversity perception, and economic status on fertility and age of menarche. PLoS One
11(6):e0155883.
Anderson, K. G. 2006. How well does paternity conﬁdence match actual paternity? evidence from worldwide nonpaternity rates. Current Anthropology
47(3):513–520.
Andersson, M. B. 1994. Sexual selection. Monographs in Behavior and Ecology.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Araujo, A. B., J. M. Dixon, E. A. Suarez, M. H. Murad, L. T. Guey, and G. A.
Wittert. 2011. Clinical review: endogenous testosterone and mortality in
men: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Clinical Endocrinology
and Metabolism 96(10):3007–3019.
Ardrey, Robert. 1961. African genesis: a personal investigation into the animal
origins and nature of man. 1st American edition. New York: Atheneum.
Balderrama-Durbin, C., K. Stanton, D. K. Snyder, J. A. Cigrang, G. W. Talcott,
A. M. Smith Slep, R. E. Heyman, and D. G. Cassidy. 2017. The risk for marital inﬁdelity across a year-long deployment. Journal of Family Psychology
31(5):629–634.
Bale, Patricia M., Neville J. Howard, and James E. Wright. 1992. Male pseudohermaphroditism in XY children with female phenotype. Pediatric Pathology
12(1):29–49.
Beall, C. M., C. M. Worthman, J. Stallings, K. P. Strohl, G. M. Brittenham, and
M. Barragan. 1992. Salivary testosterone concentration of Aymara men native
to 3600 m. Annals of Human Biology 19(1):67–78.
Beckerman, Stephen, P. I. Erickson, J. Yost, J. Regalado, L. Jaramillo, C. Sparks,
M. Iromenga, and K. Long. 2009. Life histories, blood revenge, and reproductive success among the Waorani of Ecuador. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the USA 106(20):8134–8139.
Beckerman, Stephen, and Paul Valentine. 2002. Cultures of multiple fathers: the
theory and practice of partible paternity in lowland South America. Gainesville:
University Press of Florida.
Bernhardt, P. C., J. M. Dabb Jr., J. A. Fielden, and C. D. Lutter. 1998. Testosterone
changes during vicarious experiences of winning and losing among fans at
sporting events. Physiology and Behavior 65(1):59–62.
Betzig, Laura. 2012. Means, variances, and ranges in reproductive success:
comparative evidence. Evolution and Human Behavior 33(4):309–317.
Bigelow, Robert. 1972. Genetic drift and human evolution. Bollettino di zoologia
39(1):39–51.
Bliege Bird, Rebecca, and Brian F. Codding. 2015. The sexual division of labor. In
Emerging trends in the social and behavioral sciences. R. Scott and S. Kosslyn,
eds. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.
Blinn Reber, Vera. 1988. The demographics of Paraguay: a reinterpretation of
the great war, 1864–70. Hispanic American Historical Review 68(2):289–319.
Booth, A. G., A. Shelley, G. Mazur, G. Tharp, and R. Kittock. 1989. Testosterone
and winning and losing in human competition. Hormones and Behavior
23:556–571.
Bribiescas, Richard G. 1996. Testosterone levels among Aché hunter-gatherer
men: a functional interpretation of population variation among adult males.
Human Nature 7(2):163–188.
———. 2001. Reproductive ecology and life history of the human male.
Yearbook of Physical Anthropology 33:148–176.
———. 2006a. Men: evolutionary and life history. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Bribiescas

Evolutionary and Life History Insights into Masculinity and Warfare

———. 2006b. On the evolution of human male reproductive senescence:
proximate mechanisms and life history strategies. Evolutionary Anthropology 15(4):132–141.
———. 2010. An evolutionary and life history perspective on human male
reproductive senescence. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 1204:
54–64.
———. 2016. How men age: what evolution reveals about male health and
mortality. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Bribiescas, Richard G., and Peter T. Ellison. 2007. How hormones mediate
trade-offs in human health and disease. In Evolution in health and disease.
S. C. Stearns and J. C. Koella, eds. Pp. 77–94. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.
Bribiescas, Richard G., Peter T. Ellison, and Peter B. Gray. 2012. Male life history,
reproductive effort, and the evolution of the genus Homo: new directions
and perspectives. Current Anthropology 53(S6):S424–S435.
Bronikowski, A. M., J. Altmann, D. K. Brockman, M. Cords, L. M. Fedigan,
A. Pusey, T. Stoinski, W. F. Morris, K. B. Strier, and S. C. Alberts. 2011. Aging
in the natural world: comparative data reveal similar mortality patterns across
primates. Science 331(6022):1325–1328.
Calder, William A., III. 1996. Size, function, and life history. Mineola, NY: Dover.
Carreiras, Helena. 2006. Gender and the military: women in the armed forces
of western democracies. Cass Military Studies. London: Routledge, Taylor &
Francis.
Chagnon, Napoleon A. 1988. Life histories, blood revenge, and warfare in a tribal
population. Science 239(4843):985–992.
Connell, R. W. 2005. Masculinities. 2nd edition. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Costa, Dora L., Noelle Yetter, and Heather DeSomer. 2018. Intergenerational
transmission of paternal trauma among US Civil War ex-POWs. Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences of the USA 115(44):11215–11220.
Crook, D. P. 1983. Darwin on war and aggression. Australian Journal of Politics
and History 29(2):344–353.
Dart, Raymond Arthur. 1953. The predatory transition from ape to man. International Anthropological and Linguistic Review 1(4):201–217.
Darwin, Charles. 1859. On the origin of species by means of natural selection or
the preservation of favoured races in the struggle for life. London: John Murray,
Albemarle Street.
Dawson, Doyne. 1999. Evolutionary theory and group selection: the question of
warfare. History and Theory 38(4):79–100.
de Mitcheson, Y. S., and M. Liu. 2008. Functional hermaphroditism in teleosts.
Fish and Fisheries 9(1):1–43.
Dobzhansky, Theodosius. 1977. Evolution. San Francisco: W. H. Freeman.
Dube, O., and S. P. Harish. 2017. Queens. NBER Working Paper Series. Cambridge,
MA: National Bureau of Economic Research.
Dubuc, C., A. Ruiz-Lambides, and A. Widdig. 2014. Variance in male lifetime
reproductive success and estimation of the degree of polygyny in a primate.
Behavioral Ecology 25(4):878–889.
Dunsworth, H. M. 2020. Expanding the evolutionary explanations for sex differences in the human skeleton. Evolutionary Anthropology 29(3):108–116.
Ehrlich, P. R., J. Harte, M. A. Harwell, P. H. Raven, C. Sagan, G. M. Woodwell,
J. Berry, et al. 1983. Long-term biological consequences of nuclear war. Science
222(4630):1293–1300.
Ellison, Peter T. 2001. Reproductive ecology and human evolution: evolutionary
foundations of human behavior. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
———. 2003. Energetics and reproductive effort. American Journal of Human
Biology 15(3):342–351.
Ellison, Peter T., and Richard G. Bribiescas. 2018. Sexual dimorphism in morphology and reproductive effort. Paper presented at the 87th annual meeting
of the American Association of Physical Anthropologists.
Ellison, Peter T., Richard G. Bribiescas, G. R. Bentley, B. C. Campbell, S. F.
Lipson, C. Panter-Brick, and K. Hill. 2002. Population variation in age-related
decline in male salivary testosterone. Human Reproduction 17(12):3251–
3253.
Ellison, Peter T., S .F. Lipson, and M. D. Meredith. 1989. Salivary testosterone
levels in males from the Ituri forest of Zaire. American Journal of Human
Biology 1(1):21–24.
Ellison, Peter T., and C. Panter-Brick. 1996. Salivary testosterone levels among
Tamang and Kami males of central Nepal. Human Biology 68(6):955–965.
Estabrook, V. H. 2014. Violence and warfare in the European Mesolithic and
Paleolithic. In Violence and warfare among hunter-gatherers. M. W. Allen and
T. L. Jones, eds. Pp. 49–69. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast.
Fear, N. T., R. V. Reed, S. Rowe, H. Burdett, D. Pernet, A. Mahar, A. C. Iversen,
P. Ramchandani, A. Stein, and S. Wessely. 2018. Impact of paternal deploy-

S51

ment to the conﬂicts in Iraq and Afghanistan and paternal post-traumatic
stress disorder on the children of military fathers. British Journal of Psychiatry
212(6):347–355.
Feinberg, Leslie. 1996. Transgender warriors: making history from Joan of Arc to
Dennis Rodman. Boston: Beacon.
Ferguson, R. Brian. 2011. Born to live: challenging killer myths. In Origins of
altruism and cooperation. R. W. Sussman and C. R. Cloninger, eds. Pp. 249–
270. New York: Springer.
———. 2015. History, explanation, and war among the Yanomami: a response
to Chagnon’s noble savages. Anthropological Theory 15(4):377–406.
Finch, C. E., and M. R. Rose. 1995. Hormones and the physiological architecture
of life history evolution. Quarterly Review of Biology 70(1):1–52.
Freeman, E. R., D. A. Bloom, and E. J. McGuire. 2001. A brief history of testosterone. Journal of Urology 165(2):371–373.
Fry, Douglas P. 2013. War, peace, and human nature: the convergence of evolutionary and cultural views. New York: Oxford University Press.
Fry, Douglas P., and P. Soderberg. 2013. Lethal aggression in mobile forager
bands and implications for the origins of war. Science 341(6143):270–273.
Fuentes, Agustin. 2017. The creative spark: how imagination made humans exceptional. New York: Dutton.
Garcia-Mayor, R. V., M. A. Andrade, M. Rios, M. Lage, C. Dieguez, and F. F.
Casanueva. 1997. Serum leptin levels in normal children: relationship to age,
gender, body mass index, pituitary-gonadal hormones, and pubertal stage.
Journal of Clinical Endocrinology and Metabolism 82(9):2849–2855.
Garﬁeld, Zachary H., Christopher von Rueden, and Edward H. Hagen. 2019.
The evolutionary anthropology of political leadership. Leadership Quarterly
30(1):59–80.
Gat, Azar. 1999. The pattern of ﬁghting in simple, small-scale, prestate societies.
Journal of Anthropological Research 55(4):563–583.
GBD Mortality 2015 and Causes of Death Collaborators. 2016. Global, regional,
and national life expectancy, all-cause mortality, and cause-speciﬁc mortality
for 249 causes of death, 1980–2015: a systematic analysis for the Global
Burden of Disease study 2015. Lancet 388(10053):1459–1544.
Geniole, S. N., B. M. Bird, J. S. McVittie, R. B. Purcell, J. Archer, and J. M. Carre.
2019. Is testosterone linked to human aggression? a meta-analytic examination of the relationship between baseline, dynamic, and manipulated testosterone on human aggression. Hormones and Behavior 123(July):104644.
Geniole, S. N., B. M. Bird, E. L. Ruddick, and J. M. Carre. 2017. Effects of
competition outcome on testosterone concentrations in humans: an updated
meta-analysis. Hormones and Behavior 92:37–50.
Gettler, L. T. 2010. Direct male care and hominin evolution: why male-child
interaction is more than a nice social idea. American Anthropologist 112(1):7–
21.
Gettler, L. T., T. W. McDade, A. B. Feranil, and C. W. Kuzawa. 2011. Longitudinal evidence that fatherhood decreases testosterone in human males.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the USA 108(39):16194–
16199.
Gilmore, David D. 1990. Manhood in the making: cultural concepts of masculinity. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Gladue, B., M. Boechler, and K. McCaul. 1989. Hormonal response to competition in human males. Aggressive Behavior 15:409–422.
Glowacki, Luke. 2016. Violence and warfare among hunter-gatherers. Journal
of Anthropological Research 72(1):124–125.
Glowacki, Luke, Michael L. Wilson, and Richard W. Wrangham. 2017. The
evolutionary anthropology of war. Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization, doi: 10.1016/j.jebo.2017.09.014.
Glowacki, Luke, and Richard W. Wrangham. 2013. The role of rewards in
motivating participation in simple warfare. Human Nature 24(4):444–460.
———. 2015. Warfare and reproductive success in a tribal population. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the USA 112(2):348–353.
Goldstein, J. R. 2011. A secular trend toward earlier male sexual maturity: evidence from shifting ages of male young adult mortality. PLoS One 6(8):
e14826.
Gomez, J. M., M. Verdu, A. Gonzalez-Megias, and M. Mendez. 2016. The
phylogenetic roots of human lethal violence. Nature 538(7624):233–237.
Goodall, Jane. 1986. The chimpanzees of Gombe: patterns of behavior. Cambridge, MA: Belknap.
Gottlieb, B., L. K. Beitel, A. Nadarajah, M. Paliouras, and M. Triﬁro. 2012. The
androgen receptor gene mutations database: 2012 update. Human Mutation 33(5):887–894.
Gray, Peter B. 2003. Marriage, parenting, and testosterone variation among
Kenyan Swahili men. American Journal of Physical Anthropology 122(3):279–
286.

S52
Gray, Peter B., and Kermyt G. Anderson. 2010. Fatherhood: evolution and human paternal behavior. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Gray, Peter B., Sonya M. Kahlenberg, Emily S. Barrett, S. F. Lipson, and Peter T.
Ellison. 2002. Marriage and fatherhood are associated with lower testosterone
in males. Evolution and Human Behavior 23:193–201.
Gray, Peter B., C. F. Yang, and H. G. Pope Jr. 2006. Fathers have lower salivary
testosterone levels than unmarried men and married non-fathers in Beijing,
China. Proceedings: Biological sciences 273(1584):333–339.
Griskevicius, V., J. M. Tybur, A. W. Delton, and T. E. Robertson. 2011. The
inﬂuence of mortality and socioeconomic status on risk and delayed rewards:
a life history theory approach. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
100(6):1015–1026.
Gutmann, Matthew C. 1997. Trafﬁcking in men: the anthropology of masculinity. Annual Review of Anthropology 26(1):385–409.
Hamilton, W. D. 1964. The genetical evolution of social behaviour. I, ii. Journal
of Theoretical Biology 7:1–52.
Harman, S. M., E. J. Metter, J. D. Tobin, J. Pearson, and M. R. Blackman. 2001.
Longitudinal effects of aging on serum total and free testosterone levels in
healthy men: Baltimore longitudinal study of aging. Journal of Clinical Endocrinology and Metabolism 86(2):724–731.
Hawkes, Kristen, and Richard R. Paine. 2006. The evolution of human life history.
1st edition. Santa Fe, NM: School of American Research.
Herbert, J. 2015. Testosterone: sex, power and the will to win. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Hill, Kim R. 1993. Life history theory and evolutionary anthropology. Evolutionary Anthropology 2(3):78–88.
Hill, Kim R., Christophe Boesch, Jane Goodall, Anne Pusey, Jennifer Williams,
and Richard W. Wrangham. 2001. Mortality rates among wild chimpanzees.
Journal of Human Evolution 40:437–450.
Hill, Kim R., and A. Magdalena Hurtado. 1996. Ache life history: the ecology and
demography of a foraging people: foundations of human behavior. New York:
Aldine de Gruyter.
Hill, Kim R., and H. Kaplan. 1999. Life history traits in humans: theory and
empirical studies. Annual Review of Anthropology 28:397–430.
Hirshﬁeld, M. F., and D. W. Tinkle. 1975. Natural selection and the evolution of
reproductive effort. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
USA 72(6):2227–2231.
Hoebel, E. Adamson. 1954. The law of primitive man; a study in comparative
legal dynamics. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Hrdy, Sarah Blaffer. 1999. Mother nature: a history of mothers, infants, and
natural selection. 1st edition. New York: Pantheon.
———. 2000. The optimal number of fathers: evolution, demography, and
history in the shaping of female mate preferences. Annals of the New York
Academy of Science 907:75–96.
Hudson, Valerie M., and Andrea M. den Boer. 2004. Bare branches: security
implications of Asia’s surplus male population: basic studies in international
security. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Kachadourian, L. K., B. N. Smith, C. T. Taft, and D. Vogt. 2015. The impact
of inﬁdelity on combat-exposed service members. Journal of Traumatic Stress
28(5):418–425.
Kass, B. D. 2007. War and sacriﬁce: studies in the archaeology of conﬂict. Journal
of Military History 71(4):1213–1215.
Ketterson, E. D., and V. Nolan Jr. 1992. Hormones and life histories: an integrative approach. American Naturalist 140(suppl. 5):S33–S62.
Klinesmith, J., T. Kasser, and F. T. McAndrew. 2006. Guns, testosterone, and
aggression: an experimental test of a mediational hypothesis. Psychological
Science 17(7):568–571.
Konigsberg, L. W., and S. R. Frankenberg. 2013. Bayes in biological anthropology. American Journal of Physical Anthropology 152(suppl. 57):153–
184.
Kruger, Daniel J., and R. M. Nesse. 2004. Sexual selection and the male: female
mortality ratio. Evolutionary Psychology 2:66–85.
———. 2006. An evolutionary life-history framework for understanding sex
differences in human mortality rates. Human Nature 17(1):74–97.
Kuhnert, B., and E. Nieschlag. 2004. Reproductive functions of the ageing
male. Human Reproduction Update 10(4):327–339.
Kuzawa, C. W., L. T. Gettler, M. N. Muller, T. W. McDade, and A. B. Feranil.
2009. Fatherhood, pairbonding and testosterone in the Philippines. Hormones
and Behavior 56(4):429–435.
Le Boeuf, Burney J. 1974. Male-male competition and reproductive success in
elephant seals. American Zoologist 14:163–176.
Lewontin, R. C. 1970. The units of selection. Annual Review of Ecology and
Systematics 1:1–18.

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

Lindskog, E. E. 2016. The effect of war on infant mortality in the Democratic
Republic of Congo. BMC Public Health 16(1):1059.
Lizot, Jacques. 1994. On warfare: an answer to N. A. Chagnon. American Ethnologist 21(4):845–862.
Macmillan, Ross, Naila Shoﬁa, and Wendy Sigle. 2018. Gender and the politics of death: female representation, political and developmental context, and
population health in a cross-national panel. Demography 55(5):1905–1934.
Majolo, B. 2019. Warfare in an evolutionary perspective. Evolutionary Anthropology 28(6):321–331.
Marlowe, F. 2000. The patriarch hypothesis: an alternative explanation of menopause. Human Nature 11(1):27–42.
Martin, D. L., and R. P. Harrod. 2015. Bioarchaeological contributions to the
study of violence. American Journal of Physical Anthropology 156(suppl. 59):116–
145.
Martin, T. E. 2015. Life history: age-related mortality explains life history strategies of tropical and temperate songbirds. Science 349(6251):966–970.
Maynard Smith, J. 1998. The units of selection. Novartis Foundation Symposia
213:203–211, discussion 211–217.
Mazur, Allan. 1992. Testosterone and chess competition. Social Psychology
Quarterly 55(1):70–77.
McPherson, F. J., and P. J. Chenoweth. 2012. Mammalian sexual dimorphism.
Animal Reproduction Science 131(3):109–122.
Mead, Margaret. 1949. Male and female, a study of the sexes in a changing world.
New York: Morrow.
Micheletti, A. J. C., G. D. Ruxton, and A. Gardner. 2018. Why war is a man’s
game. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 285(1884).
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2018.0975.
Min, K. J., C. K. Lee, and H. N. Park. 2012. The lifespan of Korean eunuchs.
Current Biology 22(18):R792–R793.
Mitani, John C. 2006. Demographic inﬂuences on the behavior of chimpanzees.
Primates 47(1):6–13.
Mitani, John C., D. P. Watts, and S. J. Amsler. 2010. Lethal intergroup aggression leads to territorial expansion in wild chimpanzees. Current Biology
20(12):R507–R508.
Moore, John H. 1990. The reproductive success of Cheyenne war chiefs: a contrary case to Chagnon’s Yanomamo. Current Anthropology 31(3):322–330.
Mosse, George L. 1996. The image of man: the creation of modern masculinity.
Studies in the History of Sexuality. New York: Oxford University Press.
Muehlenbein, M. P., and Richard G. Bribiescas. 2005. Testosterone-mediated
immune functions and male life histories. American Journal of Human Biology
17(5):527–558.
Muller, M. N., F. W. Marlow, R. Bugumba, and Peter T. Ellison. 2009. Testosterone and paternal care in East African foragers and pastoralists. Proceedings
of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 276:347–354.
O’Connor, D. B., J. Archer, W. M. Hair, and F. C. Wu. 2002. Exogenous testosterone, aggression, and mood in eugonadal and hypogonadal men. Physiology and Behavior 75(4):557–566.
Patton, J. Q. 2000. Reciprocal altruism and warfare: a case from the Ecuadorian
Amazon. In Adaptation and human behavior: an anthropological perspective.
Lee Cronk, N. A. Chagnon, and William Irons, eds. Pp. 417–436. New York:
Routledge.
Pexton, S., J. Farrants, and W. Yule. 2018. The impact of fathers’ military deployment on child adjustment: the support needs of primary school children and their families separated during active military service: a pilot study.
Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry 23(1):110–124.
Pigliucci, Massimo. 2001. Phenotypic plasticity: beyond nature and nurture.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.
Pope, H. G., Jr., E. M. Kouri, and J. I. Hudson. 2000. Effects of supraphysiologic
doses of testosterone on mood and aggression in normal men: a randomized controlled trial. Archives of General Psychiatry 57(2):133–140, discussion
155–156.
Power, Margaret. 1991. The egalitarians—human and chimpanzee: an anthropological view of social organization. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.
Prall, S. P., and B. A. Scelza. 2020. Why men invest in non-biological offspring:
paternal care and paternity conﬁdence among Himba pastoralists. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 287(1922):20192890.
Reiches, M. W., S. E. Moore, A. M. Prentice, A. Prentice, Y. Sawo, and Peter T.
Ellison. 2013. The adolescent transition under energetic stress: body composition tradeoffs among adolescent women in The Gambia. Evolution, Medicine, and Public Health 2013(1):75–85.
Reif, L. L. 1986. Women in Latin-American guerrilla movements—a comparative perspective. Comparative Politics 18(2):147–169.

Bribiescas

Evolutionary and Life History Insights into Masculinity and Warfare

Roach, N. T., M. Venkadesan, M. J. Rainbow, and D. E. Lieberman. 2013. Elastic
energy storage in the shoulder and the evolution of high-speed throwing in
Homo. Nature 498(7455):483–486.
Robarchek, C., and C. J. Robarchek. 1992. Cultures of war and peace: a comparative study of Waorani and Semai. In Aggression and peacefulness in humans and other primates. James Silverberg and J. Patrick Gray, eds. Pp. 189–
213. New York: Oxford University Press.
Robertson, C. L., and L. Duckett. 2007. Mothering during war and postwar in
Bosnia. Journal of Family Nursing 13(4):461–483.
Roselli, C. E. 2018. Neurobiology of gender identity and sexual orientation.
Journal of Neuroendocrinology 30(7):e12562.
Scelza, Brooke A., Elizabeth G. Atkinson, Sean Prall, Richard McElreath, Jacob
Sheehama, and Brenna M. Henn. 2020a. The ethics and logistics of ﬁeld-based
genetic paternity studies. Evolutionary Human Sciences 2:e22.
Scelza, Brooke A., Sean P. Prall, N. Swinford, S. Gopalan, Elizabeth G. Atkinson,
Richard McElreath, Jacob Sheehama, and Brenna M. Henn. 2020. High rate
of extrapair paternity in a human population demonstrates diversity in human reproductive strategies. Science Advances 6(8):eaay6195.
Schlichting, Carl, and Massimo Pigliucci. 1998. Phenotypic evolution: a reaction
norm perspective. Sunderland, MA: Sinauer.
Schoumaker, Bruno. 2019. Male fertility around the world and over time: how
different is it from female fertility? Population and Development Review
45(3):459–487.
Song, S. J., and J. de Jong. 2015. Child soldiers: children associated with ﬁghting
forces. Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America 24(4):765–775.
Stearns, Stephen C. 1976. Life-history tactics: a review of the ideas. Quarterly
Review of Biology 51(1):3–47.
———. 1992. The evolution of life histories. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Stearns, Stephen C., and J. C. Koella. 1986. The evolution of phenotypic plasticity in life-history traits: predictions of reaction norms for age and size at
maturity. Evolution 40(5):893–913.
Tanner, J. M. 1978. Fetus into man: physical growth from conception to maturity.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Tepe, V., A. Yarnell, B. C. Nindl, S. Van Arsdale, and P. A. Deuster. 2016.
Women in combat: summary of ﬁndings and a way ahead. Military Medicine
181(1 suppl.):109–118.
Thayer, B. A. 2009. Considering population and war: a critical and neglected
aspect of conﬂict studies. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of
London B: Biological Sciences 364(1532):3081–3092.
Trumble, B. C., D. K. Cummings, K. A. O’Connor, D. J. Holman, E. A. Smith,
H. S. Kaplan, and M. D. Gurven. 2013. Age-independent increases in male
salivary testosterone during horticultural activity among Tsimane foragerfarmers. Evolution and Human Behavior 34(5). https://doi.org/10.1016/j
.evolhumbehav.2013.06.002.
Trumble, B. C., D. Cummings, C. von Rueden, K. A. O’Connor, E. A. Smith,
M. Gurven, and H. Kaplan. 2012. Physical competition increases testosterone among Amazonian forager-horticulturalists: a test of the “challenge
hypothesis.” Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 279(1739):
2907–2912.
Tsai, L. W., and R. M. Sapolsky. 1996. Rapid stimulatory effects of testosterone upon myotubule metabolism and sugar transport, as assessed by silicon
microphysiometry. Aggressive Behavior 22(5):357–364.
Tuljapurkar, S. D., C. O. Puleston, and M. D. Gurven. 2007. Why men matter:
mating patterns drive evolution of human lifespan. PLoS One 2(8):e785.
Uchida, A., Richard G. Bribiescas, Peter T. Ellison, M. Kanamori, J. Ando,
N. Hirose, and Y. Ono. 2006. Age related variation of salivary testosterone
values in healthy Japanese males. Aging Male 9(4):207–213.

S53

US Department of Defense. Population representation in the military services.
2019. https://prhome.defense.gov/M-RA/Inside-M-RA/MPP/Accession-Policy
/Pop-Rep/.
van der Dennen, J. 1995. The origin of war: the evolution of a male-coalitional
reproductive strategy. PhD dissertation, Rijksuniversiteit Groningen, Groningen, Netherlands.
Van Vugt, M. 2009. Sex differences in intergroup competition, aggression, and
warfare: the male warrior hypothesis. Annals of the New York Academy of
Science 1167:124–134.
Visootsak, J., and J. M. Graham Jr. 2006. Klinefelter syndrome and other sex
chromosomal aneuploidies. Orphanet Journal of Rare Diseases 1:42. https://
doi.org/10.1186/1750-1172-1-42.
von Clausewitz, Carl, and J. J. Graham. 1873. On war, 3 vols. London: N.
Trübner.
von Rueden, C. R., and A. V. Jaeggi. 2016. Men’s status and reproductive success
in 33 nonindustrial societies: effects of subsistence, marriage system, and reproductive strategy. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
USA 113(39):10824–10829.
Walker, R. S., M. V. Flinn, and K. R. Hill. 2010. Evolutionary history of partible
paternity in lowland South America. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the USA 107(45):19195–19200.
Walker, R., and K. Hill. 2003. Modeling growth and senescence in physical performance among the Ache of eastern Paraguay. American Journal of Human
Biology 15(2):196–208.
Wells, J. C. 2012. Sexual dimorphism in body composition across human populations: associations with climate and proxies for short- and long-term energy supply. American Journal of Human Biology 24(4):411–419.
Whigham, Thomas L., and Barbara Potthast. 1999. The Paraguayan rosetta
stone: new insights in the demographics of the Paraguayan War, 1864–70.
Latin American Research Review 34(1):174–186.
Wilson, J. D., and C. Roehrborn. 1999. Long-term consequences of castration in
men: lessons from the Skoptzy and the eunuchs of the Chinese and Ottoman
courts. Journal of Clinical Endocrinology and Metabolism 84(12):4324–
4331.
Wilson, M. L., C. Boesch, B. Fruth, T. Furuichi, I. C. Gilby, C. Hashimoto, C. L.
Hobaiter, et al. 2014. Lethal aggression in Pan is better explained by adaptive
strategies than human impacts. Nature 513(7518):414–417.
Wilson, M. L., C. M. Miller, and K. N. Crouse. 2017. Humans as a model species
for sexual selection research. Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological
Sciences 284(1866).
Wood, James W. 1994. Dynamics of human reproduction: biology, biometry,
demography. In Foundations of human behavior. S. B. Hrdy, ed. New York:
Aldine de Gruyter.
Wrangham, R. W. 1999. Evolution of coalitionary killing. American Journal of
Physical Anthropology 110(suppl. 29):1–30.
———. 2018. Two types of aggression in human evolution. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences of the USA 115(2):245–253.
Wrangham, Richard W., and Dale Peterson. 1996. Demonic males: apes and the
origins of human violence. Boston: Houghton Mifﬂin.
Yablonsky, A. M., G. Yan, and L. Bullock. 2016. Parenting stress after deployment in Navy active duty fathers. Military Medicine 181(8):854–862.
Yost, J. A. 1981. Twenty years of contact: the mechanism of change in Wao
(Auca) culture. In Cultural transformation and ethnicity in modern Ecuador.
N. A. Whitten, ed. Pp. 677–704. Urbana: University of Illinois Press.
Zefferman, M. R., and S. Mathew. 2015. An evolutionary theory of large-scale
human warfare: group-structured cultural selection. Evolutionary Anthropology 24(2):50–61.

Early Paciﬁc Encounters and Masculinity
War, Sex, and Christianity in Hawai‘i
Sally Engle Merry
Anthropology explores gender as a social construct, performed in a variety of ways that are shaped by social and economic conditions and are part of a sex/gender system. Analyzing masculinities during a period of encounter between two very different sex/
gender systems provides a valuable way to see how the ideals of masculinity shape these interactions, how they change, and to what
extent they remain stable despite dramatic political and economic change. In the ﬁrst 50 years of encounter in Hawai‘i, from 1778
to about 1830, a prosperous set of chiefdoms encountered a wave of European and American explorers, merchants, whalers, and
missionaries arriving on its shores. Tracing how the newcomers’ ideas of masculinity intersected with those of the Hawaiians shows
how areas of convergence and divergence in the sex/gender systems shaped the nature of the interactions and, to some extent, the
relative power of each side.

A recent Wenner-Gren symposium addressed the question,
To what extent is masculinity based on biological tendencies
and to what extent is it the product of cultural ideas, practices,
and structural conditions? One of anthropology’s contributions
to this question has been to explore gender as a social construct,
performed under different conditions in a variety of ways, shaped
by social and economic conditions, and as part of a sex/gender
system. Anthropologists see masculinity as plural, as a set of
performances enacted in a variety of contexts and subject to
change over time.
This perspective on masculinity and gender more generally
provides a valuable way of understanding the encounter between two very different social groups, each with a variety of sex/
gender regimes. An examination of such an encounter also offers insight into the dynamics of socially constructing masculinity under conditions of dramatic change. It focuses largely on
the idealized conceptions of masculinity rather than practices,
given the historical basis for the data. This article compares two
phases of such an encounter over a period of about 50 years in
Hawai‘i, during which a prosperous set of chiefdoms encountered a wave of European and American explorers, merchants,
whalers, and missionaries arriving on its shores. During this
early period of contact, beginning with Captain Cook’s arrival
in 1778 until the 1830s, Hawaiian sovereignty remained intact.
Areas of convergence and divergence in the sex/gender systems
shaped the nature of the interactions and, to some extent, the
relative power of each side. As Margaret Jolly and Serge Tcherkezoff observe in their overview of early encounters in the Paciﬁc, “The process of encounter is then not a certain teleology
determined by the logic of ‘ﬁrst contact’ but an emergent and
contingent process, which unfolds through the transforming dialectic of action and interaction” (Jolly and Tcherkezoff 2009:14).
And as Ty Tengan points out, “Empire building (and dismantling) involves a reshaping of both local and global gender or-

ders, which leads to a resituating of men and women in their
relationships between and among each other” (2008b:29). Margaret Jolly follows such encounters across the Paciﬁc (2008).
Taking a sex/gender approach to this cultural encounter provides a valuable way to understand the malleability of masculinity and the variability of violence as a dimension of masculinity. It also highlights the effects of diverse sex/gender systems
on the nature of the encounter and the relative power of each
side. Conceptions of gender clearly differed between these groups,
but also in signiﬁcant ways within each one. The changes to
Hawaiian society were dramatic but did not result in a replication of Euro-American sex/gender systems. Instead, some
dimensions of Hawaiian practices and performances remained
while others changed. Violence was important for some performances of masculinity for both Hawaiians and Europeans,
but by no means all of them. For example, chieﬂy men were valued for success in war, so violence provided a common ground
for communication between Hawaiian war chiefs and autocratic ship captains. However, many chiefs expressed incomprehension and frustration when the explorer George Vancouver
refused to give guns and ammunition to the chiefs and urged the
warring chiefs to make peace. Male missionaries refused to ﬁght
even when they were attacked by angry ship captains who wanted
to take Hawaiian women onto their ships, while Hawaiian male
commoners who worked the land valued love of the land and
caring for family rather than the virtues of success in war.
The ﬁrst years after Europeans stumbled onto the thriving
chiefdoms of Hawai‘i were tumultuous as the newcomers arrived in increasing numbers, bringing guns, ships, disease, alcohol, Christianity, and a market economy. Early explorers and
soldiers were soon followed by fur traders, sandalwood merchants, whalers, and missionaries along with deserters from
ships. Ships from New England stopped in Hawai‘i on their
way to and from China as they brought Chinese porcelains and
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tea to New England and Hawaiian sandalwood and Northwest
Coast furs to China; British ships pursued furs in the Northwest
Coast, and whale ships, having exhausted the Atlantic whale
ﬁshery, turned to the North and South Paciﬁc, routinely sailing to and through the Bering Straits in search of whales. The
Hawaiian population quickly adopted European technologies
and knowledge. They learned to use guns and cannon, became
literate, took up drinking, added the Christian god to their pantheon of deities, adopted market exchange for goods and sex, and
promulgated written laws to control the growing foreign population. By 1800, resident foreigners included merchants, drunk
and disruptive deserters from merchant ships, elite businessmen, and government emissaries and consuls, all of whom were
men. In 1820, highly educated, morally stern Protestant missionary men from New England arrived, bringing with them
their wives, the ﬁrst resident foreign women.
These foreigners brought a wide range of masculinities to
the encounter. Some conceptions of masculinity, violence, and
sexuality were congruent with Hawaiian ideals, while others were
quite divergent. In many ways, chieﬂy Hawaiian conceptions
of masculinity paralleled those of the early explorers and traders. In both cases, military strength was fundamental to asserting masculine power, but the Europeans added guns and cannons to the Hawaiian repertoire of spears and hand-to-hand
ﬁghting. Red cloaks and European clothes provided by traders
in exchange for food and water allowed Hawaiian chiefs to
supplement the tribute in feathers and tapa (bark cloth) they
received from followers with new prestige goods. Chiefs maintained order and hierarchy through kapu (rules) governing the
status of chiefs and the behavior of commoners. When the growing population of foreigners proved unruly, the chiefs followed
the missionaries’ suggestion to adopt written laws, following the
tradition of the chieﬂy power to set rules for social order. Similarly, Euro-American ship captains needed to exercise stern
authority over potentially rebellious and unruly all-male crews
packed tightly together during long voyages. The hierarchical
shipboard society was maintained by strict rules as well, backed
by the lash. Violations of chieﬂy rules were similarly supported
by violence.
However, while Hawaiians and the ﬁrst foreigners shared
some ideas of male status and power, the burgeoning settlement of merchants and whalers introduced new conceptions
of individual responsibility, credit, and debt that they viewed
as fundamental to masculinity. This was far from chieﬂy Hawaiian ideas of bravery in wartime and generosity to followers.
For these foreigners, wealth was more important for masculine
status than control over land and followers. However, both saw
the display of luxury goods as fundamental to asserting a male
identity. The missionaries brought other ideas about masculinity
rooted in spiritual power and the restriction of sexual contact
to marriage. Spiritual power was compatible with Hawaiian ideas
but the restrictions on sexual contact were not.
This article divides the years from 1778 to 1830, the era of
early contact, into two phases. During the ﬁrst phase, 1778–
1800, explorers arrived eager to trade goods and weapons for
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provisions. They were soon followed by traders engaged in the
fur trade in the Paciﬁc Northwest who also needed food and
water for their ships. The explorers and traders exchanged guns,
bayonets, gunpowder, and small cannons along with red cloth
and other goods for food and access to water. While warfare
among chiefs had long been practiced, the addition of these
new destructive weapons vastly increased the carnage. This
was a period of relatively equal relationships, with the traders
dependent on the control of chiefs to arrange trade to acquire
food and water for their ships. Exchange was understood as
gift giving and reciprocal. During this period, the foreigners
provided new resources for the performance of masculinity.
Guns and cannon enhanced chieﬂy military success while
gifts of cloaks and laces provided new opportunities for the
display of wealth.
During the second phase, 1800–1830, merchants settled around
harbors, representing trading ﬁrms in the United States and
working with chiefs to harvest sandalwood from the forests for
the China trade. Merchants in the China trade had discovered
that the Chinese, uninterested in American manufactures and
desiring only gold and silver, coveted Hawaiian sandalwood
(Sahlins 1993). The ali‘i (chiefs) sent the maka‘āinana (common
people) into the forests to gather sandalwood. In 1820, Christian missionaries from New England arrived eager to convert the
Hawaiians and introduce their own ideas of masculinity and
sexuality. This was also a time of a signiﬁcant expansion of whaling, leading to the formation of resident foreign communities
to provide supplies, repair ships, and store whale products for
transshipment to New England. Market exchange became predominant, and the chiefs formed relationships of credit and debt
with merchants. As this mercantile settler community expanded
in the 1820s and 1830s, it sought to assert greater control over
the ruling chiefs. This article compares changes in concepts of
masculinity and femininity during these two periods.
Tracing the history of the ﬁrst 50 years provides one way of
showing how the Hawaiians gradually came to adopt some aspects of the European sex/gender system but resisted others.
Hawaiian inﬂuence on the Europeans was more limited. Relationships in the contact zone changed from a relatively egalitarian set of trade relations to an alliance between ali‘i and
missionaries in an attempt to control the burgeoning settler
population and the growing number of rowdy sailors. During
these 50 years, the relative status of Hawaiians and foreigners
changed dramatically. In the early years of contact the chiefs
were superior, with European traders dependent on them to
manage their exchange of goods for food and water. As a resident foreign population engaging in capitalist enterprises grew,
and the Hawaiian population began a catastrophic decline as a
result of introduced diseases, the balance shifted. Euro-Americans
began to transform economic and political relationships as
well as gender, marriage, and sexuality (Malo 1839; Stannard
1989). By the 1850s, the Euro-Americans established a plantation economy, ushering in a period of settler colonialism and
the eventual forcible takeover by the United States in 1898 (see
Merry 2000a).
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During the early contact period there were some shared conceptions of masculinity but also signiﬁcant differences. Most of
the early ship captains and Hawaiian chiefs shared the value of
bravery, aggressiveness, and ﬁghting as well as the importance
of maintaining authority and control over subordinates. Merchants, on the other hand, sought power through goods and
market exchange. They saw morality as paying one’s debts on
time, an idea fundamental to the New England merchant class,
while chiefs sought to enhance their status through the acquisition of goods and were less concerned with repaying debts. Missionaries shared with Hawaiians a belief in the power of God
or gods to govern life but differed sharply in attitudes toward
men’s access to women’s sexuality and the morality of sex between men. Thus, there were both overlapping and contradictory ideas of masculinity and violence. Differences engendered
conﬂict, while parallels fostered cooperation.
During this period a market-based system of exchange began
to replace a redistributive and reciprocal economy. Masculinity
was increasingly enhanced by foreign wealth rather than victory
in war and the tribute of followers—on the ability to navigate
the new economic relationships of the sandalwood trade along
with practices of debt and repayment and the adoption of European skills such as reading and writing. During the previous
few centuries, Hawaiian chiefs had been engaged in gathering
followers to attack other chiefs and take over their lands and
followers through force, so that being a strong warrior was highly
valued (Fornander 1996). For example, the period 1775–1779
was one of continual ﬁghting between Kalani‘opu‘u, a chief on
the island of Hawai‘i, and Kahekili, a chief on Maui (Kamakau
1961:84). In 1775, during one of these ﬁghts, Kamehameha, the
future ruler of all the islands, distinguished himself as a ﬁghter
for the ﬁrst time. This was “the ﬁrst battle in which Kamehameha became noted as a solider through the saving of the man
who had been his master in the arts of warfare and in the profession of the kahuna” (Kamakau 1961:84). It is likely that Kamehameha was present for the killing of Captain Cook as well.
In 1790, he had a massive ceremonial structure built on the island of Hawai‘i , Pu‘ukoholā, to enable his war deity to help him
defeat another chief on the island with whom he had been
ﬁghting since 1782. Through trickery or persuasion, the chief
was induced to come to Pu‘ukoholā, where he was killed and
sacriﬁced (Kamakau 1961:245). This heiau (ceremonial structure) is now celebrated by some contemporary Hawaiian men
seeking to recuperate a Hawaiian masculinity of warriorhood
as well as care for families (Tengan 2008a). Warfare among the
chiefs continued after 1778, aided by European weapons, until
the ﬁnal conquest of all but one of the islands by 1795 under
Kamehameha and the peaceful cession of the last island in 1810
(Kamakau 1961).
Thus, during 1800–1830, masculinity was no longer enacted
mostly by success in warfare, control over prestige goods and
followers, and righteous rule, but also by control over European goods, ships, and skills. Ultimately, the practices of masculinity and violence that had earlier carried Hawaiian men
to power failed as settler colonialism and market capitalism be-
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came established. The change began during the sandalwood and
whaling periods but accelerated with the transition to a sugar
plantation economy in the 1850s and 1860s.
The encounter also redeﬁned women’s sexuality. Under
the inﬂuence of the missionaries’ new ideas of sexually exclusive permanent marriage, sex was no longer a site of pleasure
and choice but one of restriction and control. Under the EuroAmerican gender order, high-ranking women’s status was diminished, gradually replaced by a more patriarchal system of
coverture and male control (Gething 1977). Christian missionaries brought new marriage laws and punishments for
adultery and fornication. Sex with foreigners based to some
extent on pleasure as well as hopes of divine progeny or barter
for coveted iron and cloth morphed into market exchange–
based prostitution and concubinage on whaling and trading
ships (see Jolly and Tcherkezoff 2009:16). Prostitution provided cash to rural women visiting in towns but also meant that
they risked venereal disease and abuse from drunken sailors
and deserters who held very different conceptions of sexual
behavior. Among Hawaiians, the gender regime changed from
one of relatively free sexuality and sacred separate eating between men and women to one of men and women eating together but not engaging in sexual acts outside heterosexual
marriage. In other words, it shifted from free sexuality and
separate eating to free eating and controlled sexuality. The
normative acceptance of free choice in sex was replaced by
pressure for permanent, sexually exclusive marriage, although
such pressure did not necessarily produce compliance.
Thus, by the 1830s, Christianity, capitalist extraction of sandalwood, and the emergence of a settled mercantile and whaling community had brought signiﬁcantly different conceptions of masculinity and femininity to Hawaiians. In this
article, I focus on two: for chieﬂy Hawaiian men, courage in
war, righteousness in rule, and generosity to followers was
juxtaposed to the value of foreign wealth to deﬁne masculinity;
and for Hawaiian women, relatively open sexuality based on
choice and pleasure was challenged by feminine ideals of sexually exclusive wifehood. Women and men faced pressures to
change the sex/gender regime from a relatively open and egalitarian system to one of restrictive, sexually exclusive marriage. Changes in behavior and values took place much more
slowly.
What does this say about masculinity and violence? This is
a shifting sociocultural system, with new forms built on the
older ones. The ability to seize new opportunities for enacting
masculinity was signiﬁcant under the new conditions, including
the option of Christian conversion, education, conformity to the
sexually exclusive system of permanent marriage, and European
dress. Violence, in the sense of success in warfare, diminished in
importance after Kamehameha conquered all the other chiefs
and established a single kingdom in 1810. Overall, this account
of rapid social change underscores the socially constituted nature of masculinity, formed by the shifting affordances and
constraints provided by evolving social and structural conditions and ﬁelds of power.

Merry

Paciﬁc Encounters and Masculinity

Focusing on masculinity and violence is an approach not
previously adopted by scholars of Hawaiian history to my
knowledge, but it offers a new perspective on the rapidly
shifting terrain of the period. It is obviously difﬁcult to use
historical records to understand the performance of gender.
The historical record incudes statements of how chiefs and
commoners ought to behave, but not extensive descriptions
of what people do. I have inferred patterns of performance from
events, statements of normative behavior, and moments of
change in which differences in understandings of masculinity,
sex, and violence become visible.
However, in examining contact situations, the availability of
information is typically sharply unequal. During these 50 years,
the Euro-Americans wrote copious letters and journals, but there
are no contemporary written accounts by Hawaiians. This uneven historical record is a common problem in understanding
periods of encounter. However, several histories written later by
Hawaiians, ﬁrst by students at the missionary school in Lahaina,
do provide valuable information. Beginning in the early 1830s,
the missionary Sheldon Dibble encouraged them to write about
their history. Several students traveled through the islands, consulting older people about past events as well as reporting their
own experiences when they were young. The Hawaiian scholars
published their writings in Hawaiian-language newspapers from
the 1840s to the 1870s, some of which were translated into English. Yet, the translations themselves were inﬂuenced by the
social and political views of the translators, reﬂecting the views
of the time. Comparing translations of the same text from the
late nineteenth century with those of the early twenty-ﬁrst reveals the extent to which nineteenth-century and missionary
views of gender and sex shaped the translations. A ﬂorescence
of scholarship by scholars using Hawaiian-language sources has
transformed our understanding of Hawaiian history. The appendix, a note on sources, explores and illustrates these issues in
more detail and is essential to assessing the information available about Hawaiian society in the early period.

The Transformation of Hawaiian Society
Hawaiian society, like other Polynesian systems, was fundamentally hierarchical, with differences in status related to ritual
rank. Lower ranks owed tribute and military service to higher
ranks in exchange for the use of land and ceremonials that guaranteed fertility (Ellis 1969; Kamakau 1961; Sahlins 1992:182).
Concepts of masculinity and femininity depended on whether
a person was a chief (ali‘i) or a commoner (maka‘āinana). Male
chiefs were expected to be aggressive, warlike, and good at ﬁghting and sports but also caretakers of the land and its people. Male
maka‘āinana (commoners) were to be compliant and till the land
and ﬁsh the sea, although there were speciﬁcities by social position and place.
Genealogy was fundamental to asserting status and governed
sexual relationships that produced descendants. Special care was
taken that chiefs of high rank had noble offspring by not al-

S57

lowing them to form a ﬁrst union with a woman of lower rank
and especially not with a common or plebeian woman (Malo
1951 [1898]:54). Ancestries were diligently checked before marriage. The suitable partner for a chief of the highest rank was
his sister, the child of the same mother and father. All would
have to prostrate before him or her, on pain of death for failure to prostrate, and the person was called akua or divine. He
or she could only go out at night because otherwise, everyone
would have to fall to the ground in worship. The person who
marries a half-sister or half-brother is a great chief who is honored by the sitting taboo, the requirement that all of lower rank
sit when such a chief passes by. The highest chiefs produced
their ﬁrst children carefully so that they would be chiefs of highest rank, but after they had children together, each could take an
additional wife, or husband, with not necessarily such choice blood
(Malo 1951 [1898]:55). If the father was high chief and mother
was not, the chieﬂy status of the child was not clearly established
(Malo 1951 [1898]:55). Ancestry was traced through both the
male and the female lines.
In the early 1820s the missionary William Ellis described
four ranks, although others note that the system had a gradation of ranks (1969:412–413; Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:45). These
ranks were based on descent, but individuals could move through
ranks over time on the basis of political power and strategic
marriages. Mana, which Pukui, Haertig, and Lee deﬁne as “power
possessed by man, but originating in the supernatural, and thus
always imbued with a mystic quality” (Pukui, Haertig, and Lee
1972, vol. 1:149), was distributed along this hierarchy, with those
at the bottom generally possessing little or none. (Mana was a
characteristic of all humans, not just men; in the 1970s such
language usage was common.) Status was generally determined
at birth, so that the only way for a man to maintain or improve
his mana was to mate with or marry a high-ranking woman or
to achieve mana through warfare, which would also increase
control over lands, followers, and tribute (Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:
46–47). The highest-ranking chiefs or ali‘i nui were the intermediaries between the people and the Akua, the gods (Kame‘eleihiwa
1992b:45).
Those with high genealogical rank claimed a variety of kapu
(taboo) observances from subordinates, such as the kapu moe,
which demanded full prostration from subordinates of a lower
rank, or the kapu wohi, which required kneeling by subordinates when the holder of the kapu was eating. A person could
come before a kapu chief only if the subordinate was clean and
properly attired (Goldman 1970:217). Violations of kapu moe
and kapu wohi subjected the offender to the death penalty. The
second rank consisted of governors of the different islands and
chiefs of large land divisions. The third and most numerous ali‘i
rank, called kaukau ali‘i, held districts or villages cultivated by
their dependents or let out to tenants. Most priests were of the
third rank. All ali‘i were proprietors of the land, haku ‘āina. The
land was managed by konohiki or land stewards, ali‘i of various
ranks but usually kaukau ali‘i. They were responsible for managing land, collecting tribute, and directing the daily activities of
cultivation and ﬁshing (Ellis 1969:412–413; Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:
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29). Ralston estimates that not more than one-tenth of the
population were chieﬂy persons removed from subsistence labor
(1989:51).
The maka‘āinana were the fourth rank and by far the largest. Most were small farmers working 10 to 30 acres, canoe and
house builders, ﬁshermen, musicians and dancers, and general
laborers. Some attached themselves to a chief or farmer and
worked on his land for their food and clothing. These people
showed respect to chiefs according to their rank or ofﬁce and,
Ellis says, regarded the sacred chiefs almost with adoration,
prostrating themselves before them. They could not touch the
sacred chiefs or enter their houses without permission (1969:
412–413). In Kame‘eleihiwa’s view, despite their economically
and socially subordinated status they had great love for their
chiefs, and this love persisted throughout the nineteenth century (1992b:46).
Although there is little information about the nature of masculinity conceptions among this group, some insight comes from
a more recent study of kinship among a remote Hawaiian farming community in the mid-twentieth century. Here, the local
kin unit, the ‘ohana, was a loose collection of afﬁnal and consanguineal kinsmen joined by common descent from kapuna
or grandparents as well as ascent from a shared child. Handy
and Pukui, in their twentieth-century ethnography of Hawaiian kinship in Ka‘u describe the ‘ohana as a kindred under
the leadership of an elder male from the senior branch of the
‘ohana who was designated haku (leader) (1972 [1958]:6–7). The
‘ohana engaged in reciprocal exchange of goods from mountain
to sea. It does not appear to be a corporate group, although it
was collectively responsible for tribute during the Makahiki
period (Handy and Pukui 1972 [1958]:6). Care for children and
respect for elders was a fundamental value for both men and
women in this system; masculinity was deﬁned by such familial
virtues.
Thus, during the period of transition from 1778 to 1830,
conceptions of masculine power began to change from seeing
it based on mana or spiritual power, genealogy, and ﬁghting
prowess to material wealth, weapons, and moral virtue, particularly about sexual behavior. The means of acquiring power
was no longer only asserting a high-ranking genealogy and conquering lands and people but also getting trade goods, weapons,
and wealth from the foreigners. While Hawaiians were adapting
to and learning from the newcomers, the newcomers themselves
were developing new demands and relationships, as the analysis
of the two phases of early contact demonstrates.

1778–1800: Wars and Weapons
The period from 1650 to 1795 was one of intense rivalry and
warfare accompanied by the rise of the Ku cult, the construction of increasingly massive luakini heiau (ritual centers with
human sacriﬁce), and the further elaboration of the kapu system,
especially the kapu surrounding the high chiefs (Kirch 1985).
Beneath the new power and status of the ali‘i, the maka‘āinana
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continued to engage in a sophisticated system of wetland kalo
(taro) farming, ﬁshing, ﬁsh farming, dryland kalo and sweet
potato farming, gathering, and rearing of pigs and dogs as they
had done for centuries.
By the time Captain Cook arrived in 1778, there had been
considerable political consolidation, but there were still many
competing chiefs and frequent warfare among them using spears
and hand-to-hand combat. Warfare was constant from the early
1780s until the late 1790s among the several chiefs on each
island and among the chiefs on different islands. Born about
1740, the ali‘i Kamehameha gradually wrested control of all
the islands except Kaua‘i by 1795 through success in warfare.
In 1790, in retaliation for Hawaiians stealing a pinnace and killing the guard on it, a ship captain opened ﬁre on Hawaiians
seeking to trade food for European goods, killing perhaps 100.
In subsequent battles, Hawaiians attacked its sister ship, taking
muskets, swords, axes, powder, clothing, and a cannon. They
killed all the crew but two men, Isaac Davis and John Young.
They took them to Kamehameha, who persuaded or coerced
them to stay with him and show him how to use European
weapons (Fornander 1996:231–235; Kamakau 1961:144–
147). According to Kamakau, “great was his joy to ﬁnd himself
provided not only with foreign implements of war but with
men to use them” (1961:147). He was quick to see the advantages of European weapons, ships, and techniques of war, which
radically changed warfare but also greatly increased its death
toll.
During this period, a number of ships arrived, mostly involved in the fur trade on the Northwest Coast of Canada.
They stopped in the islands for “refreshments” (food and water) for which they bartered arms and ammunition as well as
trade goods such as red cloth, scissors, and mirrors, with various chiefs. Many runaway seamen scattered over the islands.
A small community of traders grew up in Honolulu beginning
in 1780 as merchant shippers plied the trade routes between
China, the fur sources on the Northwest Coast of the United
States and Canada, and New England (Sahlins 1992:37). The
ﬁrearms and ships introduced by these merchants enabled Kamehameha to conquer all the islands relatively quickly in a series of
devastating wars.
During the 1770s and 1780s, Kamehameha battled several
rival chiefs on the island of Hawai‘i and engaged in a longstanding ﬁght with Kahekili, who became the ruling chief of
Maui in 1766 and ruled for 27 years (Kamakau 1961:82). Strife
between Keoua, a rival chief on Hawai‘i Island, and Kamehameha also lasted a long time, with several battles and much
bitterness (Fornander 1996:312–313). In 1790, some of the
strife
took the form of denying each other’s pure descent from a
line of high chiefs. Each was well-versed in genealogical lines,
oratory, and minute details in the histories of chiefs, their
birthplaces, rules of government, and signs and omens that
revealed their rank as chiefs. Both sides also had composers
of meles [chants, songs, poems] who chanted the names of

Merry

Paciﬁc Encounters and Masculinity

ancestors, the high and godlike rank of their own chief, and
the mean ancestry of the other. This form of controversy
between the two chiefs is well-known today and will be remembered for all time. (Kamakau 1961:152–153)

Genealogies were important in determining rank, but not in
a straightforward way, since they were also performed and
contested. Chieﬂy masculinity was asserted by claims to superiority in genealogy as well as courage and success in warfare.
By 1790, Kamehameha had been at war with Keoua since
1782 but had not been able to conquer him, although Keoua
was weakened (Fornander 1996:245). Following the advice of
a priest on Kaua‘i, Kamehameha decided to turn to the spiritual power of his god Ku. In 1790–1791 he built Pu‘ukoholā, a
massive luakini heaiu for his deity Ku, and invited Keoua to
come. Perhaps Keoua agreed to come because he was discouraged or perhaps because he was tricked. Fornander says,
“By false representations and promises of safety he was induced
during the fall of this year or early in 1792 to go to Kawaihae to
confer with Kamehameha, and on his arrival was treacherously
killed and sacriﬁced at the Heiau” (Fornander 1996:245; see
also Kamakau 1961:144). Kamehameha had consolidated his
control over all of Hawai‘i Island.
Aided by Young and Davis, Kamehameha undertook a war
expedition against the ruling chief of Maui (Fornander 1996:231–
235; Kamakau 1961:145–147). After two days of ﬁghting on
Maui, Kamehameha brought up the cannon with Young and
Davis to handle it. Kamakau says that if it had just been handto-hand ﬁghting, as was the custom, they would have been
equally matched, but ﬁring the cannon in a narrow pass produced great slaughter (1961:148–149). Kamakau notes that it
was through the use of these foreign weapons and foreigners to
instruct in their use that Kamehameha was able to conquer all
the islands so quickly. Moreover,
It became quite fashionable for every chief of note to have
one or more of these runaway foreigners in his employ. They
were not always the best specimens of their class, but they
made themselves serviceable as interpreters and factors in
trading with the foreign ships; and their skill and adroitness
in managing ﬁrearms, and in many other things hitherto
unknown to the Hawaiians, made them valuable to the chiefs,
who aided them to run away from their ships, or even kidnapped them if other means failed, as will be seen hereafter.
(Fornander 1996, n. 231)

In 1792, 1793, and 1794 George Vancouver, the British explorer charged with mapping the Northwest Coast of Canada,
spent the winter in Hawai‘i. He was on the Resolution with
Cook in 1778 and accompanied him on his voyage to Hawai‘i
(Fornander 1996:256). Vancouver refused to barter guns and
ammunition for hogs, potatoes, or refreshments of any kind.
The Hawaiians found this inexplicable.
The foreign traders who had visited the islands since their
discovery by Captain Cook had so recklessly pandered to
the lust of the native chieftains to possess ﬁrearms and am-
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munition, used only for their own destruction, that they
could not appreciate the humane motive of Vancouver in
his refusal, and his reception, though civil and without any
untoward accidents, was proportionately cool. (Fornander
1996:246)

Despite shared values of military strength and authority,
in other ways Hawaiians and foreigners differed in their views
of masculinity. The status of male chiefs hinged on their genealogies, their mana, and their generosity to followers. For
example, Fornander describes an early chief, Lono-a-Pii, who
became mo‘i (king) of Maui but was represented as “unamiable, surly, avaricious—unpardonable faults in a Hawaiian chieftain.” Conversely, Kahekili “gave freely, as became a chief”
(Fornander 1996:205). Chiefs also engaged in daring activities
such as surﬁng; sledding down steep, grass-covered hills; and
hand-to-hand combat for display as well as war. A man desired
by women, as Kamehameha was, also gained masculine status.
Men who desire men seem to have suffered no loss of status.
Sexuality was relatively free except for high-ranking chiefs concerned about the genealogies of their children. Malo describes
the prevailing sexual mores as follows:
It should be remarked here that in ancient times indiscriminate sexual relations between unmarried persons (moe o na
mea kaawale), fornication, keeping a lover (moe ipo), hired
prostitution (moe kookuli), bigamy, polyandry, whoredom
(moe hoo-kama-kama), sodomy (moe aikane), and masturbation were not considered wrong, nor were foeticide and
idol worship regarded as evils. (Malo 1951 [1898], chap. 21,
sec. 11; Emerson translation, p. 74)

In a later section he says,
The following things were held to be wrong: hewa, both in
men and women, to change husband or wife frequently
(koaka), to keep shifting from place to place, to be a glutton
or go about eating from place to place (pakela ai), to be a
shiftless gossip (palau-alelo), to be indolent and lazy, to be
an improvident vagabond (aea, kuonoono-ole), to be utterly
shiftless (lima-lima-pilau), to go about getting food at other
people’s houses (koalaala-make-hewa)—these and other actions were really wrong, hewa. (Malo 1951 [1898], chap. 21,
sec. 12; Emerson translation, p. 74)

Sex itself was not considered wrong, but roaming around and
changing partners was.
In contrast, late eighteenth-century Euro-Americans asserted
masculinity through capitalist trade and wealth as well as violence. Control over crews on ships required force and authoritarian will. Privateers posed a constant threat to ships on
the largely unregulated high seas, so armed defense was essential (Benton 2010:158–161). Vancouver represented a different kind of masculinity, opposed to war and seeking peace,
but he was clearly unusual. For the rest, masculinity meant
violence, retaliation for violence and theft with massive force,
and a willingness to exchange goods for sex while condemning
homosexuality in stringent terms.
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1800–1828: Merchant Capitalism
and the End of Kapu
Merchant shipping increased in the early 1800s fueled by the
discovery that Hawaiian sandalwood was considered desirable
by the Chinese. The sandalwood trade peaked in the 1820s (Arista
2019:8), but by the 1830s, sandalwood became scarce. The ali‘i
monopolized the sandalwood trade, sending maka‘āinana into
the mountains to harvest the precious wood in exchange for a
burgeoning supply of European and Chinese textiles, porcelains, and furniture, signs of a new system of hierarchy deﬁned
by the goods of civilization (Sahlins 1992:57–82). The al‘i also
bought ships from the merchants in exchange for promises of
sandalwood. The merchants, in competition with each other,
extended credit to ali‘i, but sometimes ali‘i failed to deliver all
the promised wood and fell into debt. There seems to have
been limited incentive to repay debts, but their failure to repay
reﬂects different conceptions of debt. While the New England
merchants brought a “Benjamin Franklinesque” view of the
core value of paying debts on time, the chiefs were accustomed
to receiving tribute from their followers. Since for ali‘i (chiefs),
status is achieved through exchange, and inferiors give gifts
as tribute to superiors, indebtedness to the merchants conformed to chieﬂy ideas of the entitlement of rank. In fact, they
could have seen a relationship of indebtedness to inferiors as
normal rather than as a reﬂection of moral weakness. Rifkin
points out that the merchants and military failed to see chieﬂy
economic behavior in terms of other Hawaiian cultural meanings such as mana (spiritual power), pono (righteous conduct),
and mālama (care for the people and the land) (Rifkin 2008:50).
Moreover, the merchants assumed they were trading with individuals, following the New England model of autonomous
personhood (Collier 2003); yet the ali‘i were linked with each
other through genealogies and therefore saw indebtedness in
a collective way. They sometimes prevented their kin from purchases that would drive them deeply into debt (Arista 2019:48–
49). Thus, differing conceptions of personhood and morality,
linked to masculinity, muddied the exchanges over sandalwood.
During this period, the population of Hawaiians declined
precipitously as a result of introduced diseases, food shortages
from warfare and sandalwood collection, the depredations of
cattle (introduced by Vancouver in 1793), and other disruptions in the local economy. “Then too the foreign ships which
arrived at O‘ahu during Kamehameha’s occupation of that
island brought in many diseases, especially the severe pestilence of 1804 when so many chiefs and commoners perished”
(Kamakau 1961:236).
When the Europeans ﬁrst arrived, Hawaiian society had
strict rules about men and women eating separately, a system
of kapu that structured relations between Hawaiian men and
women and between men and gods (Arista 2019:107–108). At
the same time, there were relatively few rules about sexual
relations. Most chieﬂy men and women were able to engage in
a varied social or sexual life after producing genealogically pure
children, while the maka‘āinana were free to choose a variety
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of sexual partners, with the expectation that sooner or later
they would settle into a more enduring tie. Thus, eating was
restricted while sexuality was relatively free.
The Europeans, and particularly the American Protestant
missionaries, brought a different view. Eating between genders
was open, while legitimate sexual relations were restricted to
marriage and were sternly heterosexual. In practice, prostitution was accepted by merchants, sailors, and whalers, particularly in the remote Paciﬁc, much to the consternation of the
missionaries and ali‘i, who imposed a kapu on women going
out to the ships in 1825 (Arista 2019:11). Thus, the EuroAmericans brought a patriarchal regime of open eating and
restrictive sexuality to a society with sacred closed eating and
open sexuality.
In 1819, soon after Kamehameha’s death, two powerful ali‘i
women pressured the new king Liholiho to declare the end of
the ‘aikapu, or separate eating between men and women, in
favor of free eating, or ‘ainoa.1 Keopualani, his mother and the
only remaining high taboo chiefess (Kamakau 1961:224), and
Ka‘ahumanu, the kuhina nui or premier (a post she held from
1804 to 1832) as well as Kamehameha’s favorite wife, joined
together to force this change. This signaled a major shift in the
kapu system, the political/religious order that underlay Hawaiian society (Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:74–78). ‘Aikapu separated the sacred male element from the dangerous female one,
thus creating order in the world (Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:25). By
separating men’s and women’s eating into different houses, the
‘aikapu prevented the “unclean” nature of women from deﬁling male sanctity. Men ate together in a house called the hale
mua, and women and children had a separate eating house.
Some foods, such as pig, coconut, banana, and certain red ﬁsh
(1992b:33), were forbidden to women, as they were forms of
the major male Akua or gods. If women ate these foods, it would
encourage them to devour male sexual prowess, including the
sexual prowess of the Akua Lono (fertility and agriculture), Ku
(war and wood carving), Kanaloa (ocean and ocean travel), and
Ku‘ula (deep sea ﬁshing). Kame‘eleihiwa points out that ‘ai
means to eat, to devour, and also to rule and to control, so that if
women ate the forms of these Akua, they would get the mana,
the divine power to rule the domains represented by men, and
men would have nothing left to do (1992b:34). Social order
depended on this separation to preserve a form of masculine
power.
For society to function properly, ali‘i nui had to observe
‘aikapu restrictions on eating together (Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:39).
The ali‘i were responsible for protecting themselves and for
maintaining pono, morality and righteousness, for the people,
which they did by following the patterns of the ancestors.
When Hawaiians care for the land, the land will care for them,
producing a perfect harmony, or pono. The pono ali‘i nui was

1. The reasons for this major transformation in the kapu have been
much debated (Arista 2019:105–110; Davenport 1969; Kamakau 1961:219–
231; Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:74–78; Levin 1968; Webb 1965).
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one who kept order upon the ‘āina, the land (1992b:26). The ali‘i
nui were mediators between divine and human; they had the
role of protecting the maka‘āinana from terrible unseen forces
by proper ritual and pious behavior, thus avoiding a famine or
calamity. If one occurred, the ali‘i nui were held responsible
and were deposed. If the ali‘i were stingy and cruel to the
maka‘āinana, they would cease to be pono, lose favor with the
akua, and be struck down, usually by the people.
Kame‘eleihiwa argues that Ka‘ahumanu ended ‘aikapu because she thought that the Akua had failed the people. She
faced an enormously high death rate in the years after Cook
arrived. The ﬁrst missionary census in 1823 reported only
134,925 people (Schmitt 1968), a loss of 80% of the population
since 1778 (Kame‘eleihiwa 1992b:81). Ellis’s informants in the
same year reported a three-fourths drop in population over the
last 40 years (1969:319–20). This horrendous death rate, despite
the pono behavior of Kamehameha, suggested that the ali‘i nui
needed to search for a new source of mana. The ‘aikapu religion
was apparently no longer pono, or the source of righteousness
and justice.
Besides this, white men had criticized this religion for a long
time and were not dying, despite their deﬁance of its restrictions. Somehow they held the secret of long life. Kame‘eleihiwa
argues that Ka‘ahumanu and the al‘i nui may have thought
that ‘ainoa (free eating) was the white men’s secret to life (1992b:
82). As kuhina nui, an administrative post newly created by
Kamehameha, Ka‘ahumanu was very powerful (Levin 1968:423).
She was joined in her effort to end the ‘aikapu by most of the ali‘i
nui in high administrative positions, the group that subsequently
adopted Christianity. Kame‘eleihiwa argues that Ka‘ahumanu
maneuvered Liholiho into the position of either adopting ‘ai noa
or killing his mother, brother, and adopted mother for their
violations of the ‘aikapu (1992b:78). She clearly had support from
male chiefs as well. It is striking that the leaders of this revolt
were primarily women challenging chieﬂy authority and, implicitly, contesting the notions of masculine power long held
by ali‘i. The abolition of the ‘aikapu illustrates Ka‘ahumanu’s
readiness to appropriate new sources of power and authority,
a pattern she continued when the ﬁrst American missionaries
arrived only six months later. In this period, female chiefs were
very powerful, not yet deﬁned as subordinate to men.
This transformation was not accepted by all. Few chiefs were
in favor of the change. Many commoners and chiefs wanted
kapu eating to remain (Kamakau 1961:222–228). Kamakau
says that the ‘aikapu persisted because it showed that a chief
was a worshiper of the gods and would live a long life protected
by Lono and Ku. A chief who engaged in ‘ainoa would be disinherited because of his impious act. The eating kapu was a
kapu of the gods rather than of men and was held sacred by all.
Kamehameha observed this kapu and therefore had one victory after another, even though he did not have as high a taboo
as his son Liholiho (Kamakau 1961:222–223). An armed insurrection against ‘ainoa soon occurred, urged by a priest
(kahuna) and joined by other chiefs and commoners opposed
to free eating. After a protracted battle among armed adver-
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saries, the insurgents were defeated, and the faction of male
and female chiefs who had initiated free eating prevailed
(Kamakau 1961:226–228).
The American Congregational missionaries, on the other
hand, heard the joyous news of the ending of the ‘aikapu as
they put into harbor in 1820 (Missionary Herald 1821:111).
When they petitioned the king, Liholiho, for permission to
stay, however, he was reluctant (Missionary Herald 1821:117).
The king worried that the Americans intended to take possession of the islands and therefore hesitated to allow the
missionaries to settle (Missionary Herald 1821:119). Future
events vindicated his concern.
But Ka‘ahumanu saw the possibilities of the new Christian
priests, both religious and political, and in 1825 converted to
the new religion, along with several other high-ranking ali‘i.
Until her death in 1832, she remained loyal to the new priesthood, relying on its skills of literacy and its knowledge of foreigners to maintain control. With these conversions, the American Board of Commissioners of Foreign Missions (ABCFM)
wrested a stunning triumph for the ﬁrst major missionary
endeavor of the new nation (Grimshaw 1989:xiv; Hutchinson
1987). Opposed to Ka‘ahumanu and her American missionary
supporters were the resident merchants and the British and
American consuls (Kamakau 1961:273–276). The American
missionaries’ puritanical approach to drinking and the sex
trade particularly infuriated the merchants and their ali‘i allies.
Global political rivalries between the United States and Britain
fed into local rivalries between British- and American-afﬁliated
ali‘i. The British were still militarily dominant on the seas, but
the American traders were more numerous in the islands.
By this time the Hawaiians, despite their rapid acquisition
of technology and knowledge, were losing power in relation
to the foreigners. The Christian ali‘i saw an opportunity to
rebalance power in collaboration with the missionaries. Like
the Hawaiians, the missionaries were deeply spiritual and recognized the power of god/gods to order the world. The missionaries also offered allies in the battle against rum, the sex
trade, predatory merchants, and the crowds of roving, disruptive men from whaling and merchant ships. Along with
political and economic changes came changes in deﬁnitions of
masculinity and femininity, gradually moving toward that of
the Euro-Americans.
The missionaries urged the ali‘i and mo‘i to pass laws that
were based on religious authority, a view shared by the Hawaiian conception of law. In 1826, the ali‘i Hoapili announced
that the old form of marriage was outlawed (Schmitt and
Strombel 1966:267). In 1827, a set of new laws were proclaimed against murder, theft, and adultery, but laws against
rum selling, prostitution, and gambling were announced but
postponed. As Sahlins points out, the missionaries offered the
ali‘i connected with Ka‘ahumanu an alternate legitimation of
their rule, which was consistent with the political functions
that had always been performed by the priesthood (1992:68).
The enactment of laws, like kapu, was long the task of the
ruling chiefs. When the converted Christian ali‘i imposed the
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Christian regulations, they in effect ended the period of disorder that typically followed the death of an ali‘i nui (high
chief ) by establishing a new kapu system based on Christianity.
In doing so, they followed the traditional practice by which a
new king recreated the social order dissolved by his predecessor’s death. But the god was now Jehovah, Ka‘ahumanu and her
siblings were the kings, and the society was governed by the
kapus of Calvinist Christianity (Sahlins 1992:69).
One of the major changes in this period was in the status of
women and men and in conceptions of masculinity and femininity. Hawaiian society was highly ranked, and men tended to
exercise more power than women—but high-ranking women
were also powerful. In many cases, rank trumped gender. On the
other hand, the Europeans and Americans brought a more
patriarchal model of political leadership and family, in which
women were subordinate to men regardless of rank. Over time,
as the American missionaries became more inﬂuential, the family was redeﬁned as a sexually exclusive domestic domain under
the authority of the senior male. Gender trumped rank.
The growing sex trade was one of the most intense arenas of
contestation between the missionaries and the merchants and
whalers. As the number of whale ships, traders, and resident
foreigners increased, so did prostitution in the towns and the
frequency of women going out to ships to provide sex to captains and crew. The Christianized Hawaiian chiefs put a kapu
on women going out to the ships in 1825, producing a series
of confrontations between British whalers and the American
missionaries. This included violent assaults on missionaries
by angry whaling captains in which the ali‘i supported their
religious teachers and advisors (Arista 2019:1–9; Merry 1999,
2000b). Over time, Hawai‘i was formed into a constitutional
monarchy with laws, courts, a literate population, and a growing foreign community actively helping to run the government
(Merry 2000a). Despite signiﬁcant efforts to maintain sovereignty through these strategies, however, in 1893 a group of
resident settlers aided by an American gunboat took control of
the kingdom despite considerable resistance by Hawaiians. The
settlers, many of whom were descendants of the missionaries,
turned to the US government, requesting that the kingdom be
annexed to the United States. Although there was considerable
hesitation in the United States about annexing Hawai‘i, in 1898,
as the United States became a blue-water colonial power in the
Philippines and Puerto Rico, it swept up Hawai‘i and its enticing harbor, Pearl Harbor, as well. The equality of the early
contact years was long gone.

Conclusions: Masculinity and Violence
It is challenging to tease out shifting performances of masculinity in these two periods, and even the ideologies of masculinities. It appears that in the ﬁrst period, foreigners and
chiefs shared many ideas of military prowess, the value of weapons, and the importance of rank and authority. For Hawaiians,
status depended on three kinds of power: genealogy, which had
to be claimed and maintained through exchanges and the kapu
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system; ﬁghting capacity and success, which required followers
and the ability to control them and the land; and religion,
including the mana of sacred chiefs and the pono care of the
land and the people. During the early period, these similar
ideas of masculinity facilitated a relationship of equality and
exchange, as both shared an interest in weapons and war and
believed in the inequality of men and the need to control
subordinates. They established a reciprocal trade system in
which neither side was dependent on the other for producing
wealth.
During the second period, Hawaiian conceptions of masculinity began to change. Male ali‘i sought to increase their status
through acquiring foreign goods in addition to tribute from
followers, sometimes taking names of prestigious Englishmen
as well. Men and women were conceived as more unequal, with
femininity increasingly linked to subordination to men. The
American missionaries offered an image of masculinity that was
not violent but was stern and unyielding. Their masculinity was
compatible with Hawaiian conceptions of the good ruler who
reveres the gods but also had an unfamiliar and unwelcome
concern with controlling women’s sexuality. The missionaries
spent many years trying to persuade Hawaiians that sex was
only acceptable within marriage (Merry 2000a). During this
period, eating between men and women became free, but sex
became far less free. Despite these changes, the Hawaiian ali‘i
and kings maintained their control over the islands through the
1860s and managed to resist a colonial political takeover until
1893. Nor did the Hawaiian chiefs ever relinquish their sovereignty over their people.
This history has a contemporary resonance. Some recent
efforts to recuperate Hawaiian masculinity are inspired by the
early contact period, particularly warrior motifs. Ty Tengan’s
research on masculinity in contemporary Hawai‘i describes
an organization formed by groups of men searching for a Hawaiian masculinity to oppose the emasculating discourse of
Hawaiian men and the domination of the sovereignty movement by Hawaiian women (Kauanui 2008, 2018). Tengan joined
a men’s organization called Hale Mua, the name of the separate
men’s eating house that was part of the sacred order before 1819.
They engaged in a revival of martial arts, bodily disciplines, and
spiritual practices that linked the contemporary sovereignty
movement with early Hawaiian culture (Jolly 2016:307; Tengan
2008a). Hale Mua was inspired by the 1991 commemoration of
Hawaiian warriorhood at the famous heiau Pu‘ukoholā built in
1791 (Tengan 2008a, 2008b:42–43). The celebration marked
200 years since its construction with ceremonies by a group of
men called Nā Koa, “the Warriors.” Members of Hale Mua saw
themselves as warriors for the nation, part of a cultural nationalist movement asserting cultural and national strength
and vitality (Tengan 2008b:42). They return every year to
Pu‘ukoholā for ceremonies of rededication, renewal, and remembering (Tengan 2008a:4–5). Hale Mua’s vision of this
new/old Hawaiian masculinity is to be healthy, heterosexual,
working- or middle-class, knowledgeable about cultural practices, nonviolent to women and children, providing for one’s
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family, respectful to elders, exhibiting spiritual facilities and
mana, and courageous and ready to ﬁght for the people (Tengan
2008a:11). This is a contemporary version of a warrior chief
(Tengan 2008a:12). It reaches back to a time when relations with
outsiders were more egalitarian, when there were powerful men
who were warriors but also cared for their followers and their
gods and sought to rule in a pono (righteous) way. These men
were generous to their followers, who in turn provided tribute to
their chiefs to maintain the relations with the gods that guaranteed the fertility of the land and the people. At the contemporary moment as in the past, for these men masculinity
depends on bravery and being a warrior, forging a separate
space for men away from women, and caring for family and the
land. It also deﬁnes Hawaiian masculinity in terms of independence, as a decolonizing practice in the face of the continuing US occupation of Hawai‘i. Violence is a dimension of
their conception of masculinity, but in the service of country,
people, and the land. Thus, although conceptions of masculinity
have been changed by the dramatic changes over the last
200 years, there remains a core set of resilient ideas.
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Appendix
A Note on Sources
Hawai‘i had a wealth of Hawaiian-language newspapers, or
nūpepa, the earliest of which was initiated by the mission in
1834. The missionaries sponsored several over the next decades, and in 1861 the ﬁrst Hawaiian-controlled newspaper
began (Silva 2017:15). In the later nineteenth century there was
a ﬂorescence of nūpepa with stories, histories, and poems
written by Hawaiian writers (Silva 2017). Some of these newspaper columns were organized into books and much later translated into English, producing important historical and cultural
accounts written by Hawaiian scholars, many of whom were
born in the early years of contact. The most prominent are
works by David Malo (1951 [1898]), John Papa I‘i (1959), and
Samuel Manaiakalani Kamakau (1961, 1991). Malo, born in
1795, had contact with the high chief Kuakini in his youth and
worked as a student at the mission in Lahaina starting in 1823.
He became one of the ﬁrst pupils at Lāhaināluna school in 1831
when he was 38. He became a devout Christian, critical of
ancient practices, and died in 1853 (Chun 1996:iv; Emerson
1951:vii–xi). His book was originally translated by N. B.
Emerson from a manuscript of the title “Moolelo Hawai‘I,”
written in the mid-1840s and retranslated by Malcolm Nāea
Chun in 1996 (Chun 1996). John Papa I‘i was born in 1800 and in
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1810 was placed in the household of Liholiho, Kamehameha’s
heir and the future king. In 1820 he was sent to study with the
missionary Hiram Bingham in his school in Honolulu, and he
later became a prominent member of the government and judiciary. He wrote newspaper articles beginning in 1866 until he
died in 1870, inspired by Kamakau but with more ﬁrst-hand
knowledge, since he was born earlier (Brown 1959; Emory 1959).
Kamakau was born in 1815 and went to study at the mission
secondary school at Lāhināluna in 1832. He started to write for
nūpepa in 1842. He talked to older Hawaiians to gather his material. He wrote nearly 300 articles over 34 years, some of which
were translated into English and published as four books, including the political history Ruling Chiefs of Hawaii (1961).
Kamakau has been called the greatest Hawaiian historian
(Kame‘eleihiwa 1992a). As Silva’s recent book shows, there were
many other Hawaiian language writers as well (2017), and
Arista notes that there is a vast archive of Hawaiian-language
writing only beginning to be explored by scholars (2019). Although these writers were inﬂuenced by missionary teachings,
they also endeavored to present an account of historical events
from a Hawaiian perspective.
Some nineteenth-century non-Hawaiian writers used these
and other Hawaiian writings to write books about Hawaiian
history and literature. Abraham Fornander incorporated these
histories into his three-volume work An Account of the Polynesian Race, Its Origin and Migrations and the Ancient History of the Hawaiian People to the Times of Kamehemeha I
(1996). Fornander was born in Sweden in 1812 and arrived in
Hawai‘i in 1838, where he worked ﬁrst as a whaler and then as
a journalist, editor, publisher, and judge. He married a female
chief from Moloka‘I and was friendly with many of the Hawaiian chiefs. From 1870 to 1873 he collected information
on Hawaiian history, consulting the work of Kamakau and
Kepelino and hiring Native Hawaiian scholars to travel around
all the islands collecting legends, chants, and prayers. His
historical focus is distinct from many others written by missionaries or missionary-trained Hawaiians since he was not a
missionary and was opposed to the missionary inﬂuence on
education. He argued that the Polynesian tendency to follow
the rule of law and moral society began well before the arrival
of the missionaries (Grant 1996:xi–xii). Finally, some missionaries wrote accounts of Hawaiian society and culture that provide valuable insights into Hawaiian culture, such as William
Ellis, who arrived in Hawai‘i in 1822 already ﬂuent in Tahitian,
a language very close to Hawaiian, and was aided by Tahitian
Christians (Ellis 1969). His account shifts between relatively
straightforward descriptions of institutions and customs and
harsh condemnations of “heathen practices.”
The absence of Hawaiian writing during the early contact
period means that there are differences among writers in dates
and in the details of events. Their various alignments with
missionaries or ali‘i clearly produce interpretive differences
as well. There are also difﬁculties in translating the Hawaiian
into English, since English words sometimes fail to encompass
Hawaiian categories and Hawaiian words often have multiple
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meanings that, as Silva notes, are not simply alternatives but
need to be considered together (2017:241). For example, a new
translation of David Malo’s work by Hawaiian scholar Malcolm Nāea Chun (1996) reads quite differently from Emerson’s
original Victorian translation from the late nineteenth century
(1951). For example, in 1898 Emerson translated a section of
David Malo’s work as follows:
Chapter 19, section 18: “Of the people about court there
were few who lived in marriage. The number of those who had
no legitimate relations with women was greatly in the majority.
Sodomy and other unnatural vices in which men were the correspondents, fornication and hired prostitution were practiced
about court” (Malo 1951 [1898]:65). A footnote by Emerson says
that sodomy is a translation of the term ‘aikāne, which is “now
used to mean an honest and laudable friendship between two
males, originally meant the vice of that burnt-up city” (Malo
1951 [1898]:67, n. 5). “Unnatural vices” is Emerson’s translation
of the word ho‘okamaka, which he deﬁnes as “a bestial form of
vice in which man confronted man,” while he translates moe
ho‘okuli ho‘okuli as hired prostitution that his footnote deﬁnes
as “to shut one’s mouth with a bribe” (Malo 1951 [1898]:67,
nn. 6, 7). In contrast, Malcolm Nāea Chun’s 1996 translation of
the same passage reads quite differently:
Chapter 19, section 18: “Those who slept with women
were rare to ﬁnd in the ali‘i (’s) residence. Most slept without
the company of women. Many slept with ‘aikāne [male companions]. [Footnote 11 refers to Pukui and Elbert’s deﬁnition of
‘aikāne as friend mating or sodomy. 1986: 249.] The sleeping
of males together was widespread at the ali‘i(’s) residence.
Some people slept with lovers and some slept without any regard to any rules (moe ho‘okuli) at the ali‘i’s residence” (Chun
1996:181).
Thus, Chun translates the term moe ho‘okuli quite differently from Emerson. This difference raises a question about
whether “hired prostitution” is an accurate term for the sexual
activities in the ali‘i’s residences. While Emerson’s translation
implies that hired prostitution was in existence in the past,
Chun’s translation suggests that it was not. Although Emerson’s
translation reveals a highly critical view of sex between men,
Chun’s translation more accurately portrays the attitudes of
Hawaiian society of the time.
More recent Hawaiian scholarship by Mary Kawena Pukui,
who Silva notes is the foremost scholar of Hawaiian language
and culture of the twentieth century (Silva 2017:26), includes
several editions of the Hawaiian Dictionary (Pukui and Elbert
1964, 1986), an ethnographic study of kinship systems in Ka‘u,
a remote district in Hawai‘i Island (Handy and Pukui 1972
[1958]), and a collaborative study of core Hawaiian terms and
concepts that was a project of the Hawaiian Culture Committee
of the Queen Lili‘uokalani Children’s Center (Pukui, Haertig,
and Lee 1972). Other historical sources by non-Hawaiians that
rely to some extent on Hawaiian language material include
Marshall Sahlins and Patrick Kirch’s combined archaeological
and historical analysis in Anahulu (1992). Historical accounts
include Kuykendall’s history of Hawai‘i (1938) and Jocelyn
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Linnekin’s study of nineteenth-century relations between land
and gender (1990). Considerable recent work by Hawaiian scholars, many of whom rely on original Hawaiian-language texts
such as newspapers, has redeﬁned Hawaiian history, sometimes through the lens of gender, such as Kame‘eleihiwa
(1992b), Silva (2004, 2017), Kauanui (2008, 2018), and Arista
(2019), while Ty Kāwika Tengan has explored contemporary
ideas of Hawaiian masculinity (2008a, 2008b).
The Euro-American perspective is available through the
journals of explorers such as James Cook, George Forster, George
Vancouver, and Le Perouse. These explorers arrived between
1778 and 1794. Some authors explore early conﬂicts over sexuality (Morris 1990). Early merchants sometimes wrote diaries
that have been published, such as that of Stephen Reynolds, who
arrived in Hawai‘i in 1823 (King 1989). The missionaries, arriving ﬁrst in 1820, wrote a profusion of letters to the American
Board of Commissioners of Foreign Missions in Boston, now
available in the Houghton Library at Harvard, as well as contributing to the publication Missionary Herald and publishing
other accounts of their experiences. The availability of written
records increases dramatically in the 1830s, but before this
time, the writings of missionaries and explorers determined
the stories that were told of the period.
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Brain Development and Physical Aggression
How a Small Gender Difference Grows into a Violence Problem
Lise Eliot
Of the various behavioral differences between males and females, physical aggression is one of the largest. Regardless of gender,
children’s physical aggressiveness peaks between two and four years of age but then starts diverging, as girls learn more quickly
than boys to suppress such overt behaviors. By puberty there is a sizable gender difference in physical aggression and violence.
Studies in rodents suggest that sex differences in aggression and rough-and-tumble play are mediated by the amygdala, whose
volume in males is enhanced by prenatal testosterone. However, efforts to extend this model to humans have shown limited
success. This paper takes a critical look at current assumptions about gender differences in aggression and their neural basis.
Aggression and empathy are competing impulses that engage much of the same cortico-limbic circuitry and are highly sensitive to
social factors and early adversity. Learning, or neuroplasticity, is both a primary cause and key intervention for minimizing male
aggression and violence.

Across all cultures, men are more physically aggressive than
women. Although some forms of aggression are more common
in females (e.g., infanticide; relational aggression), males are
more likely to commit a physical or armed assault against another person, especially other males (Archer 2004; Campbell
1999), making this one of the largest gender differences in
psychology. Whereas most other such differences—ranging
from memory and math ability to self-esteem, communication
style, and personality traits—are on the statistically modest
side, physical aggression is one of the few gender differences to
show a medium or larger effect in meta-syntheses (Hyde 2005;
Zell, Krizan, and Teeter 2015; table 1). And while the precise
magnitude of this difference does vary across cultures (Nivette
et al. 2019), it grows larger the more lethal the aggression, such
that men comprise 95% of those convicted for homicide worldwide (United Nations Ofﬁce on Drugs and Crime 2013).
How does this difference arise? Most attempts to address this
question focus on adding up the evidence for “biological” versus “social” causes to calculate a kind of net sum of etiologies.
Here I take a different approach. Acknowledging that all behavior is produced by the brain and therefore “biological” in
origin, the goal of this article is to consider the brain mechanisms underlying aggression and then unpack how their development is differentially shaped in human males and females. Sex differences in aggression have been widely studied
in other species, so I begin with the classic model for behavioral
sex differentiation, namely, early testosterone acting on the
neural circuits that underlie sexually differentiated behaviors
in birds and rodents. I then turn to the evidence for prenatal
testosterone effect on aggression in humans, research with
many limitations but which nonetheless creates an important
framework for understanding human gender development.

Then, to truly understand the divergence of aggressive behavior in boys and girls, we will take a broader look at the
mechanisms of brain development and the role of early neuroplasticity in shaping gendered behaviors. In the case of aggression, this includes the impact of early life adversity, which
appears to be differently channeled in boys and girls due to
both maturational and societal factors. Finally, we consider this
plasticity from another angle: early interventions to prevent the
incubation of violence in boys who start out on the highly
aggressive end of the spectrum.
Like all individual differences, the gender difference in physical violence is not rigidly preprogrammed but can be ampliﬁed
or buffered depending on social structure and cultural learning.
So while evolved factors likely bias the emergence of greater
physical aggression in males, the ultimate magnitude and social
impact of this gender difference is shaped by development and
learning within a given society.

The Classic Model of Brain Sex Differentiation
The fact that intrasexual physical aggression is universally more
common in men makes a strong case for a basis in biological
evolution. By analogy to other mammals, human male-male
aggression is argued to have been shaped by the asymmetry in
sexual selection, whereby females are less available for mating
due to their greater investment in reproduction through the
several-year period of pregnancy and lactation. This asymmetry
forces men to compete more than women for access to mates,
which through millennia of selection has led to their larger
size, strength, muscularity, and physical aggressiveness (Archer
2009; Buss 1995; Puts 2016). Reproductive asymmetry is also
invoked to explain other psychosocial sex differences, such as
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Table 1. Pooled effect sizes in meta-analyses of sex difference, where a positive value indicates a higher average score
in males, and a negative value is a higher average score in
females

Social behavior
Physical aggression
Verbal aggression
Indirect (relational)
aggression
Empathy (nonverbal
emotion recognition)

Sex difference
effect size
(d-value)

Reference

1.55
1.19

Archer 2004
Archer 2004

2.45

Archer 2004

2.19

Thompson and Voyer 2014

Note. Aggression results are from table 3 in Archer (2004) and based on
measures using the largest number of studies with outliers removed.

greater male sex drive and promiscuity (which would favor a
polygynous mating system) versus greater female empathy and
nurturing (to promote child-rearing). Aggression and empathy
are the behavioral inverses of each other, so this classic explanation of gender difference purports a bifurcation whereby the
human brain develops down two distinct, sexually differentiated pathways, creating categorically different “male brains”
versus “female brains” and behavioral repertoires (Archer 2019;
Ball, Balthazart, and McCarthy 2014; Geary 2010).
Fueling this concept of brain sexual differentiation is some
60 years of studies in animals, primarily rodents and songbirds,
that have linked prenatal testosterone to behavioral sex differences (Phoenix et al. 1959). Applied to humans, this model
presumes that once the testes have formed (at 7 weeks postconception), testosterone levels rise dramatically in male fetuses and are responsible for masculinizing the male brain and
subsequent behavior. There is no question that testosterone
and other androgens are responsible for the sexual differentiation of the body, diverting the bipotential primordial urogenital system into the internal and external structures for sperm
production and ejaculation (Welch, Suzuki, and Yamada 2014).
Consequently, XY babies who lack the androgen receptor that
binds testosterone and its major metabolite, dihydrotestosterone, develop the external physical features of typical females, a
disorder known as complete androgen insensitivity syndrome
(Hughes et al. 2012).
The issue is to what degree testosterone works similarly in
the brain, taking an indifferent central nervous system (CNS)
and “masculinizing” it to produce male-typical behaviors such
as aggression and sexual pursuit of females. In rodents, there is
a well-described “sexually dimorphic nucleus” (SDN) in the
most anterior (preoptic area, POA) hypothalamus, abbreviated
as SDN-POA. This tiny structure is some ﬁve times larger in
male rats compared to females, and the difference is attributable to prenatal testosterone. If you inject newborn female rats
with testosterone, their SDN-POA grows to male-typical size,
and vice versa if you block the hormone early in males. There is
an opposite hypothalamic nucleus, the anteroventral periventricular nucleus, that shrinks in the presence of neonatal tes-
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tosterone and helps control females’ cyclic hormone release.
However, the precise behavioral role of the SDN-POA is still
unclear. Although early testosterone grows the SDN-POA and
is necessary for later male-typical sexual behavior (mounting),
lesions of the SDN-POA in sexually experienced males have
almost no effect on mating (De Vries 2004). In the human
brain, the SDN analog was identiﬁed to be the tiny (0.1-mmdiameter) third interstitial nucleus of the anterior hypothalamus
(INAH-3), but it is only 1.6 times larger in men than women
(Allen et al. 1989; Byne et al. 2000; Garcia-Falgueras and Swaab
2008; LeVay 1991)—that is, far less dimorphic than in rodents.
An initial study (LeVay 1991) suggested that INAH-3 volume
correlates with sexual orientation, since it was found to be closer
to female sized in male homosexuals; however, a subsequent
study did not fully conﬁrm this result (Byne et al. 2001).
Other classic work on brain sexual differentiation comes from
songbirds such as the canary and zebra ﬁnch, whose males sing
much more elaborate courtship songs than females. Groundbreaking work in the mid-1970s revealed that several striatal
nuclei within the well-described song control circuit are dramatically larger in males compared to females. Such zones include the hyperstriatum ventral pars caudale (HVC) which is
ﬁve times larger in the male zebra ﬁnch, and area X of the
striatum that is present in males but undetectable in females
(Nottebohm and Arnold 1976). Like the SDN-POA, these structural differences are induced by early exposure to steroid hormones (though not, interestingly, originating from the testes).
But whereas initial studies suggested a tight correlation between the size difference of these song-controlling structures
and the degree of sex difference in singing behavior, recent work
has challenged this association. For example, female streakbacked orioles sing more than males, even though the HVC and
area X volumes are substantially larger in males. Similarly, forest weavers form mated pairs in which males and females produce identical songs, but they nonetheless show the typical
sex difference in HVC volume (Ball 2016).
Despite such challenges, the idea that sex difference in physical aggression is induced by simple testosterone-induced brain
masculinization underlies much research in this area. In animal
studies, juvenile rough-and-tumble play is regarded as both a
proxy and a training ground for later aggression. This playful
wrestling is common to most mammals and also more common
in males than females in species from rats to monkeys to humans (Pellegrini and Smith 1998). Rough-and-tumble play is
said to be “organized” by prenatal testosterone because early
exposure to the hormone irreversibly elicits male-typical levels
of the behavior. Thus, blocking early testosterone reduces aggressive play in male rats, and supplementing it increases aggressive play in females, results that have been replicated in some
(but not all) species of nonhuman primates (Meredith 2015).
Moreover, this effect can be simulated in rats (Meaney and
McEwen 1986) and hamsters (Wood and Newman 1995) by
inserting testosterone implants into one particular brain structure, the medial portion of the amygdala, shortly after birth. The
amygdala is a key limbic structure involved in many human
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social-emotional behaviors, including face recognition (Haxby,
Hoffman, and Gobbini 2002), aggression (Rosell and Siever
2015), and all types of emotion (Costafreda et al. 2008), and it
expresses a high density of androgen receptors compared to
other brain regions in rats (Sato et al. 2008; Simerly et al. 1990).
Testosterone exposure is linked not only to rough-and-tumble
play but also to growth of the medial amygdala via enhanced
neurogenesis in adolescent rats (Ahmed et al. 2008). Thus, the
medial amygdala is thought to be a key node for brain masculinization, growing under the inﬂuence of testosterone and
driving behaviors that are more typical of males (Cooke 2006).

Inﬂuence of Prenatal Testosterone in Humans
How does this model fare for explaining the gender difference
in aggression in our species? First, we should note that changes
in testosterone level later in life, including the normal large increase in males at puberty, do not correlate with the onset
or magnitude of individual differences in aggressiveness in
human males or females (Archer 2006). Hence, we can limit
our focus to the prenatal phase when considering effects of
androgens on the developing circuits of aggression in the human brain.
Obviously, studies of humans cannot employ the same hormonal manipulations as animal studies; rather, they must deduce the effects of early androgens using less direct evidence.
Various strategies have been adopted to either correlate behavior with measures of prenatal testosterone or to study the
effects on children exposed to drugs with androgenic effects
such as diethylstilbestrol (DES). However, the best evidence
supporting a role for early androgen exposure on human behavior comes from studies of girls with the genetic disorder
congenital adrenal hyperplasia (CAH), whose adrenal glands
produce male-typical levels of testosterone beginning in midgestation (Hines 2017). CAH is due to a single-gene mutation
that alters the biosynthetic pathway for the stress hormone cortisol. As a consequence, the adrenal glands overproduce other
adrenal hormones, including testosterone and related androgens. CAH is usually diagnosed and treated at birth, and affected females are nearly always raised as girls, so such children
are essentially subject to a “pure experiment” that isolates the
effects of prenatal testosterone from the genetic and environmental inﬂuences on typical boy behavior.
Several decades of research on females with CAH have
conﬁrmed that certain of their behaviors are shifted in the
male-typical direction. The most reliable shift is in toy choice;
girls with CAH play more with traditional “boy” toys such as
trucks and balls and less with “girl” toys such as dolls than their
sisters or other typically developing girls (Pasterski et al. 2011).
This shift might be due to an effect of prenatal testosterone
on physical activity, although the data here are mixed (Pasterski et al. 2007; Spencer et al. 2017). Regardless of their precise
origin, the differences in CAH girls’ play preference appear to
morph into career interests, with one study ﬁnding women
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with CAH shifted toward a greater interest in jobs involving
“things” as opposed to “people” (Beltz, Swanson, and Berenbaum 2011). The self-professed things-people gap is one of
the larger psychological differences identiﬁed between adult
women and men (Su, Rounds, and Armstrong 2009; but see
Valian 2014), so such ﬁndings in CAH women have been taken
as strong evidence that career interests are inﬂuenced by prenatal
testosterone.
But notably, other aspects of behavior in CAH females
appear to be less shifted in the stereotypical masculine direction.
In spite of their high exposure to prenatal testosterone (high
enough to partially masculinize their external genitalia), women
with CAH are only rarely gender dysphoric. If raised as female
(as the majority are), most women with CAH are content with
this assignment and identify as cisgender, heterosexual adults,
even though their rates of gender transition and nonheterosexuality are statistically higher than in typical female populations. Cognitive abilities such as verbal and spatial skills are
also unaffected by prenatal testosterone exposure in women
with CAH (Hines, Constantinescu, and Spencer 2015).
So what about aggression? Here there is some evidence for
an effect of prenatal testosterone, but it is notably weaker than
the shifts in toy and career interests in females with CAH.
Although early reports found no increase in ﬁghting among
girls with CAH (Ehrhardt and Baker 1974; Ehrhardt, Epstein,
and Money 1968), more recent research involving larger studies and independent labs indicates that they are prone to
greater aggressiveness (Hines, Constantinescu, and Spencer
2015; Spencer et al. 2017). However, this effect does not extend
to dominance behavior (Mathews et al. 2009) or to rough-andtumble play (Pasterski et al. 2011). This stands in contrast to
rats and certain nonhuman primates, whose inclination toward
playful wrestling is more decisively shifted by early testosterone
exposure. Other evidence suggests that girls with CAH are less
“tender minded” than control girls, suggesting lower levels of
empathy (Mathews et al. 2009). However, a more extensive
research program that has attempted to link prenatal testosterone, measured via mid-gestational amniocentesis, to typical
children’s early empathic tendencies (Chapman et al. 2006) and
many other gendered behaviors has yielded discrepant ﬁndings
and is largely inconclusive (Hines, Constantinescu, and Spencer
2015). Much the same ambiguity is found in research on 2D : 4D
digit ratios, used by many as a putative marker of prenatal testosterone but only weakly associated with aggression or violence
according to meta-analysis (Turanovic et al. 2017). Yet another
experimental approach, comparing behavioral tendencies in
opposite-sex compared to same-sex twins, failed to ﬁnd an increase in aggression in girls with male twins (Cohen-Bendahan
et al. 2005). Since other evidence indicates that girls with male
co-twins are exposed to higher levels of prenatal testosterone
than girls with female co-twins (Tapp, Maybery, and Whitehouse 2011), the lack of elevated aggression in girls with male
twins further argues against an inﬂuence of early hormone exposure on the development of physical aggression.
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This means that in humans, the evidence for prenatal testosterone effects on behavior, and especially aggression, lies
largely in studies of CAH. But there are several problems with
relying so exclusively on this population. A ﬁrst caveat is that,
contrary to the animal literature, brain studies of women with
CAH have failed to produce any evidence of masculinization in
either structure or function (Ciumas, Hirschberg, and Savic
2008; Merke et al. 2003; Webb et al. 2017; Wisniewski 2012).
This problem is not unique to CAH research, since there is
currently no agreement among studies that have attempted to
correlate speciﬁc brain measures with prenatal (Lombardo et al.
2012) or neonatal (Friederici et al. 2008) testosterone levels or
with individual differences in prenatal androgen receptor afﬁnity (Knickmeyer et al. 2014). Thus, unlike rodents, where
early exposure to testosterone enhances amygdala volume and
rough-and-tumble play, the human amygdala does not differ in
volume between men and women (Marwha, Halari, and Eliot
2017). Nor does amygdala volume appear to be inﬂuenced by
prenatal testosterone exposure, judging from brain imaging in
CAH women (Merke et al. 2003), although it is possible such
difference might become evident with higher-resolution MRI
capable of visualizing the medial amygdala, which comprises
just a small fraction of overall amygdala volume in humans.
More importantly, studies of girls with CAH are complicated
by the fact that prenatal testosterone is not the only factor altering their gender-typical behavior. As Rebecca Jordan-Young
(2012) has argued, these girls, upon whom so much of the brain
organization hypothesis rests, are affected in many ways that
could impact their social, play, and sexual behavior. First, they
are suffering from a chronic, lifelong endocrine disorder that
requires frequent doctors’ visits including invasive genital exams (to monitor the degree of virilization and outcomes of
the early surgery used to “correct” it). Second, they are typically short in stature and overweight and suffer from a variety
of metabolic impairments that might affect their social adjustment. Third, their hormone imbalance (despite ongoing
supplementation) can lead to symptoms such as severe acne,
hirsutism, and male-pattern baldness, along with irregular menstrual periods, all of which may affect their feminine identity and
acceptance. Taken together, there are many psychosocial factors that can lead to highly atypical childhoods for girls with
CAH, particularly with regard to their perceived femininity,
and likely impact their social acceptance and behavioral tendencies. Indeed, whereas earlier studies reported that parents
of CAH girls did not explicitly encourage their daughters to
choose male-typical toys, a larger and more recent study found
that such parents did indeed encourage less feminine and more
masculine toy choices, albeit the parents’ reactions appear to be
in response to their daughters’ initial preferences (Wong et al.
2013). Such ﬁndings, along with the observation that girls with
CAH are actually less sensitive to gender cues overall—that is,
they are less likely than typically developing children to choose
toys based on their gender label (Hines et al. 2016)—suggests a
more nuanced, cognitively mediated and socially embedded
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process by which early gonadal hormones shape the body,
gender awareness, gender-typical behavior, and their sequelae
as adult abilities and interests.
What does this mean for the development of sex differences
in physical aggression? Put simply, humans are not rats, and
our behavior is more sensitive to social context and conscious
gender identity. The fact that girls with CAH are not more
likely to engage in rough-and-tumble play, the signature effect
of prenatal testosterone exposure in rats, reinforces this complexity. Rough-and-tumble play requires a partner, and regardless of their greater physicality and aggressiveness, girls
with CAH are rarely permitted by boys to join in such play, at
least within the North American and European cultures where
all of this research has been conducted. By contrast, recent
research involving Tanzanian Hadza and Congolese BaYaka
communities found that young girls with presumably femaletypical levels of prenatal testosterone engaged in rough-andtumble play at equal rates as boys (Lew-Levy et al. 2020). The
limiting factor in these very small hunter-gatherer societies is
not prenatal testosterone but the number of available playmates. Thus, the gender difference in rough-and-tumble play is
neither universal nor obligatory but contingent on the social
conditions of a given locality.
This conditional development is also apparent in larger societies with greater opportunity for gender segregation, according to a longitudinal study of US prekindergarten-aged
children (Martin and Fabes 2001). Over the school year, boys
and girls became increasingly segregated into separate play
groups, and the more time boys spent with other boys in the ﬁrst
assessment (fall semester), the greater their observed aggression at the second assessment (spring semester). Conversely,
the greater the amount of time girls spent with other girls, the
lower their aggression at the spring assessment. Thus, physical
play in boys appears to grow through a positive-feedback loop,
whereby the “dose” of boys in a group coaxes greater physicality
and ramps up the gender difference as boys and girls segregate
into distinct playgroups.
The point is that regardless of one’s initial tilt (inﬂuenced by
hormone titers and perhaps sex-speciﬁc gene expression), aggression is a social behavior that cannot develop in a vacuum.
And key to this social environment are the “separate cultures”
of male and female childhood, which are also found in other
primates besides humans (Meredith 2015). Thus in rhesus monkeys the rate of rough-and-tumble play among males is signiﬁcantly affected by the presence or absence of the mother
and male or female peers (Wallen 1996). Hormones can bias
this developmental trajectory, but they do not, in and of themselves, ﬁx brain circuits for life. To become chronically aggressive, one must have ﬁghting partners and an environment that
tolerates or even encourages such behavior. Such ﬁghting, in
turn, affects brain development in ways that likely facilitate
physical aggression later in life.
In the remainder of this paper, I will show how a more nuanced developmental understanding is essential to unpacking
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the origins of gender differences in aggression. Furthermore,
this understanding offers our best hope of reducing this gender difference or, more precisely, of rerouting this feature of
masculine development in a way that protects individuals and
societies from the harms of physical aggression and violence.

Brain Development and Neuroplasticity
The ﬁrst thing to understand about human brain development
is that little of it is rigidly ﬁxed or “hardwired,” beyond the most
basic reﬂex circuits in the brainstem and spinal cord. Decades
ago, neuroscientists adopted the term “plasticity” to describe the
malleability of all nervous system constituents, from glia to
neurons to circuits and all parts therein. Neuroplasticity is the
basis of learning, memory, and all aspects of enculturation. It is
how experience leaves its mark on the nervous system and alters behavior going forward—that is, how we learn and adapt
to our environment over the long course of an individual lifetime. Although the basic wiring plan of the brain is set out by
early genetic programming, the precise, functional circuits depend on experience in order to complete their wiring. And a
fundamental feature of neuroplasticity is that it is far more
potent in childhood than later phases of life.
As one key example, the basic evolutionary premise for
behavioral gender difference—that asymmetry in parental investment underlies greater male aggression and promiscuity—
turns out to be more plastic than commonly portrayed. Compared to the polygynous mating of rats and other mammals on
which this model relies, human mating is far more diverse,
ranging from monogamy to serial pair-bonding to polygyny
and a handful of polyandrous societies (Brown, Laland, and
Mulder 2009). Moreover, on the scale of other primates, human
males have a relatively modest testes volume and size advantage
over females, both features that are consistent with lower levels
of male promiscuity and male-male competition (StewartWilliams and Thomas 2013). Across the primate lineage, monogamy is associated with a dramatic increase in brain size that
is argued to have permitted the federation of family alliances
that form the core of every human society (Schillaci 2006;
Stanyon and Bigoni 2014). The relatively minor sexual dimorphism in humans is similarly reﬂected in brain structure; despite popular tropes distinguishing the “male brain” from the
“female brain,” most measures of brain structure and function
differ subtly, if at all, between the sexes (Eliot 2020; Fjell et al.
2009; Jäncke 2018; Sommer et al. 2008).
Along with pair-bonding and social monogamy, humans are
distinguished by a greater degree of paternal investment compared to many other primate species. Although more variable
than maternal investment, paternal investment contributes
importantly to children’s nurturing and survival across most
human societies (Finkel and Eastwick 2015). Monogamy and
paternal investment are thus said to be facultative in humans—
available to enhance reproductive ﬁtness depending on circumstances (Geary 2000) and present to varying degrees across
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all cultures. The fact that prepubescent boys across diverse
cultures act in nurturing ways toward younger children shows
that males’ potential for empathy and caregiving is as “innate”
as their potential for aggression (Whiting, Edwards, and Ember
1992).
So what determines where a given boy will end up on the
spectrum from nurturance to aggression? For this, let us take
a brief detour to the mechanisms of brain development to appreciate just how plastic and dependent our neural circuitry is
on experience, especially early in life.
Human brain development is a long, protracted process. It
begins in the ﬁfth week of gestation and continues until early
adulthood, with certain neuronal properties maturing well into
the third decade of life (Houston, Herting, and Sowell 2013;
Stiles et al. 2015). The multiphased process of brain development lasts much longer than in other species and presumably
evolved to allow generous time for learning and neuroplasticity to adapt young people’s neural circuits to the great diversity and complex demands of human physical and social
environments.
The ﬁrst phase of brain development is the birth of all brain
cells, the roughly 80 billion neurons that comprise the central
nervous system. Such neurogenesis takes place largely before
birth and is mostly genetically programmed (Greig et al. 2013).
By contrast, the connections between neurons, or synapses,
that determine the ultimate form of information processing develop largely postnatally (Huttenlocher and Dabholkar 1997).
And this process is critically shaped by neural activity—that is,
by the precise experiences, environment, and culture children
are immersed in from birth through adolescence (Greenough,
Black, and Wallace 1987). Another key developmental event,
myelination, also takes place largely postnatally, continuing in
some brain areas (especially the frontal and temporal lobes)
into a person’s late twenties (Miller et al. 2012). Myelin is the
dense, white matter coating on neuronal axons, comprised of
proteins and lipids and essential to the clear and rapid ﬂow
of information between brain nodes. The basic sequence of
myelination across different brain areas appears to be genetically programmed (Brody et al. 1987; Konner 1991), but the
thickness and relative efﬁcacy of myelin coating is shaped by
neuronal activity. And this electrical activity, in turn, depends
on repeated practice, experience, and other environmental
inﬂuences that are a growing focus of myelin studies (Fields
2015).
A child’s early experience activates all parts of the nervous
system, peripheral and central, but it is the higher levels of the
CNS that are most subject to modiﬁcation in response to
physical and social stimulation (Fox, Levitt, and Nelson 2010).
When we talk about behaviors being “hardwired,” meaning
ﬁxed and innate, this applies only to the most basic survival
reﬂexes such as blinking, coughing, and heart rate control,
whose circuits are located in lower-brain structures (brainstem
and spinal cord) and are largely mature before birth (Eliot
2000; Konner 1991). This stands in contrast to circuits underlying our conscious and willful behaviors, which are located
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in the cerebral cortex and basal ganglia and critically depend
on experience for their maturation (Tau and Peterson 2010).
For example, toy play may look instinctive—as when we see
toddlers cuddling a doll or pushing a toy truck across the
ﬂoor—but every piece of such actions requires learning and the
tuning of neural circuits to the speciﬁc sensory, motor, spatial,
social, cultural, and motivational demands of both object and
environment (Thelen and Smith 1994).
The neocortex comprises the vast majority of the cerebral
cortex in humans and is the most recently evolved part of the
brain, present only in mammals and especially expanded in
higher primates. Although the basic wiring plan of the neocortex is laid out genetically, its ﬁnal, precise circuitry requires
early experience for its completion. Imagine building any other
massive network, such as a national postal service, starting
from scratch. A central ofﬁce (genes) could lay out the major
trunk lines, but the ﬁnal deliveries must be worked out locally,
after the service starts up (birth) and mail carriers are able
to hone their most efﬁcient routes through daily trial and error.
This iterative tuning keeps the development process ﬂexible,
which is precisely what a command-and-control system needs
to be in a highly intelligent, highly nimble organization (or
animal).
Synaptic plasticity occurs throughout the nervous system, but
neocortical circuits are absolutely dependent on it for normal
development. This is reﬂected in the protracted maturation of
cortical gray matter, which includes neuronal cell bodies, synapses, and the dendrites that extend and remodel to accommodate new synapses throughout development (de GraafPeters and Hadders-Algra 2006; Stiles et al. 2015). Importantly,
gray matter volume and synapse number do not merely increase
during development; both expand through childhood but then
actually retract or “prune” during adolescence, a turning point
that coincides with the end of various developmental critical
periods (Huttenlocher and Dabholkar 1997; Shaw et al. 2008).
Thus, the mammalian brain overproduces synapses and gray
matter during children’s most experimental, exploratory phase,
setting up a Darwinian-like selection for the most ecologically
useful connections and pruning away the inefﬁcient, least useful pathways. Considering that the human cerebral cortex contains about 10 billion neurons, and each neuron typically receives about 10,000 synaptic connections, this adds up to some
100 trillion synapses that need to be sorted out during development, a number far too high for genes alone to specify. The
problem is solved by letting experience do the work of synapse
selection, which for children comes largely in the form of social
interactions and play.
Research over the past 30 years has identiﬁed one cellular
mechanism in particular, “long-term potentiation” (LTP), that
is crucial for the neuronal remodeling that stores the memory
for both skills and knowledge (Sweatt 2016). First discovered in
the hippocampus, an essential structure for memory consolidation, LTP was later found to play a key role in information
storage throughout the brain, consolidating both conscious (or
autobiographical) memories as well as the unconscious skills,
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habits, and perceptual biases that comprise the majority of our
behavioral repertoire.
Familiar by the slogan “Cells that ﬁre together wire together,”
LTP is triggered by the repeated, simultaneous electrical activity of pre- and postsynaptic neurons. It is this cellular process that explains why “Practice makes perfect.” Relative to the
background electrical chatter produced by random experiences, highly salient or repeated experiences exceed a biochemical threshold that triggers actual physical change in the
size and strength of the synapse. Going back to our postal
analogy, it is as if the roadway automatically widens on any
route a driver reliably takes day after day.
Since its discovery in the hippocampus, LTP and related
forms of synaptic plasticity have been found to underlie every
possible form of learning, including developmental changes
that we do not necessarily think of as learning. Take visual
development: researchers and clinicians have long known that
an infant’s experience of seeing is critical for properly wiring
circuits in the visual cortex. Children who are deprived of clear
vision in early life—for example, those born with congenital
cataract or strabismus—can permanently lose ﬁne acuity and
depth perception if the problem is not treated within the ﬁrst
two years of life. Beginning with the Nobel Prize–winning
work of David Hubel and Torsten Wiesel in the 1960s, occipital
neurons were found to depend critically on early visual input in
order to wire into a high-acuity, depth-perceiving visual apparatus. Further research has conﬁrmed that LTP is integral to
the process by which visual experience sculpts the precise, efﬁcient networks that allow ﬁne vision (Hensch 2005).
Until recently, most research on neuroplasticity was focused on synapses, but the last decade has seen an explosion
of research on “epigenetic” plasticity. These are chromosomal
modiﬁcations such as methylation and acetylation that do not
affect the basic DNA sequence (which would be considered a
mutation) but instead alter the way genes are expressed, often
in permanent fashion. Changes in gene expression in turn
alter protein production and thereby, the structure of cells and
signaling pathways within them. This happens throughout the
body, but when such changes take place in the brain, they alter
the way neural circuits process information and produce behavior.
A ﬂood of research has identiﬁed many experiential factors
that induce brain epigenetic changes and behavioral sequelae.
Visual experience is one such factor, now known to induce
epigenetic changes in the cerebral cortex that limit plasticity as
an animal ages out of the critical period (Levelt and Hübener
2012). Similar synaptic and epigenetic plasticity have been
found throughout the mammalian forebrain, contributing to
the critical periods for other sensory (Erzurumlu and Gaspar
2012), motor (Reid, Rose, and Boyd 2015), social-emotional
(McLaughlin et al. 2015), cognitive (Fox et al. 2010), and linguistic (Werker and Hensch 2015) abilities. That such a wide
range of functions, from basic sensation to higher cognition,
depend on early experience and neuroplasticity for normal
maturation makes it inescapable that aggression and empathy

S72

are also critically shaped by environmental inﬂuences beginning in the ﬁrst months and years of life.
Of special relevance is a large body of research addressing
how early nurturing and stress impact the brain and behavior
through epigenetic modiﬁcations. In some now-classic studies from Michael Meaney’s laboratory at McGill University,
rat pups whose adoptive mothers were poorly attentive—that
is, licked and groomed them substantially less than more
nurturing adoptive mothers—showed poorer stress hormone
buffering, along with elevated anxiety and impaired cognition
(Meaney 2001). The reason for using adoptive mothers was
to exclude the inﬂuence of shared genes. Moreover, these
studies employed a cross-fostering design, such that genetically more vulnerable pups were actually rescued by the more
nurturing adoptive parenting. Thus, nurture overrides nature
in this situation, and the long-lasting effects on pups’ brains
and behavior were found to be due to epigenetic modiﬁcations (cytosine methylation and histone acetylation), particularly involving the genes for neurotransmitters and receptors that participate in mood and stress regulation (Weaver
et al. 2004). This line of research is particularly pertinent to the
development of aggression since Meany’s group also found that
higher levels of licking and grooming were associated with
lower levels of play ﬁghting among male pups in early adolescence (Parent and Meaney 2008).
A last and highly familiar example of developmental plasticity is the critical period for language, whereby the speciﬁc
dialect a child is immersed in from birth ﬁxes the way that
phonemes and syntax are processed throughout life. Adolescents and adults are capable of learning a second or more languages later in life, but it is never as effortless or precise as the
ﬂuency achieved through immersion in childhood. Although
the neurobiology of this plasticity is not as well studied as in
the visual cortex, newer research indicates the critical period for
language reﬂects the stabilization of cortical circuitry through
similar competitive synaptic plasticity and epigenetic mechanisms (Werker and Hensch 2015).
On the topic of language, it is worth noting that gender development is thought to take place by a similar process. Like
language ability, gender identity is biased by innate inﬂuences
(e.g., left hemisphere predisposition for language; prenatal gonadal hormones for gender) but requires experience to crystallize during a critical period. Thus, children who are raised
from birth as the gender opposite their birth sex (most often
due to cloacal exstrophy) are usually content with this assignment and do not become gender dysphoric (Meyer-Bahlburg
2005). Like language learning, gender learning takes place very
early, during the period of infantile amnesia and through a
process of categorization and social mimicry (Martin, Ruble,
and Szkrybalo 2002). Most children achieve gender awareness
by around three years of age, although children’s ability to accurately use gender labels varies with their mothers’ endorsement of traditional gender roles (Fagot, Leinbach, and O’Boyle
1992). Like language, once gender awareness has emerged it
becomes a powerful tool for navigating one’s social environ-
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ment. Thus, gender awareness induces a self-socialization process that acts as a wedge, diverting boys and girls into the separate peer groups that increasingly reinforce their behavioral
differences. The end result is a differentiation of interests and
abilities that replicates the gender roles modeled by the nurturing society (Martin, Ruble, and Szkrybalo 2002).

The Development of Physical Aggression
in Boys and Girls
These principles of brain development and plasticity can be
applied to our understanding of aggression and its differential
expression in males and females. Although children begin life
with both prosocial (Warneken 2016) and antisocial (Tremblay,
Vitaro, and Côté 2018) tendencies, it is clear that aggressive acts
are common in young children and mostly wane as they grow.
Babies are naturally selﬁsh, trying to survive by shepherding
resources such as food, toys, and parental affection. Among the
handful of emotions present from early infancy is anger, which
is felt and expressed at moments of frustration—a common
situation for infants who have little control over their environment. And anger and frustration are the primary emotions
that drive aggressive acts.
Importantly, the experience of anger does not differ between
boys and girls; if anything, female infants may exhibit anger
more readily than boys (Malatesta et al. 1986). Nonetheless,
parents tend to be more accepting of anger in sons than daughters, a difference that likely inﬂuences boys’ and girls’ differential success at repressing aggression as they grow. Both
mothers and fathers participate in this training: mothers accept
anger and tantrums more from their sons than their daughters,
while fathers are likelier to soothe their daughters and upbraid
their sons when they express fear or sadness (Potegal and Archer 2004).
The fact that young boys and girls have similar experiences
of frustration and anger means they are equally motivated to
aggress if they feel another person is blocking their aims. This is
reﬂected in the similar prevalence of physical aggression between boys and girls in the ﬁrst few years of life. According to
large longitudinal studies from Europe and North America,
most children start to use physical aggression in the second
year of life, some 80% of children at the age of 17 months if they
have siblings (Tremblay et al. 1999). Based on parent and
teacher surveys, boys and girls are about equally likely to “hit,
bite, or kick” another person during the toddler and early
preschool years. This behavior actually peaks between two and
four years of age and then steadily declines throughout childhood (Côté et al. 2006), when most children learn to inhibit
such inappropriate behaviors (ﬁg. 1).
The catch is that physical aggression declines more rapidly
in girls than boys through the remainder of childhood. Although the gender difference in average aggressiveness is nonexistent (Baillargeon, Tremblay, and Willms 1999) or small in
toddler-aged (Alink et al. 2006) and preschool-aged children
(Côté et al. 2006), it grows substantially between ages 5 and 11,
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Figure 1. Physical aggression in girls (pink) and boys (blue) as tabulated in Côté et al. (2006). Ten cohorts totaling 10,658 children
were drawn from a national Canadian sample and followed longitudinally over 6 years. The aggression score was based on parents’
response to whether their child “kicks, bites, hits other children”; “gets into many ﬁghts”; and “reacts with anger and ﬁghting,” scored
as “Never” (0), “Sometimes” (1), and “Often” (2). The maximum possible score was 6.

even as the overall prevalence of physical aggression declines.
Thus, by age 11, only 10% of all children are still committing
aggression of any type, but boys are some 75% more likely to
commit acts of physical aggression, according to parents and
teachers in a North American sample (Archer 2009).
The gender difference is much greater if we consider only the
most highly aggressive children, upon whom much of the research has focused. According to one study, boys are ﬁve times
more likely than girls to be identiﬁed as using physical aggression on a frequent basis as early as 17 months (Baillargeon
et al. 2007), in spite of the lack of gender difference in average
aggressiveness at this age. However, according to another
standard that clusters children into high-, moderate-, and lowaggressive groups, boys comprised just a modest majority (54%)
of the 14% of all children rated as highly aggressive between 2
and 8 years of age (Tremblay, Vitaro, and Côté 2018). Other
research has tracked the stability of highly aggressive behavior
across childhood and ﬁnds that boys are about 67% more likely
to be identiﬁed within the group of persistently aggressive children (Côté et al. 2006), whereas girls are more likely to desist
during this period, dropping physical aggression in favor of
other responses to social competition, namely, relational aggression, in this Canadian sample.
According to Hay (2007), the emergence of gender difference in physical aggression is best understood from a social
learning perspective. Although innate factors, including sexspeciﬁc genes and early hormone exposure, may tip more boys
than girls into the “high aggressive” group, many toddlers are
inclined to use physical tactics to exert their will over others,
whether by striking or biting or grabbing an object away from
another person. However, most children soon learn nonphysical tactics, with girls learning such strategies faster than

boys. Hay (2007) enumerated all of the following as contributors to the gender divergence in physical aggression over
childhood: (1) girls’ faster neurobehavioral maturation, especially of frontal lobe–mediated inhibitory control; (2) boys’
greater engagement in rough-and-tumble play, which increases the opportunity to commit inappropriately aggressive
physical acts; (3) gender segregation, such that boys’ play is
likelier to be steered by the handful of highly aggressive children, whereas girls’ groups include fewer such inﬂuencers;
(4) parental tolerance and in some cases encouragement of aggression in sons, but not daughters (Endendijk et al. 2017); and,
perhaps most importantly, (5) early male vulnerability, the
well-replicated ﬁnding that boys are more sensitive to a poor
environment and likelier to suffer both medically and psychologically from economic hardship and psychosocial trauma
(DiPietro and Voegtline 2017).
Taken together, all of these factors likely interact to explain
the gender divergence in physical aggression over childhood
and with it the tendency of girls to convert from physical to
relational aggression over this period (Lansford et al. 2012).
Thus, acts of bullying are equally committed by girls and boys,
although girls are less likely to admit it (Loeber and Hay 1997).
A key point is that physical bullying is not “male typical” behavior but, rather, is typical of a small subset of highly aggressive boys. When such boys grow up in adverse, stressful,
and perhaps violent conditions themselves, the combination of
greater male vulnerability plus gender segregation and male
role expectations can end up fostering, as opposed to dissipating, these initial aggressive impulses, as more favorable
rearing would tend to do. According to this model, such early
incubation of physical aggression then cultivates the neural
circuitry and habits that lead to a violent adulthood.
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Rerouting the Neurodevelopment of Male Violence
This proposed trajectory for the incubation of violence accords
with our understanding of brain development and neuroplasticity. Given the potency of early experience, it is likely that
an initial biologic tilt, compounded by social factors and environmental stressors, leads to a divergence in neural circuitry
and increased risk for violence among the minority of highly
aggressive boys. Research on the neurobiology of aggression
and violence has uncovered various neural correlates but no
clear-cut sex difference in the limbic circuitry that underlies
such behaviors. Again, the hub of this circuit is the amygdala,
which integrates a wide range of sensory and contextual signals
to detect emotion and drive motivated behavior through both
autonomic and cortical outputs. The amygdala is about 10%
larger in adult men compared to women, but this difference is
proportional to overall brain volume and disappears when
analyses correct for individual differences in brain or body size
(Marwha, Halari, and Eliot 2017). Similarly, boys’ amygdala
volume is about 7% larger than girls’ in infancy, but this is
proportional to their larger head and brain size at birth. Another
developmental difference is that the amygdala reaches its peak
volume about 1.5 years later in boys compared to girls at the end
of the prepubertal period (Uematsu et al. 2012), which also
parallels the sex difference in bodily growth that peaks one to
two years earlier in girls.
In principle, males’ larger absolute amygdala volume could
contribute to the gender difference in physical aggression and
violence. However, studies of adult humans have actually detected an inverse correlation between aggression and amygdala
volume (Rosell and Siever 2015). That is, the amygdala is reliably reduced in volume in association with aggression in both
sexes—contrary to the ﬁndings in rats. The amygdala, in turn,
is controlled by the orbital prefrontal cortex (PFC), a largely
inhibitory connection that appears weaker in individuals who
tend toward high levels of anger expression. Like most of the
frontal lobe, the orbital PFC matures quite slowly, so only gradually gains potency at suppressing anger and aggression as children grow.
Early research suggested that women have a proportionately
larger orbitofrontal cortex than men (Gur et al. 2002), which
was believed to underlie their stronger emotional regulation.
However, more recent research using very large samples has
failed to conﬁrm this; if anything, the medial orbitofrontal
cortex is slightly larger in men, and there is no sex difference in
volume of the lateral orbitofrontal cortex (Potvin, Dieumegarde, and Duchesne 2017, 2018; Ritchie et al. 2018). Furthermore, studies of infants from zero to two years of age have
failed to detect sex differences at the level of brain structure
or connectivity in the amygdala, orbitofrontal cortex, and their
associated circuits, suggesting that any such male-female brain
differences emerge later in development, coincident with the
period of gender socialization and segregation across childhood and adolescence (Geng et al. 2017; Gilmore, Knickmeyer,
and Gao 2018).
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Other research has focused on neurochemical differences
among highly aggressive individuals, which include reduced
serotonin levels and greater prevalence of the short-allele form
of the serotonin uptake transporter (the 5-HT transporterlinked polymorphic region, or 5-HTTLPR), which results in
less efﬁcient serotonin reuptake from the synapse (Rosell and
Siever 2015). Importantly, research on both the 5-HTTLPR
and the serotonin catabolic enzyme, monoamine oxidase A
(MAOA), has identiﬁed relationships between low-activity alleles and aggressive or antisocial behavior, but only through interaction with adverse childhood experience (maltreatment). In
the case of MAOA, this interaction between short allele (lower
serotonin degradation) and maltreatment predicted antisocial
behavior in males but trended the opposite way in females,
suggesting an early-seeded sex difference in the impact of adversity on the development of antisocial behavior (Byrd and
Manuck 2014).
These are just some of the neuroanatomical and neurochemical pathways that participate in violent behavior and are
being shaped during the developmental period that normally
sees a suppression in overt aggression. Given the high rate of
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) among incarcerated juveniles (Baglivio et al. 2014) and the many links between such
adversity and neurobiological dysfunction, it is clear that violence can be one result of neuroplasticity gone awry—a failure
to develop the inhibition that increasingly holds aggression in
check as children grow. The impact of ACEs on risk-taking,
mental health, and violence has become a particular focus of
public health efforts, with the goal of identifying and evaluating
strategies to counteract their threat to healthy limbic system
development (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, US
2016).
It is clear that such interventions must begin very early, if not
a full generation in advance. Antisocial violence is transmitted
intergenerationally, and by the time an abused child becomes
a parent it is often too late for their own children to escape its
shadow. Nonetheless, some interventions are beginning to
show promise. Evaluating these is complex, especially when the
outcome of interest, violent aggression, is relatively rare and
not apparent until decades later. But a few strategies have
proven beneﬁcial for reducing child abuse and improving longterm behavior outcomes, mostly involving parent support and
education about child development and positive discipline
(Tremblay, Vitaro, and Côté 2018).
One program out of Dublin that has been heavily researched
is called Preparing for Life. It works with parents from pregnancy through the ﬁrst four to ﬁve years of life using a combination of home visiting, infant massage, and positive parenting education. A large, randomized trial of Preparing for
Life (Côté et al. 2018) found beneﬁts of treatment to children’s
cognitive development and externalizing behaviors, a common
precursor to aggression and violence. Another intervention
conducted in the United States, the Nurse-Family Partnership,
has been found to reduce child abuse (Chen and Chan 2016)
and improve cognitive outcomes, especially for boys (Heckman
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et al. 2017). Additionally, high-quality preschool has been
found to lower the incidence of crime among both boys and girls
(García, Heckman, and Ziff 2019). Such interventions cannot
end at preschool but must continue when children enroll in
elementary and high school. In Canada, a two-year project was
developed for seven- to nine-year-olds that included homebased parent training and school-based pairings of at-risk boys
with a handful of carefully chosen, prosocial peers. Long-term
beneﬁts of this program included a reduction in delinquency
and criminal records by age 24, although the intervention did
not impact violent crime rates (Tremblay, Vitaro, and Côté
2018).
I conclude with another promising program: a low-cost,
holistic intervention developed in Canada and known as Roots
of Empathy. At the heart of this program is a human infant,
recruited with his or her parent to join an elementary school
classroom once per month and serve as the emotional “teacher.”
Students cluster around a large blanket and watch as the
infant’s abilities and personality unfold month by month. The
curriculum is centered on attachment and the importance of a
caring, trusted nurturer for every human to grow and thrive
physically and emotionally. Most importantly, the children in
the class—boys and girls alike—develop a genuine bond and
protective affection for their infant teacher. Rigorous assessments of Roots of Empathy have found several beneﬁts in reducing bullying and aggression and increasing empathy and
prosocial behaviors within classrooms. Importantly, the beneﬁts are equally great for boys as girls, contrary to teachers’
initial expectations (Connolly et al. 2018).

Conclusion
Across societies, male violence is a greater problem than female
violence. Facile biological explanations pin this sex difference
on testosterone or brain “hardwiring,” but the actual mechanisms are complex and can only be understood within a larger
neurodevelopmental framework. This review aimed to cultivate
a more nuanced perspective on the emergence of sex difference
in physical aggression and violence as a function of brain
development within gender-differentiating environments. No
child is born preprogrammed for violence but learns to balance
pro- and antisocial impulses according to the speciﬁc resource
and social demands of their rearing environment. Despite the
growing ﬂexibility of gender roles in some locales, male violence
is still valorized in most societies, whereas female violence rarely
is. Acknowledging that these gender roles are grounded in reproductive biology, human neurodevelopment is deeply plastic
and offers the opportunity to magnify or diminish gender differences in physical aggression and violence depending on
cultural teaching and the quality of the early environment.
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The Male Malady of Globalization
Phallocentric Nationalism in South Korea
Sealing Cheng
In this article I analyze how masculinity has been co-constructed with sexual violence within a narrative of national and personal
redemption in South Korea. In examining what I identify as phallocentric nationalism, I trace the symbolic construction of the penis—
naturalized in its erect, penetrating form and its participation in heterosex—as a source of masculine power within a nationalist
discourse of emasculation and recuperation in Korea. Tracing the representation of this penetrative masculinity alongside its penetrated corollary in the whore/wife binary, across a range of literary, cinematic, and legal discourses, I analyze how male sexual violence
has been understood, practiced, regulated, and resisted. It is within the “imagined nation” (Anderson 1983) of Korea that the penis
comes to stand in for masculine power, men’s relationships to women, the Korean nation, and the world at large. The penis and its
medicalization since the 1990s further provide a productive site to examine how meta-narratives about the nation, gender, and
sexuality translate into individual desires, embodied practices, and erotic entanglements in Korea. I refer to these desires and anxieties
invested in the penis as the male malady of globalization.

“The Korean Flagpole”
The nationalist and territorial ambition is unmistakable in the
Korean expression taegukirul-gotda (planting the Korean ﬂagpole) that referred not to any moon landing but to a Korean
man’s feat of having sex with a non-Korean woman, preferably
a White woman. I learned about this expression when I was
conducting research in 1999 on Korean men’s use of prostitution as a collective male ritual (Cheng 2000).1 To be exact, I was
doing an interview over beers with ﬁve men who worked in the
same company and would visit the red-light district together
regularly. The expression came up in a discussion of their desire
for foreign women. Premised on the binary understanding of
penetrating masculinity and penetrated femininity, personal
and national fates—immersed in all the androcentrism and
phallocentrism conveyed in this pithy expression—were tied.
The year 1999 was a unique moment in Korea’s history of
globalization: just a decade after the 1988 Seoul Olympics that
served as Korea’s “coming-out party” to the world—marking
the end of military dictatorship and the success of the democratic movement; the state-initiated globalization project in the

1. By the end of 1999, I interviewed a total of 10 middle-class Korean
men in their thirties. Except for an individual interview that took place in
a western restaurant with one man who was introduced by a fellow academic, the other interviews took place in groups of four and ﬁve, respectively, at bars. I secured the interviews with my foreignness and my
pedigree as well as my connection to the groups through a senior (sonbae)
who commanded their respect. The individual interview lasted for two
and a half hours, while the group interviews lasted for more than three
hours.

1990s achieved global economic recognition in 1996 when
Korea joined the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) with the world’s eleventh-largest GDP.
In 1997, however, the Korean government had to accept an
emergency “bail-out” fund of US$21 billion from the International Monetary Fund, locally known as the “IMF crisis.” The
ﬂagpole, obviously, stood for a Korean man’s erect penis, just as
the woman’s body was a stand-in for the foreign territory, while
penetrative sex was analogized as national conquest. The main
target of this eroticization was the “White woman”—a fantasy
that had its own Korean slang: baekmarul-tada (riding a white
horse).2 My informants belonged to the “386 generation”—
people who were in their thirties, participated in the democratic
movement in the 1980s, and were born in the 1960s. They had
taken part in anti-American and antigovernment protests as
university students but also had grown up on a diet of American
pornography such as Playboy and Penthouse (smuggled out of
US military camps into the black market). These global engagements, however, generated their own set of anxieties around
the “small pepper”—concerns that Korean penis size might not
compare favorably to that of White men’s. As such, Korean
masculinities were burdened with both the ambitions and the
anxieties of globalization, and the stakes were not just “personal, but also national, honour and vigor” (Cheng 2000:73).
The phallocentrism manifest in this symbolic convergence
of the individual’s manhood with the nation’s vigor pivots
around women as the penetrated and dominated in heterosex.

2. A Korean language blog run by a White woman living in Seoul discussing this particular term was still going strong in 2017. http://hanmadi
korean.com/baekmatada/ (last accessed June 30, 2020).
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In the 2000s, the Korean women’s rights movement mobilized
women’s sexual victimhood in this phallocentric nationalism
to vernacularize the global campaign against sex trafﬁcking
(Cheng 2011). Anti-prostitution activists deployed nationalist
sentiments around the prostitute as a symbol of the “violated
and dishonoured” nation (Cheng 2019:4), framing prostitution
as a foreign evil (of Japanese colonialism, US imperialism, and
the ills of globalization) incompatible with authentic Korean
values, and therefore this evil must be purged (Cheng 2011,
2019). Despite protests from sex workers, the Anti-prostitution
Laws (the Protection Act and the Punishment Act) to combat sex trafﬁcking were passed in 2004 (Cheng 2011). The
laws reproduced the phallocentric gender and sexual politics
in Korea’s nationalist historiography: conceiving nonmarital
male sexuality as dangerous and dominating, while reinforcing the whore/wife binary by criminalizing women who sell
sex uncoerced, offering protection only to “victims of prostitution” (Cheng 2011). To regulate “the penis out of place” (Sommer 2002:67), the laws also produced women unchaste, and
vice versa.
These parallels between the male clients’ and anti-prostitution
activists’ understanding of penetrative masculinity and penetrable femininity are embedded within a nationalist historiography of suffering and redemption. They converge on the
omnipotence of the penis—functioning as an instrument of
patriotic passions or patriarchal domination, naturalized in its
erect, penetrating form and its participation in heterosex. The
penis—as the executive arm of the phallus—has been recruited
into a range of social, cultural, and medical discourses as “the
embodied, material nature of one’s relation with the world”
(Moore 1994a:18). In Korea, the penis comes to stand in for
masculine power, men’s relationship to women, and men’s
relation to the nation and the world at large. In the following, I
will ﬁrst examine how, in Korean nationalist narratives of national reinvigoration in the twentieth century (Choi 1998; Lee
2019; Miyoshi-Jager 2003), men’s sexual domination of women
is entwined with pervasive narratives of emasculation and the
compulsion for remasculinization. My analysis builds on Don
Kulick’s argument that the “deployment of sexuality” in Swedish anti-trafﬁcking laws was geared toward the making of a
“national Swedish sexuality” (Kulick 2005:223) amid the anxieties of Sweden’s joining the European Union. In this article I
trace the sexualization of Korean nationalism through the male
body in the nation’s globalization processes, and the reproduction of the whore/wife binary as a pillar for measuring
masculine power and failure. Building on feminist scholars
before me (such as Miyoshi-Jager [2003], Moon [1997], and
Yang [1997]), my previous works have focused on women’s
sexual victimhood—embodied in the ﬁgure of the prostitute—
in nationalist discourses (Cheng 2011, 2013, 2019). My interest
here, however, is to tease out how masculinity has been coconstructed with sexual violence within a narrative of patriotic
“manly redemption” (Miyoshi-Jager 2003:16).
Second, I build on feminist theorization of sexual violence
not as a breakdown but as an assertion and contestation of
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gendered relations (Harvey and Gow 1994:13). Anthropologists of masculinities have found different modes of “women
making men” (Gutmann 1997), and how “concepts of virginity and honor . . . locate the prestige of a man between the
legs of a woman” (Mernissi 1982:183). I examine historically
the moral and legal maintenance of female chastity in evaluating masculine authority as well as violence. I attend to the
co-construction of sexual violence and masculinity through the
lens of sex work while remaining critical of Korean state and
NGO efforts that reinforced ideas of prostitution as a unique
and aggravated site of male violence against women (Cheng
2019). Empirical evidence has proven amply that extensive violence against women takes place outside of prostitution. There
are alarming statistics on intimate partner violence by men
against women in Korea. Between 2012 and 2015, 313 murder
cases of women by their “romantic partners” took place.3 A
2018 Seoul Metropolitan Government report found that 9 out
of 10 women have been abused by their boyfriends or husbands (Korea Times, January 30, 2018). Young women and
their parents seek to strategize “safe breakup” to safeguard their
lives when ending relationships with men.4 Eliminating prostitution will not, for one thing, end violence against women. The
pervasiveness of male violence against women suggested by
these ﬁgures compels us to ask questions about how structural
inequalities as well as discourses of violence and honor are
productive of gender.
It is within the nationalist historiography of emasculation
and desire for recuperation that we understand the relationship
between the penis and the phallus in postcolonial Korea and
the context in which male desires for sexual domination became integral to male aspirations for authority and control.
Third, by unpacking narratives of Korean men who buy sex, I
focus on how they invest meanings in the penis, and particular
ways of using the penis, to assess masculine authority. Within
the gendering of hierarchy in Korean society, these investments in the penis attribute masculine powers to those who
violate, conferring femininity on those who are victimized,
while rendering certain populations as “un-rapeable.” On the
basis of these understandings of phallocentric nationalism as
the symbolic economy within which gender and sexual politics
operate in Korea, the ﬁnal part of my analysis deals with the
medicalization of the penis in the 2000s as a “male malady of
globalization.” The growing market for male circumcision and
then penile enlargement is a reﬂection of the anxieties and
desires pertinent to the making of a globalizing Korean male

3. Claire Lee, 2015, “Murders among romantic partners on rise in South
Korea,” Korea Herald, September 5, 2015. http://www.koreaherald.com
/view.php?udp20150906000413 (accessed January 3, 2019).
4. For example, a mother wrote an article in a mainstream daily titled
“5 rules my daughter must know about ‘Safe Breakup,’ ” including not to
break up in a private place. Chosun Ilbo, August 1, 2016. http://weekly.chosun
.com/client/news/viw.asp?ctcdpC02&nNewsNumbp002418100009 (accessed
December 2, 2018).
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subject.5 It is within the “imagined nation” (Anderson 1983) of
globalizing Korea that the sexual speciﬁcity of the penis realizes
its potentials for experience, symbolization, and embodiment
(Grosz 1994:189). The symbolic construction of the penis as a
source of masculine power within a nationalist discourse of
emasculation and recuperation in Korea is what I call phallocentric nationalism. The sexing of the Korean man is a simultaneous sexing of the nation.

A Continuous Crisis of Korean Masculinity
Historical anthropologist Sheila Miyoshi-Jager (2003) examined how narratives of nation building in the early twentieth
century generated new forms of masculinity and femininity.
Under Japanese colonialism (1911–1945), nationalist elites
called for the revival of a “martial manhood” for “patriotic redemption, that is, the means by which Korea’s ‘failed men/
husbands’ could be turned into successful patriots” (MiyoshiJager 2003:16). Dissident intellectuals used metaphors of sexual
violence and rape to lament national division after the Korean
War (1950–1953) (Miyoshi-Jager 2003:69). A threat to feminine chastity (and by extension to marriage) was perceived as a
threat to the integrity and “inner” (racial) continuity of the
nation itself (Miyoshi-Jager 2003:73). A crisis of masculinity
cohering with a crisis of the nation expressed through the violated Korean woman thereby engendered a desire for remasculinization. In popular culture, such representations of the
failed man “occasioned a revival of images, cultural discourses,
and popular ﬁctions that fetishized and imagined dominant
men and masculinity” (Kim 2004:9–10). The phallocentrism of
political, literary, and cinematic texts repeatedly inscribed the
metonymic relationship between the penis and the phallus
through a constant anxiety of masculine lack, exposed through
the female ﬁgures of the whore/mother/wife.
In her discussion of gender and nationalism in Korea, literary scholar Chungmoo Choi (1998) found that “the image
of postcolonial South Korea envisaged . . . is often a raped
woman or prostitute who struggles to survive under colonial
rule” (15). The prostitute—and her excessive yet degraded
sexuality—appeared in numerous literary works as evidence
of “the (symbolically) castrated Korean men and their failure to
protect the women’s chastity or to prevent them from being
consumed by foreign intruders” (Elfving-Hwang 2010:138).
The protagonist of the short story The Wings, written by colonial period (1910–1945) writer Yi Sang (2001 [1936]), was an
unemployed intellectual who lay limp at home everyday, while
depending on his wife who received “guests” in her room for a
5. This echoes in some ways Everett Zhang’s ethnography of “the
impotence epidemic” in China in the 1990s. He demonstrated that impotence was a “social event” (Zhang 2015:100) in the historical shift of
China to postsocialism, signifying “the ontological shift in human existence in China from downplaying desire to promoting the desire to
desire” (Zhang 2015:15). I take the analysis a step further in analyzing the
relation between the penis, masculinity, and the nation.
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living. He personiﬁed the failures of the colonized nation that
not only failed to guard its women but was utterly dependent
on their “guests” for survival. In the postcolonial era, derogatory
terms like “western princesses” and “western whores” marked
women who entertained US military in the military camp towns
(Moon 1999). In female novelist Kang Sok-Kyong’s short story
“Days and Nights” (1983), a Korean man murders one of these
women because all he got was “some damned foreigner’s leftovers.” The prostitute serving foreigners as a symbol of national
humiliation and deﬁlement is simultaneously a lamentation on
violated Korean masculinity.
“Both pitied and despised, the whore thus became the symbol of the nation’s shame and a rallying point for resistance”
(Miyoshi-Jager 2003:72). When the recruitment of Korean
women into forced sexual labor for Japanese military during
the Second World War was exposed through the voices of
“comfort women” in the 1990s, the women’s sufferings were
“refashioned” “as a point of protest against the neutering of
Korean masculine strength” (Lee 2019:204). As an example,
one letter to a major newspaper lamented, “This event amounts
to an act in which the Japanese have thrown their dirty sperm
buckets on to our Korean people’s faces” (Yang 1998:130). The
violated female body as a symbol of the nation’s emasculation reinscribed women’s sexuality within the domestic sphere,
while reafﬁrming the masculinist character of the nation. Therefore, “male loss or displacement constituted the grammar for
articulating the costs of colonialism, the Korean War, and the
rapid social transformation in South Korea” (Abelmann 2003:
188).
In the Korean New Cinema between 1980 and 2000, the
ﬁgures of emasculated and humiliated Korean men—whether
middle-class intellectuals, manual workers, or juvenile delinquents—generated a desire of reidentiﬁcation with “dominant
man” (Kim 2004). These men were often struggling with their
personal traumas that intersected with those of the nation
amid the rapid industrialization in postcolonial Korea, together
with the drastic shift from military dictatorship to democratization in the late 1980s. This juxtaposition of both anxieties
and desires released by Korea’s globalization found expression
in the ﬁlm Chilsu and Mansu (1988) by Park Kwang-su. The
ﬁlm wove together the stories of two billboard painters struggling with the political history and economic woes of Korea.
They were portrayed sitting idly atop the big-breasted white
western female they painted, “visualizing the commercial irresistibility and historical impossibility of the reunion between
the ‘colonized male’ and the ‘colonial female’”—amplifying
“the wretched identity of both the national and the masculine”
(Kim 2004:382).
Women and their bodies continue to be instrumentalized
in these representations both to expose masculine lack and as
a site for men’s redemption. Scenes of sexual assault and rape
constitute a common theme across some of the most popular ﬁlms produced in this period of momentous social and
economic changes of the 1980s to the 2000s. Kim Kiduk’s
ﬁlms are some of the most controversial both nationally and
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internationally: the narrative structure of his ﬁlms “usually
involves a wretched man who becomes infatuated and eventually captivated by the very woman whom he kidnaps and
sexually violates” (Kim 2004:8). There have been intense
debates about the meanings of such excesses—whether they
were critiques or legitimation of male violence (Chung 2012;
Raymond 2017).6 In any event, it remains that “images of
women remain preﬁxed on the rigid, bifurcated conventions
of whores and mothers” and limited to their roles as “nurturers of the male subject” (Kim 2004:8).
In the next section, I examine the moral and legal maintenance of the whore/wife binary as a pillar for measuring
masculine power and failure. As purity comes to deﬁne the
quintessential feminine, the deﬁlement of purity conﬁrms the
omnipotent masculine. As such, the binary between the wife
and the whore acquires particular valence in assessing whether
sexual violence was injurious, and the extent of injuries.

Chastity as a Pillar of Masculinity
The ideological division between the whore and the wife, established as part of the Confucian transformation throughout
the Choson dynasty (1392–1910), laid the foundation for
Korean men to claim and negotiate their masculinities in
practice and further shaped how the modern legal system operated as a gendered institution in Korea. In the hierarchical
Confucian society, the status of a man was contingent on what
kind of woman he could gain sexual access to. Female chastity
and female debauchery became the standards with which male
sexual domination has been evaluated, such that the criminality of an act was dependent on what kind of woman it
was committed against. This phallic conception of masculine
prowess and feminine purity has therefore shaped how sexual
violence is thought of, practiced, regulated, and resisted.
The whore/wife binary was consolidated through the Confucian transformation of Korea throughout the Choson dynasty (1392–1910) (Deuchler 1992).7 Confucian norms of
propriety and ritual installed sharp distinctions between the
domestic sphere from the public and subordinated the female
to the male. The ideal of chastity as feminine virtue was insti-

6. As Chung (2012) discussed, there have been intense controversies over
the representations of sex in Kim Ki-duk’s ﬁlms, with feminist ﬁlm critic
Sim Yon-sop saying, “The fact that this kind of ﬁlms exist in Korean society
itself is a threat to women” (Chu Yu-sin cited in Chung [2012:69]). Kim Kiduk was accused of both physical and sexual assaults in early 2019. See
https://www.scmp.com/news/asia/east-asia/article/2189072/south-korean
-director-kim-ki-duk-was-accused-sexual-assault.
7. The Confucian transformation took place over the long history of the
Choson dynasty, and there was a great deal of resistance to these changes in
the ﬁrst three centuries (early Choson). Women were particularly resistant
to the reforms as they used to enjoy a great deal of freedoms and rights in the
Koryo dynasty. The Confucian edicts took effect more toward late Choson
dynasty, but women of different social stations developed different strategies
to make the most of their lives (Kim and Pettid 2011).
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tutionalized and became foundational to the production and
maintenance of social order. If the primary wife embodied virtues to honor the Confucian scholar-ofﬁcial, then the kisaeng
(art women) represented the decadent aspects of masculine powers. Before the Japanese colonial period (1910–1945), kisaeng
were women who were trained in music, dance, and literatures
to entertain men of different socioeconomic classes, including
the powerful literati; sex work constituted only one part of their
repertoire of labor (Lee 2010).
Japanese colonialists who took control of the Korean peninsula in 1910 incorporated kisaeng into a legalized system of
prostitution (Lee 2010) and introduced categories of women
in the legal code to reﬂect the divide between legal prostitutes
and “women with no habitual debauchery.” The Korean Criminal Code of 1953 continued to regulate sexuality as an issue of
gendered morality: “Crimes against Chastity,” “Crimes of Mediating Debauchery,” and “Crime of Obtaining Sex Using False
Promises of Marriage” were three articles of the Korean Criminal Code in which only “women of no habitual debauchery”
could be victims (Cheng and Kim 2019). This term was legally undeﬁned but operationalized to circumscribe women’s
sexuality strictly within the marital context—court proceedings showed that the burden of proof was on the woman to
prove her “virginity, beyond [the] habit of lewd acts” (Park
2013:241).
Female sexual purity as an ideal was therefore embedded in
the Korean legal system at one end by the prostitute (to be
punished) and at the other by “women with no habitual debauchery” (to be protected). A “good” woman is licensed to
have sex only with her spouse, and her spouse has ownership
of her sexuality (until marital rape was recognized in 2013);
the criminal law thus helps buttress the institution of the
patriarchal family. In the operation of these criminal laws,
only a woman’s history of “debauchery” was relevant to determine whether a man was a criminal; only through the violation of a “chaste” woman could a criminal man be made.
The postcolonial women’s movement considered legalized
prostitution a remnant of Japanese colonialism and therefore
something that should be purged. Prostitution has been criminalized in Korea since the end of Japanese colonialism in 1945.
According to the 1961 Prevention of Prostitution Act, the act
of selling and buying sex was “fallen behavior,” and the main
targets of the law enforcement were “fallen women.” The whore
is therefore a symbolic, legal, and social exile who has no legitimate place in the Korean nation.
However, in the 2000s, the language of female sexual victimhood popularized in global anti-trafﬁcking initiatives resonated powerfully with the nationalist historiography that
underscores victimhood and redemption (Cheng 2019). This
time around, the prostitute was revitalized in the global antitrafﬁcking campaign to serve “as an emblem of women’s subordination in Korea, bearing the symbolic burden of women’s
oppression in both nationalist history and capitalist patriarchy” (Cheng 2019:9). With the introduction of the 2004
Anti-prostitution Acts, the language of “fallen women” and
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“prostitutes” was replaced by “victims of prostitution” and
“prostituted women”—a reincarnation of “women with no
habitual debauchery” whose passivity and innocence qualify
them for protection (Cheng 2011). While “prostituted women”
could receive state assistance, those who fail to prove their
victimhood are now more heavily penalized; for example, the
cap on the penalty for selling sex was raised from 100,000 won
(US$85) to 3 million won (US$2,500) (Cheng 2019).
Even though the term “women with no habitual debauchery” disappeared from the Korean Criminal Code in 2013 when
all gender-speciﬁc terms were removed, the phantom of the
whore/wife distinction is maintained in the divide between
“victims of prostitution” and “prostitutes.” Anti-prostitution
activists denied the possibility of “sexual self-determination
rights” to women who sell sex (Cheng 2019). Such conception,
in turn, shapes the way violence against sex workers, and impunity for it, is made possible.
While it is a legal option, it is a conceptual impossibility for
a Korean sex worker to ﬁle a complaint of rape.8 “We don’t use
the words ‘rape’ or ‘sexual violence.’ If it was your ﬁrst time,
then you would think of it as ‘rape,’ but after you have lost your
purity (sun-gyeol), ‘then you just suffered it for free (gong-ja-ro
dang-haet-da)’ from the police, brothel-owners, and clients . . .
even though legally these acts certainly count as ‘rape’” (from a
long-term activist for sex workers, personal communication,
2018).
A sex worker is “un-rapeable” for two main reasons: subjectively, she has lost her “purity” and could no longer be deﬁled, and socially, she lives with the “whore stigma” that deﬁnes
her as a woman who offers for hire her body for “indiscriminate
sexual intercourse” (Pheterson 1993:39). When rape happened, she “suffered it for free”—the focus was on not getting
paid, a “broken contract”—but unlike her London counterpart,9 a Korean sex worker did not see such broken contracts as
“rape.” Rather, it was just a material “adverse event” that they
endure, enabled by the structural violence of inequalities and
stigmatization (Farmer 2004:308). Long identiﬁed as “fallen
women” who carry the burden of personal and national shame,
they have led their lives as targets of law enforcement rather
than protection and fearful of being exposed as the “whore.”
Rape—conceived as the deﬁlement of the morally pure—becomes a contradiction in terms for “prostitutes.” Despite the
Korean women’s movement’s struggle for women’s sexual self-

8. In 2016, the Korean police dropped all charges of sexual assault
brought by four women who worked in different areas of entertainment
against a male Korean celebrity. Instead, he won a defamation lawsuit
against one of the women. (Those who sell sex cannot be sexually violated? WIKITREE Society, July 1, 2016. http://m.wikitree.co.kr/main/news
_view.php?idp264565&refpwww.google.com.)
9. This is in dramatic contrast with what Sophie Day found with sex
workers in London who had “a broad ‘inclusive’ deﬁnition of rape” applied to the “broken contract”—this referred “equally to physical assaults,
cheques that bounce, and the duplicity involved when a client deliberately
removes a condom” (Day 1994:173).
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determination rights since the 1990s, such a right was explicitly
denied to sex workers in what Aeryung Kim and I called
“prostitution exceptionalism” (Cheng and Kim 2019). Sex
workers saw that their rights and well-being remained inconsequential as long as female chastity was still ideologically
valorized—not only in nationalist historiography, popular
culture, the masculinist state, but also by women’s rights advocates (Cheng 2013). Analytically, while acknowledging the
multiple formations of masculinity and femininity and related
gender tropes in twentieth-century nationalism in Korea
(Miyoshi-Jager 2003), there has been a continuous discursive
positioning of women as the penetrated and men as the penetrators, upon which national shame and glory are hinged.
It is then no surprise that the digital feminists of the late
2010s entertained “antagonism towards anyone biologically
male and ethnically Korean” (Koo 2019). For one, the increasing prevalence of institutional and interpersonal violence
against women—sexual harassment, “spy-cam porn,” “revenge
porn,” and murder, etc.—has led to an explosion of womenled protests both online and ofﬂine. The #MeToo movement
in Korea took off in 2018 and succeeded in bringing down
major public ﬁgures and presidential hopefuls. Young women
in particular went online to ﬁnd solidarity in ﬁghting against
pervasive sexual violence, misogyny, and patriarchy (Jeong
and Lee 2018; Park 2018). Two radical online feminist communities, Megalia and WOMAD,10 contributed to rallying the
massive support by exposing the patriarchal and misogynistic culture and institutions in Korean society. They have been
criticized for their extreme anti-male sentiments and disrespect and abuse of male historical ﬁgures, politicians, and even
animals. Their signature move is provocative “mirroring” of
misogynists’ tactics and language, turning it on Korean men.
To mirror the constant and often cruel subjection of Korean
women’s appearances and bodies to male scrutiny, these feminists turned the Korean penis into a target of mockery, calling
it the “shortest penis on Earth.”11 In fact, Megalia’s insignia featured the (invisible) penis by showing the side view of a hand
10. Megalia was founded in 2015 but was closed down in 2016, even
though it was relaunched several times afterward. Despite its radical
rhetorics, the website managed to publicize the serious problem of secret
cameras, created a petition to take down the revenge porn website Soranet,
and called for a sexist magazine cover to be retrieved. (Megalia: South
Korea’s radical feminist community, Medium, May 18, 2017. https://
medium.com/@yeji.lee413/megalia-south-koreas-radical-feminist-community
-e0d2b855addd [last accessed October 20, 2019].) WOMAD is a spin-off
group from Megalia in 2016, radical in terms of its antagonism against not
only men but also the LGBT community.
11. Based on one research ﬁnding that compared Korean men’s penises (average 6.9 cm) with a number of other nationalities (Wylie and
Eardley 2007), being the second shortest on the list. Some examples on
WOMAD are at https://www.womad.life/l/889656?cacheppublic&pagep1
(discussion about how Korean men are reluctant to go overseas because
they have the “smallest penis on Earth”) and https://womad.life/l/850724
?pagep1 (comparing the penis size of Korean and Caucasian men wearing
tight rowing shorts) (accessed May 20, 2020).
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Figure 1. Megalia’s logo.

with the thumb and pointer ﬁnger almost touching each other
(ﬁg. 1). In turning the allegedly small size of Korean men’s
penises into both evidence and instrument of emasculation,
these young feminists reproduce the phallocentric construction of masculinity by insinuating that Korean men are unworthy of respect and power because of their penis size. These
apparently radical responses—and the focus on the penis—are
consistent with the preoccupation with the phallus in both nationalist historiography and antiprostitution feminist narratives.12
The penis has been recruited into a range of social, cultural, and political discourses as “the embodied, material nature
of [men]’s relation with the world” (Moore 1994a:18). For
individual Korean men, what they do with their penises and
who and how they have penetrative sex with, become integral to
the maintenance and evaluation of their masculine and national identities.

Patriotic Passions and Penetration
Having a penis does not guarantee a man’s “ﬁnal appropriation
of the phallus” (Potts 2002:117); what one does with the penis
determines its access to phallic powers. I examine how masculine authority and powers—and their attendant anxieties—
could be achieved and undermined in male rituals of buying
sex. In 2000, I developed the “matrixes of masculinity” framework to understand Korean men’s use of prostitution as a male
ritual in Korea’s manifold modernization and nationalist
projects. The discourses and institutions of Confucianism, the
military, and Christianity operated as what I called the “matrixes” that structured the masculinization of power. Com12. WOMAD in 2017 (https://womad.life/) stated that it “opposes the
idea of sex labor and does not call prostitutes sex worker. . . . WOMAD is
so far the largest and most critical female group which most strongly
opposes the sex work theory” (my translation).
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mercial sex was institutionalized as a male ritual in which Korean men’s membership in the collective group—the military,
the company, and the nation—was reafﬁrmed. In this light,
individual sexual expressions were understood as gendered
embodiments of grander concerns of the nation (Cheng 2000).
The collective ritual of buying sex in the military initiated
many young men in the 1990s. Since the division of the peninsula into North and South Koreas after the Korean War
(1950–1953), the need to maintain a strong military to protect
the nation-state from the communist block has been instilled
deep into the national imagination, a sentiment consolidated
under the military dictatorship in the Park Chung Hee era
(1963–1979). All Korean males between the ages of 19 and 39
have to perform compulsory military service for 26 months.
The military operates as an institution that augments masculinity and national identity, forging authentic Koreanness
through the male body (Kwon et al. 2007).
Mr. Soh, one of my interviewees, lamented his failure to
join “the world of men” by “sleeping with a woman”:
It was right after the 1988 Olympics and we soldiers got an
extra 3 days off. The ofﬁcer of my team invited like 20 of us
privates to go drinking in the red-light district. I got too drunk
and too tired. So I left without sleeping with a woman. . . . I
should have done it. Because I didn’t do it, I was laughed at the
next day, and the day after next. . . . I was the only one in my
team of ten that didn’t do it. . . . It may sound strange to you
but . . . in the world of men, anyone who couldn’t do “it” would
be taken as a loser (my translation; my emphasis).

The failure to engage in penetrative sex as part of the male
ritual meant losing legitimacy in the collective. Mr. Shin, who
did not suffer from similar setback in the military, emphasized
the efforts he made to maintain such legitimacy: “Rather than
pleasure, I went [to red-light districts] so that I could have
conversations with my friends, like how many times did you do
it and things like that. Back there and then [in the military], the
important thing was not pleasure, but having done it with
women.”
The use of prostitution was therefore “a legitimate means
of fraternal celebration—in which one becomes both a man
and a legitimate member of the group—rather than a means
of satiating individual desires” (Cheng 2000:65). What is
most relevant to our discussion here is the centrality of “it”—
the coital imperative (McPhillips, Braun, and Gavey 2001)—
in this male ritual, whether in the military or the workplace:
A:

When I do it with my wife, I have this concern
to take care of her. I won’t just change positions
and do it casually. I will do what she wants, if she
doesn’t like it, I will leave it. But in the red-light
district, because I am the master, I can do it the
way I want. So I think that because men could not
do what they want in their marriage, they come
here and just let it out. So they go to these places
for release. . . . Korean men are like this.
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Sealing: So that’s the feeling? When I sleep with
those women, I am the master?
B:

I don’t feel that I am the master.

A:

No, it’s not about being the master. . . .

C:

A:

But when I go to those places, rather than the
action . . . these days I just want affection. . . .
This is dangerous. . . .

Sealing: Just now, didn’t you mention that you
feel like the master?
A:

No . . . I didn’t express myself well. I just
meant that I could do what I want.

Two themes are pertinent to my discussion here: ﬁrst, the
whore/wife divide was paramount for “Korean men,” and
blurring the boundary by wanting “affection” rather than only
“action” in the unspeakable place of the brothel (“those places”)
threatened the sex/gender hierarchy (Rubin 1984) but also
one’s identity as a man. The boundaries between good/bad sex
and good/bad women were simultaneously enforced. While the
wife’s desires were key in the marital bed, the man’s desires
presided in the commercial transaction. Masculine identity
and authority were conﬁgured in relation to the whore/wife
distinction.
Second, consummation, not just consumption, was key to
completing the collective ritual and attaining manhood. Mr. Ma
was a Christian who wanted to “save himself ” for marriage. He
would go for as many drinking rounds as his colleagues wanted
but would always leave before the group stumbled into the redlight district. When the group teased him during the interview
about his virginity, Mr. Ma anxiously responded, “I don’t go
with you to those places but I watch a lot of porn, I am really a
porn-maniac!”
Penetrative sex as a desire, capacity, and practice deﬁned
authentic manhood, the lack of which denoted incompetence
if not impotence—a theme that runs through discourses
about individual men’s bodies as well as the Korean nation.
What these men’s narratives demonstrate is that one has to
manage his penis in meaningful ways to access masculine
authority. The failure to attain masculine powers through sex,
however, is not just emasculating but feminizing.
Dr. Oh was an economics professor in his early thirties who
liked to analyze his choice and action as a client of sex workers
in economics terms such as consumer’s choice for diversity or
brand loyalty. He considered sex with sex workers a kind of
“sports,” and he could ask them to do “dirty” things that he
would never ask of his wife (who was a fellow academic and the
person who put me in touch with Dr. Oh).
Dr. Oh said that there was a latent desire among Korean
men and Asian men in general to have sex with White
women in order to compensate for their feeling of inferiority
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toward White people. He was also one of the few who could
realize this fantasy in the late 1990s. On an overseas trip, he
paid for sex with a White female sex worker. Yet it was not a
satisfying experience for Dr. Oh. “I felt like . . . I was being
raped. . . . To her, I was like a kind of unusual species, as an
Oriental man, as someone who wears glasses. . . . She asked
me to turn over, something like that (put both hands forward
and ﬂip around), so I felt that I was being raped.”
Dr. Oh used the analogy of “rape” twice more in his usually
highly rational discussion about buying sex: in describing his
ﬁrst sexual experience with an older sex worker, he told me,
“She was one or two years older than me. I told her I had never
had sex with a woman before, and she was aroused. She was
satisﬁed by it. So it’s another experience of me being raped
[laugh].” A third instance was when Dr. Oh talked about
having sex with a sex worker who was 10 years older than him
and was not attractive, Dr. Oh felt that he was “raped again.”
There are two related aspects to this narrative of rape that
reinforced the gendering effects of sexual domination: First,
Dr. Oh used the language of rape to express his frustrated attempt to assert his power and authority as both a man and a
consumer. He was the one who had the youth and the good
looks, both commodiﬁed in a consumerist society, but he
ended up paying. Second, the sex workers’ arousal, satisfaction,
and generally active role in sex undermined his sense of masculine control. Empowered and emboldened by their older age
and experience, these women transgressed their prescribed
roles in Korean gender order.
Failing to assume his dominant role as a male client, Dr. Oh
felt feminized and therefore “raped” by the sex workers. Sexual
violence has the power to produce gender as well as hierarchy
(Moore 1994b). Kwon et al.’s (2007:1034) study showed that
“sexual violence was a tool for controlling the male body” in the
Korean military; all 673 survey respondents conﬁrmed that
sexual violence (most common were forced hugging, kissing,
and genital contact) was inﬂicted by a higher-ranking solider
or ofﬁcer. The public performance (71% of the victims and 90%
of the perpetrators reported that the acts were committed in
the presence of eyewitnesses) of such coercive behaviors was,
according to Kwon et al., “conﬁrmation of sexual superiority
as a process of validating one’s masculinity” (Kwon et al.
2007:1037). Not only was rank important but the perceived
“purity” of the target was also signiﬁcant. One particular perpetrator explained that he forced his victim to perform fellatio
because “that kid . . . was pure. . . . He didn’t talk much. . . . He
was young. He looked like a good kid” in contrast to others
who would just take the forced fellatio and touching “as a joke”
(Kwon et al. 2007:1036). It was not just the sexual acts but the
victim’s feeling of sexual degradation that was key to conﬁrming
the superiority and masculinity of the perpetrator.
From negotiating the nation’s traumatic history to asserting
one’s masculine authority, sexual domination has been incorporated into a gendered grammar of power, a means of reinforcing the hierarchy between the masculine and feminine.
The penis and its medicalization since the 1990s provide a
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productive site to examine how meta-narratives about the
nation, gender, and sexuality translate into individual desires,
embodied practices, and erotic entanglements in Korea.

A Male Malady of Globalization
In a phallocentric organization, the penis serves as a site for the
evaluation of masculine power, shaping men’s relationship to
their bodies, to each other, and to others (Grosz 1994; Potts
2002). Castro-Vázquez (2015) analyzed the development of an
aesthetics around the circumcised penis against a master narrative of “failing men” and “sexually active women” in Japanese
society since the 2000s. Circumcision for a “beautiful penis”
has been “commercialized as a ‘technology of the self ’ that allegedly conveys a method to regain control over the male body
and, by extension, to dominate the female one” (CastroVázquez 2015:13). Similarly, the medicalization of the penis
(and masculinities) in Korea took place on the shifting terrain
of masculinity in South Korea’s rapid neoliberalization,13
whereby men’s management of their penises increasingly expressed an individualized desire for global Korean manhood
(Lee 2019). The prevalence of circumcision in the 1990s and
penile enlargements in the 2010s both reﬂected and produced
what I call a male malady of globalization—a culturally speciﬁc
way in which Korean men talk about their (racialized) anxieties
as aspiring global male subjects.
Korea has had “extraordinarily high rates of circumcision”
(Pang and Kim 2002) for nonreligious reasons: 90% of high
school boys were circumcised compared with 10% of 70-yearold men. Statistics showed frequencies of circumcision peaked
in the 1990s, during which 76% of all circumcisions were done.
This widespread practice was by no means corroborated by a
consensus within the medical community. Some Korean researchers argued that the high rates of circumcision were based
on the “mistaken notion held by both doctors and the general
public that circumcision [was] directly correlated with industrialization and general progress of living standards” (Pang and
Kim 2002:48). The reasons that my informants gave for getting
circumcised were not consistent: some said it was for hygienic
reasons, some said it was for desensitizing the glans to improve
stamina, but all agreed that the surgery had to be done for peer
approval—and therefore a rite of passage into manhood.14
13. Following the 1997 ﬁnancial crisis, neoliberal reforms have brought
about dramatic challenges to South Korean society. Personal ability, responsibility, style, and consumption become important indexes of success,
while a newfound sense of personal freedom simultaneously obscures escalating structural inequalities (Abelmann, Park, and Kim 2009).
14. More than “80% of those circumcised reported no noticeable
difference in sexuality, but a man was twice as likely to have experienced
diminished sexuality than improved sexuality” (Pang and Kim 2002:48).
Oh, Lim, and Choi (2004) found that peer pressure was one of the most
inﬂuential factors when deciding on circumcision: 60.8% believed that
they might be ridiculed by their peer group unless circumcised, and the
younger the age of the respondent, the more frequently this opinion was
held (P 1 .05); 62.7% thought that circumcision would prevent genital
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The military was an important site for purveying the necessity of circumcision in the 1990s, not as an ofﬁcial doctrine
but as peer pressure: 80% of the recruits were circumcised, and
the average age of circumcision was 20 (Yang et al. 1998). Most
of my informants who joined the military around 1990 had the
procedure done before entering the military. An uncircumcised penis would turn one into an object of laughter. One
informant was so embarrassed over his intact foreskin when he
entered the military that he hurried to have the painful procedure done during his weekend leave. Another informant
recalled pooling money with other friends to help pay for the
procedure for a friend because they felt that it was “necessary.”
A decline in circumcision rates was found around the 2010s
due, allegedly, to availability of more information through
the internet (Kim, Koo, and Pang 2012), simultaneous with
growing skepticism about collectivity and increasing criticisms
of compulsory military service. This change in no way meant
the liberation of Korean men’s bodies from the medical gaze
but reconﬁgured from a collective expectation to a neoliberal
ideal of individual responsibility and “choice,” as in the expansion of the market for penile enlargement surgery.
Global statistics show that penile augmentation procedures
have been steadily increasing in the 2000s, even though the
surgeries are extremely costly (average US$4,000 in Korea in
early 2019) and have limited effects. One report noted that
Korea performed the second-largest number of penile enlargement surgeries in the world in 2015, just after India,15 but
it was unclear what proportion of these procedures have been
performed on Korean nationals and foreigners, respectively.
Korean medical professionals have certainly taken up the
subject of “small pepper syndrome” with gusto—such that
Korea came to develop some of the “state of the art knowledge
on penile augmentation” (Park, Kim, and Moon 2016) in the
2010s, culminating in the only English medical textbook published by an international academic press on the subject with
contributions from over 40 medical professionals, mostly based
in Korea. The ﬁrst two chapters of the book stated, respectively:
Across the ages and in all countries of the world, it has been
long implied for men in human life and culture to have a
bigger penis along with anti-impotence; it was expressed
through artistic techniques such as literatures, arts, and sculptures or orally passed down in normal life. Such sociocultural
background makes a strong desire to revise their size or shape
of penis through surgical measures. (Park 2016:4)

tract infection of the sexual partner. Respondents with older age tended
to emphasize improved sexual potency (P 1 .05).
15. According to the report: “India performed the most surgeries, at
1,484 or 12.7% of that country’s total (plastic surgery) procedures, while
South Korea ranks second with 1,222 surgeries and 10.4%.” (Penile enlargement surgeries on the rise across the world states ISAPS Global Survey,
CNBS, September 27, 2016. https://www.globenewswire.com/news-release
/2016/09/27/874784/0/en/Penile-Enlargement-Surgeries-on-the-Rise-Across
-the-World-States-ISAPS-Global-Survey.html.)
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Figure 2. Advertisement for penile enlargement surgery, Korea Economic Daily, June 1, 2001.
Large penis is a source of pride and satisfaction, and small
or short penis is more humiliating than short stature or
baldness. Usually, men want their penises to be bigger not
to increase sexual satisfaction but to feel superior to others.
(Kim 2016:11)

This universalization of the notions that all men desire
bigger penises, and penis size could make or break a man in
male rivalry, reproduces the phallocentrism that both justiﬁes
penile enlargement and creates demand for the procedures.16
“Korean men” also became a valid biological category in this
nationalist framework, with descriptions of how their penile
measurements were “smaller than other reports from Western
countries” (Park 2016:4).17 The “Western (white) men” became
the standard against which “Korean men” should measure
themselves. This racialized discourse is integrated into the circulation of knowledge, desire, and practices for penile augmentation, further demonstrating “how technologies of sex operate
to produce particular standards of masculinity, to constitute
the ‘well-endowed man’ as a referent of authentic manhood,
of heterosexual prowess” (Potts 2002:121).
16. Penile augmentation surgeries have increased globally in the 2010s.
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/sep/22/penis-extension
-wanted-truncheon-in-pants-rise.
17. A 2007 review article (Wylie and Eardley 2007) on penile length
worldwide ranked Korean men as second to the last with a ﬂaccid length
of 6.9 cm (drawing on a study of young men in the Korean military by
Son et al. [2003]).

A distinct aspect of the medicalization of the penis in Korea
is the aspiration to become a global male subject. This could
be observed as early as 2001—an Economic Daily advertisement for penile enlargement surgery took the form of an article with a peculiar bar chart (ﬁg. 2). The chart was a comparison
of the “Annual frequency of foreigners’ sexual activities” (supposedly intercourse for heterosexual men) in four different
countries: France (141), United States (133), Russia (131), and
Australia (112). The advertisement suggested that a bigger
(ﬂaccid) penis would translate into greater sexual attractiveness and competence, making Korean men worthy competitors with (White) foreigners in “the West.”
In the next two decades, Korea’s neoliberal developments
generated new discourses of human development that focused
on personal ability, responsibility, style, and consumption as
indexes of success (Abelmann, Park, and Kim 2009). The term
“specs competition” entered Korean vernacular in the 2010s to
capture the need to improve one’s “speciﬁcations” to survive in
this increasingly competitive world. In Alex Lee’s (2019) media
analysis of the Korean aspirations for a superior Asian masculinity both within Asia and the West, he noted a 2005 encounter with a Korean male employee at the US Embassy who
shared, with a “distinct mix of earnestness and dejection,” that
“Some American guys at the Embassy were joking about ‘tiny
Korean pencil dicks’” (Lee 2019:211). Lee located this selfdoubt within “a broader male lament” of “being rendered
phallus-less . . . within the more local registers of Japanese
colonialism, Cold War autocratic violence, and extant US
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neocolonialism” (Lee 2019:211–212). The Korean penis came
to be invested with global “phallic ambitions” in the 2000s
(Potts 2002:131) against the constant background hum of masculine lack.
Meanwhile, the racialized hypersexuality of Black men became the new “phallic” standard in the 2010s. Korean racial
identity has been constructed mainly in relation to Whiteness,
but Jae Kyun Kim (2015) identiﬁed how Korean racial identity
in the early twentieth century was constructed in relation to
both Whiteness and Blackness, with the latter constructed as
inferior to Koreans according to the “racial ideology of yellow
over black” under Japanese colonialism (1911–1945). In the
postwar period, US military presence came with an American
racial ideology that reinforced the color prejudice against Black
people (Moon 1997). There remained widespread discrimination against African nationals and African-Americans in
Korea in the 2000s—associating Black people with primitive
backwardness or violence (Han 2003). However, a 16-year-old
Korean-Nigerian man, Han Hyun-min, became “the ﬁrst black
model” in Korea in 2017,18 signaling a reversal of anti-Black
attitudes for young consumers. Simultaneously, an increasing
eroticization of Black male bodies became visible. In 2019, a
urology clinic advertised its penile augmentation surgeries with
a “before and after” cartoon: the “before” section had a Korean
man looking ashamed sitting next to a dark-skinned Black man
who sat with one leg up on the bench in a sauna; in the “after”
section, the Korean man exuded happiness and pride, towering
over the dark-skinned man who expressed shock while staring
at the Korean’s literally glowing private part (ﬁg. 3). Penile
augmentation allows the aspiring Korean man to emerge victorious vis-à-vis the imagined Black man (not to mention the
White men in this transracial ranking).
In these medicalized discourses, augmenting one’s genital
image is not merely an individualized project to overcome
one’s vulnerabilities or to gain peer recognition, but a matter of
national aspiration to acquire the physical largesse worthy of
global manhood in the twenty-ﬁrst century. The physiological
essentialization of inadequacy for “Korean men” goes hand in
hand with the surgery’s promise of pride and potency “within a
transnational ﬁeld of ranked races and nations” (Lee 2019:199).

Between the Penis and Phallocentric Nationalism
In order to understand the desires and anxieties invested in
the penis, its appearance, its size, and its performance in what I
call the male malady of globalization, I traced the symbolic
construction of the penis as a source of masculine power within
a nationalist discourse of emasculation and recuperation in
18. Jason Strother, South Korea’s ﬁrst Black model, Aljazeera News,
April 17, 2017. https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2017/04/south
-korea-black-model-170406081325926.html. Olivia Liu, South Korea’s ﬁrst
Black model called “electrifying,” VOA News, August 8, 2017. https://
www.voanews.com/student-union/south-koreas-ﬁrst-black-model-called
-electrifying.
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Korea. Penetrative masculinity coheres with national strength
in narratives of Korean nation building driven by a gender
ideology of masculine valiance and feminine vigilance (Choi
1998; Elfving-Hwang 2010; Miyoshi-Jager 2003). Globally,
phallic ambitions have rendered men’s bodies vulnerable to
capitalist logics of commodiﬁcation and medicalization. But in
Korea, the male genitalia has become coextensive with the
Korean nation in pursuit of global stature. I have shown how
the penis—as a symbol of prowess and danger but also embodiment of lack and vulnerabilities—has been a recurrent
motif in Korea’s globalizing project since the 1990s. As such,
phallocentric nationalism operates as the shared symbolic
economy for mainstream heteronormative Korean society,
anti-prostitution feminists, medical professionals, sex workers,
and even young digital feminists.
The valorization of penetrative masculinity relies on the
maintenance of penetrated femininity. In the phallocentric and
androcentric historiography of Korea, male honor and valiance
are authenticated by female chastity, while failed manhood and
nationhood are conjoined in the violated woman. Female sexuality functions not only as a site for afﬁrming masculinities but
also in assessing injuries. These ideas have been embedded in
the legal and moral fabric of Korean society, exempliﬁed by
the legal designation (until 2013) of “women with no habitual
debauchery” as authentic victims in sexual crimes, correlating
rights with virtues (Cheng and Kim 2019). Women in prostitution thereby became “un-rape-able” in this masculinist
framework. In women’s rights activists’ vernacularization of
the global anti-trafﬁcking discourses, they construed prostitution as a foreign evil, invoking the nationalist compulsion to
recuperate authentic Korean purity—through eliminating prostitution and restoring women to their proper places (Cheng
2019). The preoccupation with sexual injuries and violence in
the morally stigmatized site of prostitution on one hand renders invisible the social and economic inequalities and vulnerabilities that make such violence possible in the ﬁrst place
(Cheng 2011, 2019) and on the other deﬂects attention from
more pervasive forms of violence against women.
Masculinity has been co-constructed with sexual violence in
Korea within a nationalist historiography of emasculation and
fantasy of power in the turbulent history of postwar Korea. A
continuous “crisis of masculinity,” as Jong Bum Kwon poignantly observed, signiﬁed “a political-cultural articulation
that constitutes and reproduces the very normative ideals that
are ostensibly in jeopardy” (Kwon 2009:111). In early 2020, the
Korean nation was consumed with shock and outrage at the
extreme sexual and physical exploitation of over 100 women,
including 26 minors, in online chat rooms in “The Nth Room
Incident.”19 On one hand, many were dumbfounded by the

19. These included the carving of the word “slave” on the bodies of
the victims, as well as inserting live worms into the victims’ body parts. “I
couldn’t believe what I saw” Korea Times, April 27, 2020. https://www
.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2020/04/718_288609.html.
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Figure 3. “Before” and “after” penile enlargement, Korea Medical Hub, http://www.kmhglobal.com/Adams-Urology-Clinic (accessed
September 2, 2020).

youth of the main culprits: a 23-year-old university graduate,
assisted by a 19-year-old private in the military and a 12-yearold elementary schoolboy.20 On the other hand, there was
general disbelief about the huge number of 260,000 suspected
users who paid large sums to consume the videos and photos of
brutal exploitation.21 This exposure convinced many that the
#MeToo movement in Korea was far from enough. Politicians,
activists, as well as general public clamored for revisions to the
criminal code with harsher punishments including life imprisonment.22 A few proposed invoking the law on chemical
castration against sex offenders, while some online feminists
demanded physical castration to remove the “tool” of oppression.23 These suggestions not only reinscribe the penis as a
source of male danger but also prowess, but further draw a line
between “normal” and “perverted” men, failing to challenge the
structural and cultural logic of patriarchy, male violence, and
nationalism. In fact, Park You-me warned that such public
outrage may be co-opted as an argument for “masculinist
protection” that is “nothing more than a more benevolent form
of patriarchy, militarism, and the market” (Park 2016:20).

20. Army discloses face of another key suspect in Nth room case,
Korea Times, April 28, 2020. https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation
/2020/04/251_288685.html. New arrest amid nationwide anger, Al Jazeera,
May 11, 2020. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/05/arrest-nationwide
-anger-korea-sextortion-case-200511031427033.html.
21. 2.7 million people signed a petition to the Blue House demanding the release of the supsects’ identities. https://www1.president.go.kr
/petitions/586880 (accessed June 30, 2020).
22. South Korea pushes for abolishing statute of limitations for child
sex crime, Korea Times, April 6, 2020. https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www
/nation/2020/04/356_287394.html.
23. Women’s generation, Daum Café, thread started March 25, 2020.
http://cafe.daum.net/subdued20club/ReHf/2654303?qp%ED%99%94%ED%95
%99%20%EA%B1%B0%EC%84%B8.

My analysis demonstrates how naturalized understanding
of sexual differences has been woven into gendered discourses
of nationalism to maintain if not justify structures of power
and domination. The penis as an instrument of masculine
prowess and danger has consistently occupied a central position in the sexual economy and gender politics in Korea. Yet, as
Christine Helliwell (2000) informed us, the penis is not considered “inherently brutalizing and penetrative” (804), and
rape does not exist for the Gerai community of Dayaks in Indonesian Borneo—where the stress is on sameness rather than
difference between women and men, where sex is a “preeminently mutual act” (808). This mutuality could only be made
possible through both structural and individual transformation, as Korean feminist Jeong Hee-jin proposed with feminism
as a social movement (Jeong 2005:19). In light of the recent
intensiﬁcation of antagonism between “men” and “feminists,”
Jeong suggested that feminism is a method of coexistence between different genders and backgrounds—rather than ﬁghting with each other, men and women should be ﬁghting against
“patriarchy.”24 A precondition for this mutuality, my analysis
here suggests, would require the penis’s liberation from the
phallus (Bordo 2000; Potts 2002) in order to unsettle the link
between masculinity, domination, and the nation.
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The Sex in Your Violence
Patriarchy and Power in Anthropological World Building
and Everyday Life
Robin G. Nelson
In its broadest conceptualization, violence includes everything from physical assault to the creation and maintenance of institutional
structures that are discriminatory and exclusionary. However, violence as a topic of biological and archaeological anthropological
inquiry has often been limited to malevolent physical assault perpetrated by men against other men. This is due to an outsized focus
on the role that men played in the evolutionary history of our species. This conceptualization of violence obscures both the ways that
other forms of harm—other violence(s) also often committed by men—structure the daily lives of people who do not have signiﬁcant
social or institutional power and how this harm becomes embodied. In this paper I explore how gendered knowledge production in
anthropology has inﬂuenced our acceptance of what counts as meaningful harm. I posit that the threat of physical violence and
encounters with other violence(s), speciﬁcally emotional and structural violence, shape the lives of people who are structurally
disadvantaged in ways that are missing from our analyses. When we forgo emphases on war and murder and choose to study other
violence(s) that are enacted in families and relationships, we become aware of the kinds of hidden assaults that are often meted out
in small doses, eventually accumulating and impacting individual mental and physical health and survivorship.

Although deﬁnitive explanations of violence are elusive, there
is broad cross-disciplinary interest in making sense of the
seemingly ubiquitous nature of this phenomenon. Within anthropology it has long been asserted that violence is a fundamental feature of human society. Violent behavior has been
a cornerstone of anthropological theory and thinking as reﬂected in many inﬂuential writings on topics ranging from the
earliest imperialist surveys of Indigenous kinship patterns in
America to foundational hypotheses about our hominin ancestors (Carneiro 1970; Chagnon 1977; LeBlanc and Register
2003; Morgan 1963 [1877]; Tiger and Fox 1997). In his 1957
piece Raymond Dart’s osteodontokeratic culture posited that
early members of the genus Australopithecus were predatory
and violent in nature. In his model, their survival was contingent on the use of bones and horns to kill and butcher prey
(Dart 1957). For Dart, this very particular and creative use of
materials available in the natural world signaled a cognitive
leap marking the transition from apes to something more
humanlike. So clearly emerging as a functional application of
the survival of the ﬁttest, this early imagining of the prehuman
past positions violence as an integral aspect of our evolution.
Although this model was critiqued extensively at the time it
was published (Wolberg 1970), it is an illustrative and resilient
example of the central role that our focus on physical violence
has played in theoretical world building in a ﬁeld dominated
by White men (Keeley 1997; Lee and DeVore 2017; Morris
1967; Wrangham 1999a).

In practice, this focus on violence, and only particular forms
of physical violence such as murder and assault, reﬂected a
preoccupation in the role that men (the main perpetrators of
these acts) played in shaping our evolutionary trajectory as
humans and in structuring contemporary societies. Emerging
from studies of evolutionary biology, cognition, and behavior,
there was a shift in the literature at the end of the twentieth
century toward a focus on the idea that cooperation rather
than violent competition is a hallmark of our species and thus
must have been central in human evolution (Fuentes 2004;
Knauft et al. 1991). What develops from these analyses are
investigations of cultural adaptation, cooperation, and even
forced cooperation under threat of punishment, rather than
overt physical violence, as the most important organizing features of human culture (Boyd et al. 2003; Boyd and Richerson
2009; Fehr, Fischbacher, and Gächter 2002; Fuentes 2004; Moll
and Tomasello 2007). Additionally, more than being a deviation from a presumed default setting of violent behavior, individuals are even willing to punish noncooperators at cost to
themselves (Boehm 1984; Bowles and Gintis 2004). By some
estimates, third-party punishment, or punishment of an individual who violated cooperative norms against someone else,
may be a particularly effective mechanism for enforcing cooperation in larger communities (Marlowe et al. 2007). While,
mechanistically, kin selection predicates that underlying sustained cooperation is dependent on presumed high levels of
relatedness between individuals in ancestral communities, this
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is not required for strong reciprocity (Bowles and Gintis 2011;
Nowak 2006). Humans are cooperative under many circumstances, and prosociality combined with group familiarity and
the means by which to adapt culturally to changing landscapes
are the default setting in our evolutionary past.
While scientiﬁcally more rigorous, this theoretical shift away
from emphases on a kind of physicality as a deﬁnitive human
characteristic to a focus on cooperation left an anthropological
gap in theory production regarding the persistence of violence
within human cultures and why certain members of the community are the ones most likely to commit violence. Removed
from our anthropological imagination of ancestral past, there
is still work to be done in understanding how physical violence and, perhaps more importantly, other violence(s) shape
the lives of contemporary humans. Violent acts are more
often committed by men strategically against individuals whom
they assess to be vulnerable across any number of traits related
to power and retribution. Harm, risk, and the accompanying
trauma are often experienced via structural and emotional violence as well as physical violence. With this piece, I suggest that
in expanding our deﬁnition of the violence(s) worthy of study,
we will be better able to identify the limits of an unacknowledged
hierarchal ranking of violence that has emphasized murder
above all other kinds of harm. Dismantling this hierarchy of bad
acts will enable us to understand the impacts of inequity in
power and risk experienced in the familial and interpersonal
relationships often experienced in daily life.

Deﬁning Meaningful Violence
It is unclear whether it is sheer prurience, fear of our own vulnerability, or simply the accessibility to data that are codiﬁed
in body and bone that renders physical assault the most often
studied and well-accepted referent point for our understanding
of the nature and impacts of violence. Conceivably, there is
some unacknowledged link between the fact that men commit
most physically violent acts and the fact that the preponderance
of early anthropological research on violence was conducted
by men. Perhaps this is not surprising, as men outnumbered
women within the discipline until the latter twentieth century,
and they continue to outnumber women in research-based
tenure-track positions (Kulis, Sicotte, and Collins 2002; Turner
2002; Turner et al. 2018). In these appointments, primarily
European and White American scholars set funding and research priorities, dictating for the ﬁeld what was valuable and
noteworthy. Performances of a particular kind of physical prowess associated with a masculinity that is easily recognizable due
to the resultant increased risk of injury and death set the
standard for the most consequential form of violence. This extends to research on nonhuman primate relatives (as discussed
by Fuentes [2021]), and it is perhaps this nonhuman primate
research that has conﬁrmed our biases on the value of physical
violence in humans (Sussman and Garber 2007). In this way,
physical violence becomes the focus of many anthropological
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studies, locates emotional and structural violence at the bottom of a hierarchy of danger, and leaves the individual impacts
of emotional and structural violence largely understudied in
this literature and underappreciated in their impact.
While some of the emphasis on physical violence can be
attributed to the theoretical and ideological orientation of the
researchers themselves or the allure of observations of these
behaviors in nonhuman primates, an argument might be made
that these data and how they are manifested in both bodies
and bones are seductive in their supposed clarity. The traces of
interpersonal violence can sometimes be found in the human
skeleton, and this evidence can be measured, quantiﬁed, and
contextualized (Ferguson 1997; Frayer and Martin 2014; Walker
2001). As subdisciplinary shifts in biological and archaeological anthropology favored increased quantiﬁcation, evidence of
physical violence came to serve as one form of appropriately
rigorous data. However, these data have always been open for
reinterpretation. “An individual’s injuries are often open to
multiple, sometimes even paradoxical interpretations (e.g., violent death and dismemberment vs. veneration of the deceased
through careful preparation of their cleansed bones for afterlife
adventures)” (Walker 2001:579). Greater contextualization of
individuals’ lived experiences becomes ever more important as
we recognize that various kinds of interactions with both living
and deceased individuals may produce these physical traces.
Thus, for some researchers, designating an act as “violent” is best
reserved for actions having an unkind origin or source.
Owing to these evidentiary limitations, it is wise to restrict use
of the term violent injury in bioarchaeology to skeletal injuries for which there is strong circumstantial evidence of
malevolent intent (e.g., the presence of several arrow points
embedded in the skeleton of a man in a mass grave with other
injured young men whose skulls show cutmarks consistent
with scalping) and to reserve the term accidental injury for
cases lacking such clear evidence of malevolent intent. (Walker
2001:576)

While the requirement of malevolence may be appropriate for
some bioarchaeological analyses, other kinds of violence(s),
such as structural and emotional violence, can inﬂuence individual well-being simply because an individual is enmeshed
within the broader cultural or societal system. Structural and
emotional violence often produces lifelong impacts absent any
negative intent from a single individual. Restricting the use of
the term “violence” in this manner may hinder our ability to
understand how differential access to resources and unequal
power relations in interpersonal relationships also inﬂict harm
and inﬂuence well-being and health outcomes.
Within biological and archaeological anthropology, interpersonal and between-group physical violence in small-scale
foraging communities has historically been the focus of much
research, while structural violence has been the purview of
medical anthropologists for the last two decades (Benson
2008; Farmer et al. 2004). Because physical violence became
the default conceptualization of violence in the anthropological
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canon, the lives of people, speciﬁcally women and children,
who lived with other forms of violence were left underinvestigated and undertheorized until women scholars began raising
the proﬁle of these other aspects of, in the words of Nancy
Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgois, “everyday violence”
(Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004). The concept of everyday violence straddles structural violence and interpersonal,
physical, gendered violence. It clearly articulates the ways that
structural violence is enacted on individuals such that it accumulates, eventually becoming embodied.
Perhaps most poignantly explored in her classic text Death
without Weeping: The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil,
Scheper-Hughes describes a system in which impoverished
women experience the daily indignities of hundreds of years of
exploitation at the hands of colonialism and wealth inequity
year-by-year in the death of their sick and starving babies. The
everyday violence experienced in this community results in a
routinization of death (Scheper-Hughes 1993). It is an accumulation of social, ﬁnancial, institutional, and physical violence that inures individuals to the trauma experienced by
others. In this context, women are tasked with primary childcare and also with the grieving that accompanies the loss of
children whose lives have been ravaged by poverty. “These
babies die, mothers say, à míngua, of slow and gradual neglect.
The term, a colloquialism, speciﬁcally indicates a death from
wasting” (Scheper-Hughes 1993:368). While reckoning with
the mothers’ psychological and logistical inability to ﬁght for
children whose likelihood of survival is slim, Scheper-Hughes
always draws attention back to the everyday violence(s) that
created these durable and untenable conditions. “In a way, we
can consider the given-up, offered-up angel babies of Bom Jesus
as prototypical scapegoats, sacriﬁced in the face of terrible domestic conﬂicts about scarcity and survival” (Scheper-Hughes
1993:394). What is often women’s work, to absorb the systemic
and institutional violence, has been excluded from many bioanthropological conversations about meaningful harm. In this
example, we see how longtime ethnographic engagement with
a community of women makes obvious the value in accounting
for the harm caused by other kinds of violence.
Just as we interrogate a singular idea of “masculinity” (see
work by Cheng [2021], Gutmann [2021], Maringira [2021],
Martin [2021], Padilla [2021], and Smith [2021] in this issue),
we need to make sense of the ways that violence(s) build on
themselves, culminating in harm that is as visible, accessible,
and measurable as physical violence. The etymological origins
of the word “violence” are in the word “violation.” In an inﬂuential treatise on the deﬁnitions of violence, Garver (1968)
posits that essential to the idea of violence is the notion that the
inalienable aspects of individual personhood are being violated. For Garver, this idea of violation is more integral to the
deﬁnition of the term than the idea of force. The right for individuals to make decisions regarding the experience of their
own body is central to his thesis. This conceptualization of
violence falls in line with classic philosophical thinking on
individual rights and freedoms. However, this deﬁnition of
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violence as a personal violation of one’s body worthy of note
and discussion almost never imagined women or racialized
peoples as human enough to deserve individual liberty (Simmons 1983; Welchman 1995). In practice, those who proposed,
believed in, and were afforded inalienable individual rights
were (and remain) almost always White men.
In this paradigm, physical violence becomes a proxy for
conversations about all other kinds of violence. Rather than
one of many, all of which result in a kind of damage to one’s
integrity, physical violence becomes ranked as deﬁnitively the
worst in a hierarchy of oppression. If we accept this premise,
then we also have to acknowledge that our ability to think
about, discuss, and reckon with other kinds of violence is diminished. In this weakness, we are also unable or unwilling
to grapple with the layered nature of these different forms of
violence. That is, discussions of the interconnectedness of
physical, emotional, and structural violence are excluded from
conversations in biological and archaeological anthropology
and become the purview of research that integrates gender
studies, sociology, and public health.
Although the concept had permeated studies by peace and
violence scholars since its introduction by Johan Galtung in
1969, many anthropologists became familiar with structural
violence via the work of Paul Farmer and his analyses of the
intersections of poverty and health inequity in Haiti (Farmer
1996; Galtung 1969). For Farmer, people living in the Central
Highlands in Haiti experienced brutality in the form of hunger,
desperation, and increased risk of disease. This conceptualization of violence as situated in systems that exist above that of
any individual person enables us to broaden our understandings of what constitutes harm and thus, what actual embodied
outcomes emerge from this inequity. It follows that structural
violence as a theoretical anchor has been particularly useful
in critical medical anthropology studies on experiences of illness and suffering in marginalized communities (Benson 2008;
Korbin 2003; Leatherman and Thomas 2009).
This redirection toward exploring how institutional hierarchies inﬂuence the lives of those with limited ability to escape
these systems signaled a movement away from what was a
searing focus on violence committed by men against other
men in foraging communities. It also serves as signpost of
shifting subdisciplinary foci within anthropology. As Dart
imagined our hominin ancestors using any matter of easily
sourced materials as weapons in battles for survival, violence in
foraging communities was studied as a referent point for our
evolutionarily ancient behaviors. Perhaps most infamously,
Chagnon’s research on club ﬁghting among the Yanomami
held standing for decades as the preeminent example of a
proposed link between success in bouts of interpersonal violence and reproductive success (Chagnon 1968). However, this
theory was refuted by several studies via reanalyses of previous
research on the Yanomami, including Chagnon’s own data
(Ferguson 2015; Fry 1998). A parallel and separate examination of boundary patrolling in Pan troglodytes (chimpanzees)
was used as evidence for our primal violent state. Violence in
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nonhuman primates was well documented, but as evidence
mounted that our closest living relatives patrolled the periphery of their territories and engaged in lethal intergroup aggression when confronted by out-group males, researchers
suggested that there was a relationship between this behavior
in nonhuman primates and similar behavior in young men
(Fawcett and Muhumuza 2000; Wilson and Wrangham 2003;
Wrangham and Wilson 2004).
The kinds of collective violence exhibited by youth gangs are
part of a common human pattern evident in societies lacking
effective central authority, manifested in ethnic riots, blood
feuds, lethal raiding, and warfare. Males cooperate to defend
group territories, resources, and status; they tend to avoid
mass confrontation; and they seek out opportunities to attack
members of rival groups at low cost to themselves. These
patterns strongly echo the system of collective violence observed in chimpanzees. (Wrangham and Wilson 2004:251)

What emerges from cross-subdisciplinary research within anthropology is extensive support for the supposed naturalness
and deep conservation of what is imagined to be an adaptive
trait of warfare (Pitman 2011; Shaw and Wong 1989; Somit
1990; Wrangham 1999b; Wrangham and Peterson 1996). It has
been noted that the choice to draw all evolutionary analogies in
reference to Pan troglodytes (chimpanzees) rather than Pan
paniscus (bonobos) is reﬂective of the timing of publications on
these different species, our tendency to believe that humans are
physically violent in nature, and not phylogenetic precision
(Stanford 1998).
As physical violence becomes enshrined as part of our evolutionary legacy, so do differences between the sexes that allow
for and encourage this supposed behavior in the name of a
natural hegemonic masculinity. From this, a thread that connects interpersonal violence, our supposed human nature,
sexual dimorphism, and gender roles develops. In this creation
myth, the male body is adapted for violence, and success in
these physical endeavors results in everything from more material goods to increased sexual and reproductive opportunities. The through line that connects our behavior to that of
chimpanzees has all the trappings of empiricism and parsimony despite the fact that humans diverge from our closest
living relatives along several characteristics, including that we
exhibit less sexual dimorphism than any of the living great apes
(Fine et al. 2013; Larsen 2003). In attributing and normalizing
violence via evolutionary just-so stories, we silence discussions
of behavioral phenotypic ﬂexibility and we canalize gender
roles (Fine et al. 2013; Liesen 2007). These rigid gender norms
are then used to justify abuses in the name of a behavioral core
that is guided by biological differences that must be true for
all men.
An investment in an essential maleness that is undergirded
by binary sexually dimorphic bodies accompanies a commitment to physical violence as a core behavior. This model essentially collapses the classic dualism of ascribed (sex) versus
achieved (gender) identities into one biologically determined
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personhood. As noted above, this is more a rhetorical argument than a position anchored in data from the evolutionary
record. This focus on physical violence obscures how dominance hierarchies actually operated both in our evolutionary
past and, more speciﬁcally for the purposes of this discussion,
in contemporary human groups (see Fuentes 2021). In response to essentialist analyses of sex differences in aggression,
dominance, and gender roles in ﬁelds such as evolutionary
psychology, theorists have argued for analyses that center the
role of social structures in creating, maintaining, and reinforcing gendered hierarchies. Eagly and Wood (1999) posit
that gendered differences develop from both underlying differences in physiology and the inﬂuence of cultural practice,
economic markets, and social systems. Borrowing from West
and Zimmerman’s (1987) inﬂuential “Doing Gender,” I suggest that understanding gender as an achievement that must be
performed, and for which proper performances are rewarded,
pushes us to expand our conceptualizations of violence beyond
this pointed focus on physical assault. The proper performance
of gender, and thus assured belonging to particular groups
rather than to rigid sex categories, manifests itself as engagement with various kinds of violent acts. Social hierarchies
are often built on the scaffolding and specter of the threat of
physical violence. The absence of physical assault does not negate the threat but simply reveals the presence of other kinds
of violence, such as emotional and structural violence. In limiting violence to physical assault, we miss how the reiﬁcation
and exultation of supposed core physical differences allows for
the perpetuation of a wide variety of aggressions that are not
physical but are still damaging.

The Limits of Physical Violence
In the bioarchaeological record, an accumulation of injuries in
a speciﬁc group of people, or mass graves or burials in cases of
genocide or state-sponsored violence, can reveal a deliberate
and pointed show of force (Martin and Frayer 1997; Perez
2012; Walker 2001). Thus, in these empirical studies of power
and dominance, there are classic markers that serve as evidence
of lethal aggression. If we understand these markers of physical
violence as indicative of a particular kind of performance of
dominance, there is value in understanding how the threat of
physical violence serves a similar end of maintaining a dominance hierarchy. (See Martin [2021] for an expanded treatment
of this topic.)
Just as bones and bodies demonstrate the end points of violence, hierarchal power and dominance in nonhuman primates have been used as referent points for operational deﬁnitions for the actualization of power in group settings. Watts
(2010) argues that dominance is one aspect of power that is
predicated on an individual having leverage over others in the
group. For nonhuman primates, this leverage comes in the
form of unequal access to a myriad of resources that facilitate
survival and reproduction (King et al. 2008; Kitchen and
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Beehner 2007; Majolo et al. 2012; Wittig and Boesch 2003). In
many species, dominant primates have more offspring, more
access to food and reproductive and grooming opportunities,
and better overall health (Sapolsky 2005). Researchers have
long used the nonhuman primate literature as an analogical
template through which to imagine the role of dominance in
structuring contemporary human interactions when resource
acquisition is a consideration and the specter of violence acts
to assure compliance with cultural or institutional norms.
In nonhuman primate communities, dominance and ingroup and out-group membership is often established using
physical force but maintained by other means. Boehm (2009)
hypothesized and work by Wrangham, Wilson, and Muller
(2006) supported the idea that chimpanzees and humans use
lethal aggression at similar rates, but chimpanzees engage in
nonlethal aggression at rates several times higher than that of
humans. This kind of comparison attempts to draw a direct line
between nonhuman primate behavior and that in contemporary human communities. However, these models actually
obscure the meaningful distinctions and variability in the violence(s) enacted by humans and nonhuman primates. If we
accept decreased use of nonlethal aggression and increased
employment of other means of behavioral regulation as a hallmark of human behavior, we can move beyond relying on
instances of physical violence to serve as the most informative
aspects of intergroup and interpersonal relations. The threat of
violence and social sanctioning constrains human behavior
around the world. Threat is particularly meaningful to those
who are positionally subordinate in institutional or social hierarchies (Boyd and Richerson 2009; Okada and Bingham
2008; Richerson and Boyd 1998). The specter of interpersonal
physical violence, the historical production of gendered hierarchies, and the maintenance of these hierarchies serve as
controlling mechanisms in contemporary human communities
of all sizes and cultural backgrounds.
Reduced reliance on physical violence and aggression as the
primary means by which we regulate social hierarchies does
not suggest that egalitarianism is the dominant organizational
standard by which humans arrange themselves. In the absence
of physical violence, other forms of control structure our interactions, and these inequities in power and access become
embodied. We need not rely only on these nonhuman primate
analogical referents. There are endless examples of the ways
that complex hierarchal organizational structures act violently
in the lives of contemporary humans. The in-group power
dynamics that allow some individuals to accrue and maintain
power, engage in status building, and deny entry and inclusion
to others are acting daily in governance mechanisms for institutions ranging from schools to multinational organizations.
The same biases that shape in-group and out-group dynamics
outside of these institutions permeate every aspect of our
lives, resulting in individuals with less social and cultural status
being omitted from decision-making mechanisms and vital
resources (Badgett et al. 2007; Deitch et al. 2003; Duncan and
Loretto 2004; Harrison, Grant, and Herman 2012). In a study
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of race-based discrimination in the armed forces, Deitch et al.
(2003) noted that “everyday discrimination” in the workplace
resulted in differences in reported well-being for Blacks and
Whites (Deitch et al. 2003:1315). Racial hierarchies that exist
outside of the armed forces permeated this workplace, threatening the livelihood of those with lower social and cultural
status. An awareness of other mechanisms that perpetrate
harm requires that we move beyond regarding physical assault
as the most damaging and consequential kind of violence and
recognize the damage achieved by emotional and structural
violence. These violence(s) that may not culminate in actual
physical assault nonetheless become embodied and impact
individual health.
A reorientation toward considering long-term impacts of
psychological and structural violence on individual livelihoods
and survival suggests that we must redeﬁne what counts as
meaningful trauma, and thus, whose lives are included in these
analyses. The idea that the worst harm is physical violence that
is most often committed by men and most often acknowledged
when it is perpetrated on other men is an artifact of postEnlightenment knowledge production. In her analysis of racism
and sexism in academe, Patton (2004) argues that philosophies
from the Enlightenment provided cover for colonialist abuses
and that dualisms that started with this movement perpetuate
power dynamics that value some experiences and voices and
exclude others. Academia and, more speciﬁcally, anthropology
were born of this tradition (Vermeulen 2015; Vermeulen and
Roldán 1995). This is reﬂected in who has the ability to decide
which victims of violence matter and what kinds of violence
could be emphasized in our analyses. Ostensibly, anthropology
has been concerned with the voices of individuals in marginalized communities. However, anthropologists have long been
comfortable deciding who ﬁts this description and amplifying
voices only if the scholars are able to serve as the megaphone
(Spivak 1988; Trouillot 2003).
It is worth noting that the treatment of women in our
analyses shifted considerably as more women entered the ﬁeld.
This is reﬂected in the new kinship studies, the integration
of queer studies into the discipline, gender studies in archaeology, and closer attention being paid to women’s roles in
foraging communities (Carsten 2000; Conkey and Spector
1984; Dahlberg 1981; Fedigan 1986; Gero 1991; Newton 1972;
Robertson 2008; Rubin 1975; Yanagisako and Collier 1987).
When knowledge production comes from intellectual movements dominated by White men, value is placed on particular
kinds of assaults most often experienced by those same men or
by those who are deemed worthy victims. The everyday violence(s) perpetrated by these men and the manifestation of this
harm in institutional structures are often omitted from these
analyses.

Violence Experienced Is Violence Embodied
Embodiment provides one conceptual frame through which
we can understand the long-term impact of multiple forms of
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everyday violence(s) on individual survival, reproduction, and
thriving. The body as a subject of culture rather than an object
as articulated by Csordas (1990) enables us to consider that
humans are always embedded within and thus impacted by
both interpersonal and structural situational contexts. Epidemiologist and theorist Nancy Krieger (2005) posits that because humans are both social and biological organisms, our
lived experiences become incorporated into our bodies. The
everyday violence(s) are thus revealed by local biologies that
are situationally and contextually constructed, whether we are
permitted to acknowledge or give voice to them or not (Lock
and Kaufert 2001).
While bodies and bones can seemingly serve as an ideal
material through which to understand physical aggression and
harm, they cannot capture all variety of injury. As such, our
reliance on the body to reveal the violence wrought upon it
may present researchers with a critical evidentiary limitation.
Violence(s) that compromise mental health or access to resources may become embodied and impact individual health
via less overtly transparent pathways such as the epigenome
(Geronimus 2013; Krieger 2005; Walters et al. 2011). There are
models, such as the Developmental Origins of Health and
Disease framework (DOHaD), that call speciﬁc attention to the
ways that early life experiences shape adult health outcomes
(Gluckman and Hanson 2006; Godfrey et al. 2007). These experiences can in fact be violent in that they increase risk and
harm, as was the case during the Dutch Hunger Winter during
World War II, when maternal deprivation during pregnancy
led to increased risk in adulthood of cardiovascular disease and
other chronic diseases for those unborn children (Schulz 2010).
Our reliance on “bodies [to] tell stories that people cannot and
will not tell,” in the words of Nancy Krieger (2005:350), must be
coupled with appropriate contextualization and acknowledgment of evidence of other kinds. The question of what evidence
is valued and by whom has been shaped by who has been in the
position to shape knowledge production within anthropology.
Embodiment provides a metaphorical bridge for our understanding of the relationship between structural, emotional,
coercive, and physical violence. In a discussion of the role that
clinicians can play in the ﬁght against HIV, Farmer calls for an
acknowledgment of and active work to alleviate poverty, as it is
embodied and thus becomes a secondary cause of mortality for
patients visiting his Partners in Health clinics in Haiti (Farmer
et al. 2006). In many communities, people give name to the
embodied forms of these violence(s). Culture-bound syndromes, as they were designated in medical anthropology literature, refer to illnesses that are known throughout a community to have clear symptomology and etiology. In many
instances, these illnesses were associated with shifts in mental
health (Kleinman 1987; Low 1985; Simons and Hughes 2012).
Debilidad is a chronic illness experienced by Andean women. It
has physical and psychological symptoms, and it develops due
to the additive effects of “reproductive and productive labor”
(Oths 1999). In an analysis of the transgenerational effects of
neoliberal policies, poverty, and intimate partner violence,
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Tapias understands that the emotional resonance of these
challenging experiences has corporeal manifestations that are
carried between generations (Tapias 2006). In these examples,
we see how communities make sense of the embodied aspects
of structural violence while understanding that this harm is a
manifestation of state violence against the most vulnerable individuals. While the connection between structural violence in
the form of transgenerational poverty and lack of access to basic
medical resources and physical illness may be overt, violence
that occurs in the context of interpersonal relationships is often
harder to document and understand.

Private Violence: Intimacy and Risk
When we turn our attention toward forms of everyday violence(s) that are experienced unequally across a community or
population, we are reminded that some of these violence(s),
such as emotional violence, are often perpetrated in intimate
relationships and beyond the public’s view. Researchers exploring the lives of women, particularly in the context of unequal power dynamics in intimate partner relationships, identify forms of harm that have detrimental health outcomes. Our
attention to the effects of only certain kinds of violence actually reﬂects differences in the scale of our analyses. That is, we
are choosing whether or not to investigate the effects of conﬂict between nation-states, structural inequity experienced by
marginalized individuals within a group, interpersonal violence between members of different communities, or the kinds
of daily assaults endured in the private spaces of homes. When
we choose to forgo emphases on war and murder for violence
that is enacted in families and relationships, we learn about the
kinds of hidden assaults that are often meted out in small doses.
These offenses eventually accumulate, impacting individual
mental and physical health, and are perpetuated by individuals
with social or institutional power precisely because they do not
always leave the obvious tell of overt physical violence.
Regarding matters of scale, intimate partner violence (IPV)
allows us to explore performances of dominance and power
that reﬂect culturally speciﬁc manifestations of hegemonic
masculinity and that are often anchored in particular ideas
about oneself in relation to larger communities and global
systems. IPV includes various forms of physical and sexual
violence and other forms of nonphysical violence, including
emotional and ﬁnancial abuse perpetrated by current or former
romantic partners (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006; Rennison and
Welchans 2000; Tjaden and Thoennes 2000). Unlike other
public health crises, IPV is experienced by victims across a
spectrum of identities. However, the risk of physical violence,
sexual abuse, and emotional abuse at the hands of a partner is
higher for women (Romans et al. 2007). It is also higher for
people who are living in poverty (Goodman et al. 2009; Vyas
and Watts 2009). Through IPV, we can revisit the question of
how dominance is enacted across human populations and what
state-level, structural, and ideological factors contribute to
women’s increased risk of experiencing this form of violence.
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While the rates of IPV vary broadly both between and within
communities, it occurs across the world. In one multicountry
study, women who had ever been partnered experienced some
form of physical violence at rates ranging from “13% in Japan
to 61% in Peru” (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006:xiii). Intimate partner violence includes various forms of abuse, although emotional abuse is operationalized differently, depending on the
disciplinary and geographic context of the study. Emotional or
psychological abuse includes but is not limited to verbal insults,
public humiliation, intimidation, direct threats, isolation from
friends or family, destruction of property, coercion via threats
of physical harm to the target or the target’s loved ones, and
expressions of jealousy (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006; Mcnutt
et al. 2002). By one estimation, 20% to 75% of women had
experienced emotional abuse of some kind in the previous
12 months. It is perhaps not surprising that women are likely to
experience a co-occurrence of physical and emotional abuse
(Garcia-Moreno et al. 2006). That this kind of interpersonal
violation is pervasive and yet poorly operationalized across
sites and disciplines speaks to the challenge in investigating
violence(s) that are obscured from public view, variability in
what aspects of patriarchal dominance qualify as worthy of examination, and diversity in cross-cultural manifestations of
this issue.
Emotional abuse is pervasive, reﬂecting sometimes subtle
ways of exacting control. In a 2010 study from the United States,
women were more likely than men to have experienced stalking
by an intimate partner, and men and women were equally likely
to have reported psychological aggression in any form. However, women were more likely to report having been insulted,
threatened, or isolated from friends and family (Breiding,
Chen, and Black 2014; Carbone-López, Kruttschnitt, and Macmillan 2006). Similarly, research from Canada ﬁnds that women
are more likely than men to experience repeated emotional
abuse in the form of coercive or controlling behavior (Ansara
and Hindin 2010). It is important to note that there is evidence
that women engage in emotional abuse, particularly controlling behavior in the form of tracking a partner’s movements
(Breiding, Chen, and Black 2014). However, women are more
often the targets of physical, emotional, and sexual abuse.
While it is recognized as an important issue by many governments around the world, aid for victims of intimate partner
violence is inconsistent, as it is often considered a personal or
social problem rather than a health problem or a problem that
is ampliﬁed by policy decisions at the national level. In a survey
of European Union member states, rates of psychological or
emotional violence varied widely among respondents. This may
be due in large part to countries varying greatly on the seriousness with which they take this form of IPV and thus how
frequently these data are captured (Gracia 2014). By one estimate, 62% of violence experienced by South African women was
due to IPV. However, there was low recognition of the scale of
the problem, as health-care providers were hesitant to screen
patients for IPV and did not know how to treat the associated
psychological challenges in addition to the medical problems

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

(Joyner and Mash 2012). Although it is ubiquitous, estimates of
IPV around the world vary greatly based on what is culturally
considered unacceptable or noteworthy kinds of violence toward women and the status of women in these spaces (Boy and
Kulczycki 2008; Foran, Slep, and Heyman 2011).
If we posit that physical assault has dominated our discussions of violence because it confers some better understanding of the clear impacts of conﬂict, then we have to reckon
with data exploring the long-term health effects of IPV. In
Canada and the United States, women were more likely than
men to have experienced chronic physical and/or emotional
abuse by a current or former intimate partner. However, for
men and women, IPV was associated with diminished mental
health, substance use, injury, and chronic disease (Coker et al.
2002). In one study, women were more likely than men to report
long-term psychosocial effects of this trauma, including feelings of fear, worry, and concern for themselves and their children. This presented as increased experiences of depression,
anxiety, feelings of victimization, injury, and sleep disruption
(Ansara and Hindin 2011). In a separate study of US women,
psychological abuse was associated with a sequelae of symptoms
related to chronic pain, ranging from migraines to arthritis
(Coker et al. 2000). When one accounts for both the kinds and
the duration of IPV experienced by individuals, women had
greater odds of facing negative health outcomes related to IPV
than men (Carbone-López, Kruttschnitt, and Macmillan 2006).
Gender roles shape not only men’s risk of encountering IPV
but also their ability and willingness to speak about its impact
on their lives. In a Canadian study, men were more likely to
report that they experienced no long-term effects of IPV
(Ansara and Hindin 2011). It is worth exploring what is lost by
men if they express vulnerability and damage at the hands of a
current or former romantic partner. Research from the United
States ﬁnds a correlation between men who had experienced
IPV and self-reports of poor health, injury and disability, depression, substance abuse, and recreational drug use (CarboneLópez, Kruttschnitt, and Macmillan 2006). Although they were
less likely to experience physical assault, older men in the
United States were more likely to have depressive episodes and
decreased mental health if they had also experienced nonphysical forms of IPV (Reid et al. 2008). In both of the abovementioned studies, the methodologies explored correlations
without explicitly asking respondents to connect their health
reports to their experiences with IPV.
Because intimate partner violence is understood to be a
public health crisis, the risk factors for both perpetuating and
being targeted for IPV dominate the literature. Along with
obvious risk factors including poverty, substance use, and experiences of violence in the home during childhood, researchers have identiﬁed gender roles and “masculinity” as factors
that inﬂuence risk of experiencing or perpetrating IPV. Speciﬁcally, masculine gender socialization, adherence to masculine gender role ideology (as deﬁned by various survey instruments), and discrepancy from masculine norms are associated
with increased risk of perpetration of IPV (Reidy et al. 2014). In
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these models, masculinity is operationalized as a series of
qualities including (but not limited to) being assertive, dominant, and self-reliant (Próspero 2008). These are traits that
seemingly occur in a binary opposite to more feminine characteristics. In qualitative studies, men were asked to identify
their own narratives of masculinity and assess their ability to
adhere to these norms. In these models, masculinity, though
narrowly constructed via hegemonic ideas of maleness, is correlated with men’s experiences of IPV (Eckstein 2010).
Intimate personal violence serves as a case study through
which we can examine both the impact of empirical biases on
the collection of data and the challenge in gathering accurate
data and understanding the experiences of violence due to the
constraints created by cultures of masculinity. While physical
violence was a relatively easily understood and measured aspect of IPV, emotional or psychological violence was operationalized differently depending on the study, and sometimes
this was excluded from the analyses. There remains inconsistency in assessments of emotional violence despite the clearly
documented long-term health impacts (Winstok and SowanBasheer 2015). This research identiﬁes the ways that experiences of nonlethal and nonphysical violence become embodied, shaping individual livelihoods much like overt and direct
physical assault.
By problematizing early emphases on the macro level within
and between group violence in foraging communities and
highlighting violence that is most frequently gendered and
occurs in the private sphere, it may appear that these domains
of violence have little inﬂuence on one another. However, there
is often a connection between conﬂict that is initiated and
sanctioned at the state or group level and intimate partner violence. The violent training required to create soldiers who will
ﬁght for the state or community and the normalization of this
kind of interpersonal violence does not disappear in the home.
Women living in countries that have recently been engaged in
state-level violence or war are more likely to experience IPV
(Saile et al. 2013). Additionally, experiences of targeted violence continue long after wars end. The romantic partners of
individuals who are suffering from war-related PTSD may experience higher IPV rates than individuals who are not partnered with those experiencing the lasting effects of this trauma
(Vinck and Pham 2013; Zannettino 2012). Additionally, IPV
in these communities may occur after sexual violence had been
employed as a weapon of war (Danjibo and Akinkuotu 2019;
Villa 2019). In this way, there is an explicit link between the
creation and politicization of masculinity and the ways that
violence manifests itself at different institutional tiers and
within different and sometimes overlapping spheres (McWilliams and Ni Aolain 2013).

Conclusion
In this piece, I suggest that we must consider the conditions of
knowledge production in our discussions of masculinities and
violence. Our emphasis on interpersonal violence, and specif-
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ically physical assault and murder, even as we compare across
taxa, reﬂects questions that are narrowly focused on only one
scale of human violence and the manifestations of patriarchal
power. Equal attention toward other kinds of violence, speciﬁcally nonphysical violence, provides a more nuanced way
for us to engage with the ways that inequity impacts the lives
of individuals in contemporary human populations. The application of a structural violence model within analyses of
gendered violence allows us to analytically bridge the gap between interpersonal dynamics that contribute to exploitations
of individual boundaries and systematic inequalities and indignities that eventually contribute to reduced access to resources and daily fear. By reifying physical violence, we miss
the everyday abuses experienced by individuals who are disadvantaged with regard to structural power. Intimate partner
violence provides one example through which we can understand what is lost in our understanding of gender roles, masculinity, and harm when we fail to make space for analyses of
nonphysical violence.
That patriarchal power structures have inﬂuenced our entire
academic endeavor is not particularly surprising, but yet we
still have to address and correct how it has shaped not just what
we value but also how we understand risk and survival. In
2011, Steven Pinker published The Better Angels of Our Nature.
His central thesis is that violent behavior has declined over the
last several hundred years due to shifts in various factors ranging
from humanitarianism to increases in civil rights (Pinker 2011).
Similarly, Richard Wrangham recently published The Goodness Paradox: The Strange Relationship between Virtue and
Violence in Human Evolution. In this book he argues that selfdomestication explains the decrease in violence over the course
of human evolution (Wrangham 2019). Both of these books,
which have received considerable public praise, are anchored
in patriarchal narratives that overemphasize the signiﬁcance
of physical violence, while obscuring the other violence(s) that
impact those whose lives are lived on the margins of social and
institutional power. Until analyses of violence are functionally
diversiﬁed in order to engage with experiences at various scales
of human sociality and thus include other violence(s) like emotional violence, we will fail at our goal of understanding the scope
of the human experience as it relates to vulnerability, risk, and
survival.
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Soldiers, Masculinities, and Violence
War and Politics
Godfrey Maringira
In this paper I examine how male soldiers perpetrate political violence against civilian men and women, at home in Zimbabwe and
at the war front in the Democratic Republic of Congo. In Zimbabwe it is widely believed that men are generally more aggressive
than women, and that when trained as soldiers, men become more violent, particularly in the context of political violence and war.
In this paper I assert that the “making” of soldiers is deliberately aimed at enhancing their masculine ability and skills to be violent
against perceived enemies and also civilians. I raise the question whether political violence and war make men more violent or
unleash a “natural” male violence. The paper argues that when soldiers are deployed to do the work of political violence and
armed conﬂict, they develop a sense of pleasure when killing, a practice that is ingrained, promoted, and perpetuated by “military
ideology” and “military mentality.” I assert that soldiers practice and consequently become imbued with a killer mindset at home,
which they subsequently use or employ to the war front. I use ethnographic material: I was a soldier in the military, at home and in
war. Data were drawn from former Zimbabwean soldiers and civilians, victims of political violence.

The military remains one of the most violent and masculine
institutions in the world, where men are trained to be legitimately violent toward others. While men are generally assumed
to be violent, this paper asserts that military institutions make
them more masculine and vicious than they would have been
before training and being in the group in which killing is legitimately celebrated and normalized (Staub 1989). The paper
explores the ways in which men are trained into being soldiers
and into the life of soldiering, one that esteems and celebrates
masculinity and the protection of the state and views civilians as
the “other” (Lande 2007). I explore how Zimbabwean soldiers
were co-opted into political violence against civilians.
While studies on military violence have predominantly focused on victims of it, this paper examines the soldiers’ own
stories of being trained to do violence and their subsequent
“doing” of violence in two contradictory contexts: at “home”
and at the “war front.” I highlight these two spaces because they
provide different vantage points from which we can begin to
understand that the making of masculine soldiers and the doing of violence in war can be highly inﬂuenced by what soldiers
also did at home before they were deployed in war, and/or how
they were made to understand the work of executing violence
at home, which was transferred to the war zone. While war is
a context in which masculinities and violence are invoked, the
“home front” is an equally important space to interrogate the
social and political resources it provides for soldiers at war.
I explore how the soldiers perpetrated violence in the Zimbabwean context and in the Democratic Republic of Congo
War (1998–2002). I use ethnographic material—I was a Zimbabwean soldier for 12 years, at home and the war front. The
paper is based on former soldiers who served in the Zimbabwe

National Army as well as the civilians who have been victims of
the violence.

The Military Presence: Afﬁrming the Past
The past military practice of camaraderie continues to be perpetuated by the social conditions of living beyond the barracks. In this section I reveal how I met with the former
soldiers, men who did violence on civilians in Zimbabwe.
I also reveal how I met the Zimbabwean civilian migrants
in South Africa who have been victims of military violence
in Zimbabwe. Brieﬂy, on civilian participants: I met them in
social spaces, gatherings of Zimbabwean weddings and parties. Often at these spaces Zimbabweans talk more about their
problems at home: why and how they left Zimbabwe to go to
South Africa. I talked with nine civilians whose stories are
presented in this paper. However, connecting with civilians was
quite difﬁcult as compared to the Zimbabwean former soldiers
living in South Africa.
Having been a soldier for more than 12 years in the Zimbabwe National Army with an experience of being deployed in
the war in the Democratic Republic of Congo (1998–2002) and
living in the Zimbabwe National Army barracks, I was at ease
when having conversations with the former soldiers. I understand the rationale of the stories narrated in this paper. At
the time when I joined the Zimbabwe National Army, I never
envisioned myself as writing on and about the same military
institution. But in post-army life, I began to reﬂect on what
soldiers had done to affect the lives of the majority of civilians
in Zimbabwe or on their actions during external war operations. In 2009, I coincidentally met with a Zimbabwean former
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soldier in Johannesburg, South Africa. He had been my
shoulder-to-shoulder compatriot during our military training
in the army barracks, as well as in the trenches during the war
in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). Instead of discussing our present lives in the city of Johannesburg, we talked
about the past: our military lives both in war and in the military
barracks in Zimbabwe. We concurred that at a time when we
were in combat, we never envisaged ourselves as becoming
ordinary civilian migrants in South Africa. We never imagined
ourselves relating to civilians in the everyday life. Living in
barracks and getting deployed in conﬂict situations had been
our reality. A life outside combat had never entered our thoughts
at a time when we were legitimately wielding weapons in combat. Those were the moments that formed the basics of our discussion and reminiscence.
Before we parted ways, I asked him if he knew of other
former soldiers in Johannesburg or in Gauteng. He indicated
that there was a “battalion” of soldiers around the city. The use
of “battalion” implied to me an estimated number of about
1,200 former soldiers in a rhizomatic network. He quickly
gave me some contact details, including their cell phone numbers, and once I returned to my residence, I placed calls to them.
They were all delighted to hear that I was also around in Johannesburg. We talked brieﬂy about combat moments.
It is important to note that connecting with and engaging
with men you already know needs “tactical organization.”
Hence, I asked them if we can meet in the city as a group, and
they all agreed. We met at a local restaurant that sells our
Zimbabwean staple food, sadza, which is similar to pap (thick
maize porridge), served with vegetables and beef. We sat
around the wooden tables, and while having our meal, we
talked more about the ways in which we experienced life in the
military and what the military did to us, and interestingly, what
soldiers did to the civilians both in the barracks and in war. We
realized that, in fact, the military had inﬂuenced the ways in
which we think about civilians and others and, importantly,
how we respond to situations in everyday life. In our conversations, I got a sense of former soldiers’ desire to talk about their
past more than about their present.
I then asked them if I could do a research project with them,
especially on their lives as soldiers and their understanding of
their past lives in combat. They all agreed, but one of the former
soldiers asked why I would do a study among them when I was
part of the group? What was it that I wanted to know that I
was not already knowledgeable about? I emphasized that, even
though we had all been soldiers in the barracks and in war, we
had not all experienced life the same way. Despite the fact that
we had all been there, we encountered order and command in the
military barracks and the conﬂict zone individually. Importantly,
we attached different meanings to what we had seen and experienced as soldiers, hence it was important to hear from them.
They subsequently agreed to be part of the study. However,
they emphasized the wish to remain anonymous, so in this
paper I use military phonetic alphabet names such as Alpha
Romeo, Oscar Papa, Charlie Mike, Lima Delta, etc. On parting
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we agreed that I would call them to conﬁrm whether we were
to meet in the city of Johannesburg for interviews or I should
visit them at their accommodation. Alpha Romeo, one of the
former soldiers, made it clear to me that he was not comfortable with me having a conversation with him about military life
in Zimbabwe because he was sharing a room with a civilian
migrant from the country. He had not revealed his military past
for fear of reprisal or retribution. Alpha Romeo stressed that
he did not want people around him to know that he had been
a soldier in Zimbabwe because of the ways in which soldiers
are represented as perpetrators of political violence in that
country. I agreed with him, and we arranged for a meeting in
the city instead.
On interviewing former combat colleagues, I ﬁrst used a life
history interview approach and followed with in-depth interviews (Denzin 1999), as well as many informal conversations. I recorded their stories with their consent and asked
them to let me know when they did not wish their narratives
to be recorded. About 44 soldiers were interviewed. When
former soldiers were narrating their military stories, particularly about doing violence on civilians and during war, I
reﬂected on my own experiences. However, this must not be
seen as a methodological bias but as a resource (see also Higate
and Cameron 2006) that allowed me to access these former
soldiers and, importantly, to understand their experience as
moments of soldiering in their daily lives in war and in the
barracks. In their stories, the former soldiers talked about how
they were made to understand civilians in the Zimbabwean
context, as well as in the conﬂict zone.
The former soldiers whose voices are represented in this
paper still think of themselves as soldiers. They claim that they
are always soldiers, even though they had left the military and
are now living with civilians. They talked about how they were
“made” as men of valor and strength through the processes of
military training. In almost every story I collected, the experience of soldierly instruction, preparation, and indoctrination
in and through the military was highlighted. Military life and
training constituted their biography. They did not talk about
their lives before they joined the military. In fact, their life
stories begin with “when I joined the military.” Joining the
military was a “rebirth” for them. They represented themselves
as perpetual soldiers and compared themselves to their civilian
friends, whom they denoted as “women.” For these former
soldiers, life in the military and military training were distinct
moments in their lives that separate boys from men and the
weak from the strong.

“Making” Masculine Violent Men: Military Training
The military is a space in which masculinity and violence are
produced for the state and often against civilian citizens.
Hence, the making of soldiers through military training is the
legitimate conﬁguration of masculinity by the state. For Gill
(1997), the military is characterized by hyperaggressive masculinity that demeans civilians. Thus, it is of import to note
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that soldiers, masculinities, and violence cannot make sense
without attention to and exploration of military training, especially concerning its function in the making of violent men.
The work of doing violence is quite hard: it requires men of
valor. The training of soldiers is what Woodward (2000) refers
to as the making of “warrior heroes.” The idea of “heroes”
depicts how soldiers are celebrated by the state. As Caforio
(2006) notes, the military is the sole client of the state. This
therefore means that the state is masculine, and hence it is
deﬁned by its legitimate use and monopoly of violence. Those
who do the work of violence are the soldiers, including other
security actors. Therefore, the military trains soldiers to understand and celebrate killing.
As argued by Gutmann and Lutz (2009:20), military training dehumanizes the soldiers, and malingering is met with
punishment. As noted by Charlie Mike, “the military instructors told us that we have entered into the house of men and
we had to leave behind the womanhood.” Hence, military
training disorientates and reorientates recruits; that is, there is
a “kniﬁng-off of past civilian life” (Zurcher 1967). It is therefore important to note that masculinity does not easily happen
in the military, but rather military instructors are “machines
for altering minds” (Foucault 1977:125). In this circumstance,
the military celebrates pain; discomfort and agony are celebrated as achievement (Higate 2000). The masculine being is
embedded in a soldier’s body. According to Goffman, joining a
military organization is a “leaving-off and taking-on” (Goffman
1961:20). Hence, recruited soldiers are “stripped of the support
provided by the home world arrangements” (Goffman 1961:14).
As noted by Sierra Tango, “on the ﬁrst day of training, the
military instructor told us that this place is for real men, and
women are those who we have left at home.” The military is
an engendered space, and Enloe (2004:95) accentuates that in
talking about the military “sexist jokes” are embroiled in. Derogatory language becomes an organizational language that prepares soldiers mentally (Arkin and Dobrofsky 1978). Thus the
military is valorized as a place of and for “real men” who are
hypermasculinized, while home is feminized. The military reforges a new persona in which killing is a marker of masculinity.
For soldiers to be able to kill, they have to be trained into it
through particular processes and practices repress the necessity
to be humane. Soldiers learn to use guns, which in turn reinforces their own status as warlike beings (Hinojosa 2010). Guns
become metaphorically embedded in the minds of soldiers
(see Mankayi 2008; Woodward and Jenkings 2013). Guns are
symbols of power and extensions of soldiers’ bodies.
Military masculinity is constructed in a ﬁeld of unequal
power relationships (Gill 1997:528). Thus the making of military masculinity is not just the making of soldiers but of
citizens, and with power (Gutmann and Lutz 2009). The military institution is akin to what Foucault (1977:25) refers to as
“a system of subjection.” In the military, men are trained to ﬁt
into a speciﬁc kind of controlled organizational life. Foucault
writes (1977:129), “The agent of punishment must exercise a
total power . . . the individual to be corrected must be entirely
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enveloped in the power that is being exercised over him.”
Soldiers are made to draw on “organizationally based discursive resources” (Thornborrow and Brown 2009:355). Soldiers
are initiated into a cult of toughness, remain obedient, and do
not question authority (Barrett 1996; Gibson 2010). According to Zurcher (1967), in the military freedom of choice is not
tolerated. Thus military training produces particular political
ideologies.
For Strachan (2006) the above affects the impartation of
“military grammar.” This reveals that the military has a particular pattern that it follows in the “making” and forging of
masculinities of soldiers. This is “military culture” (see Lande
2007; Woodward 1998) and has to do with the ways in which
the soldiers behave and approach the task before them. For
Charlie Mike, “We found ourselves living a different lifestyle
away from home. We behaved, worked and lived as soldiers.”
The military masculinity has to do with how soldiers’ bodies
are reshaped to resemble that of the “military body” (Hockey
2002). Drawing from Foucault (1977:11), “The body is caught
up in a system of constraints and privations, obligations and
prohibitions.” In such circumstances, the body is controlled by
a training program (Hockey 2002:150). Thus the ways in which
bodies function are controlled by the military practices (see
Hinojosa 2010; McSorley 2013; Newlands 2013). This is what
Foucault (1977:25) refers to as the “political investment of the
body”; that is, the body itself is dominated by the military and
subjected to the will of the military organization. As noted by
Victor Tango, “Our bodies were no longer the same, we were
‘grilled.’ ” The use of “grilled” means that soldiers’ bodies were
transformed. This transformation of bodies has its own process. For Victor Papa, during military training, recruits are
immersed in water, soaked to the skin, muddied, made to crawl
and to roll until their fatigues (combat uniforms) are torn to
rags. This is what Foucault (1977:25) “refers to as systems of
punishment . . . situated in a certain political economy of the
body.” The military conquers that body and remolds it into a
“military recognized body” (see Hockey 2002). The making of
a masculinized violent body of soldiers capacitates them to
do violence.

Contextualizing Military Violence
It is important to note that given an opportunity to do violence,
all militaries have the capacity to do violence. For Hoffman
(2007:402), military violence is entrenched within an “exchange
economy.” In Zimbabwe, the state has predominantly been
preoccupied with the deployment of military violence against
its own citizens (Sachikonye 2011). Since independence in
1980, soldiers have been doing the work of political violence
to keep the political system of former president Robert Mugabe
in power for 37 years. This is also the case for his successor,
President Emmerson Mnangagwa (Kwaramba 2019). It is important to note that the military and political violence have
deﬁned the nature of politics in Zimbabwe. In 1982, the Zimbabwe National Army was deployed to unleash violence on an
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ethnically deﬁned group, the Ndebele (Alexander 1998). Ndebelespeaking political leaders and the majority of their supporters
in the new Zimbabwe National Army were perceived as dissidents of the state (Alexander 1998), and more than 20,000 people
were killed by the military (Catholic Justice Commission 1997).
The military became even more involved in doing political
work and violence post-2000, when a labor-based opposition
political party was formed, the Movement for Democratic
Change (MDC). It was led by the late Morgan Tsvangirai and
is now led by Nelson Chamisa (Sachikonye 2011). The MDC
drew its support base from the White commercial farmers,
workers, university students, and lecturers and professors (Raftopoulos 2003). Drastic social and political changes to land
expropriation saw White commercial farmers forcibly and violently removed from their land, and this affected the people’s
livelihoods (Alexander 2007; Chaumba, Scoones, and Wolmer
2003; Fontein 2015). The international community, including
the United States and the United Kingdom and other European
countries, was sympathetic toward the cause of the MDC in
politics. However, it was against this background that the MDC
was perceived as a mouthpiece of the Western agenda for regime change by the Zimbabwe African National Union—Patriotic Front (ZANU PF) government. By deploying soldiers
during and in the aftermath of elections, the military unequivocally offered its support to former president Robert Mugabe
(Maringira 2016, 2019).
Political violence was perpetrated against unarmed civilians.
One of the soldiers, Alpha Romeo, noted, “In the army barracks
we were told that the MDC agenda was to topple our President
Mugabe, hence our duty was to eliminate them.” The issue of
ideology is central here, in particular how it mobilized soldiers
to be violent. While barracks are spaces in which the military is
housed, in the Zimbabwean context the barracks became sources
in which violence toward perceived enemies of the state was
“manufactured” and rehearsed (Maringira 2017a). The idea of
elimination in this political Zimbabwean context is about doing
violence toward an opposition political party and its members.
During elections, civilians in opposition parties reiterated
that military violence was visible in politics and evident in
everyday life. An activist of the MDC represented his ordeal,
The soldiers came to our village in the rural areas, they
deployed in the nearby mountain, in the night seven soldiers
came to our house, everyone was ordered to come out, we
were ordered to undress ourselves, women, children and even
dogs were assembled together. They had guns. We were ordered to move like frogs in a single line to the mountain where
their base was.

This is militarization of rural areas, in which Lutz (2002:723)
deﬁnes militarization as resourcing the military to shape social
institutions into military products. For Lutz, militarization is a
discursive process that shifts society beliefs—to believe in violent politics. Rural areas were turned into sites of military violence. Thus the deployment of soldiers in rural areas made the
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violent and intolerant military visible. Civilians were ordered to
move out of their houses to the mountain, thereby highlighting
how the military strips civilians of their social infrastructures,
houses, and political resources that anchor their lives. By frogmarching civilians into rural areas, the social ordering was
disrupted, and the social respect that exists within families was
torn apart. In addition, civilian men, women, and children were
ordered to assemble naked—a threatening representation of
the domination, power, and politics of soldiers. The latter became actors of violence, while naked men were recipients of
it. By ordering naked victims of military violence to assemble,
particularly intimidating and violent military masculinities
that impose orders on civilians were perpetuated. The forced
nudity of civilians also gendered the victims of the military violence. In this regard civilian men were not only dehumanized
but also symbolically emasculated by soldiers. In this regard,
violence was ordered not only on just men but on naked men.
This is what Foucault (1977:26) refers to as “the political technology of the body,” that is, the ability of soldiers to tell civilians
to undress reveals power inhibited by the military men. For
soldiers, the naked body was perceived as an ideal body to inject
violence. Hence the naked body reveals the victimhood and
the legitimate authority soldiers have in doing the violence.
Soldiers also ordered civilian men and women to move in single
ﬁle, thereby representing their control in doing violence.
In the quote above, the mountain is a violent space. It is also
about the ability to force people with a different political ideology to move. Interestingly, there are at least two issues here
that speak to the practice of military violence: the mountain
and the night. The soldiers utilize and instrumentalize darkness to do the work of violence to and against the political
“other.” The doing of violence in the night is intentional and
tactical for the soldiers. It is tactical because civilians will be
ineffective in mobilizing each other against soldiers. It is strategic because military violence is hidden from the cameras and
media coverage. For the soldiers whose voices are presented
in this paper, night and darkness are in themselves timely
moments of terrorizing unarmed civilians.
In the above extract civilians were to all intents abducted
from their homes and taken captive, often a military approach
for perpetrating violence on perceived enemies of the state. The
idea of “capturing” reveals the use of force and total control
of the mind and body (see Lande 2007). In this regard, in response to perceived political threat, soldiers used approaches
that ensured that the state retained control over its citizens.
One of the “captured” civilians revealed how they were taken to
the mountain, the soldier’s base. “On our way to the mountain,
one soldier was in front, leading the way, and the other one was
at the back, ensuring that none of us escapes. We were made
prisoners.”
The making of civilian prisoners of soldiers reveals the
military violent control of civilians. For Gill (1997:527), the
military challenges are forms of masculinity in order to signify the rights to power and citizenship. It is worthy to note
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that the military asserts forms of rightful citizenship within
and outside it. Hence Sasson-Levy (2002) asserts that notions
of manhood shape the military and the state. For Foucault
(1977:93) “punishment is an art of effects . . . and it looks
towards the future . . . that one must punish exactly enough to
prevent repetition.” In essence soldiers ensured domination
over “civilians’ mentality” and political life by, for example,
forcing them to sing liberation songs so as to weave civilians
into a particular political discourse. One of the civilian victims
contends, “At the mountain base, we found other people in
our village and many others from other villages. They were
singing liberation songs. I remember the song: Iwe zve nyika
Jojo chenjera, haa Jojo siyana nazvo, Jojo unozofa, meaning
‘Jojo leave politics alone, Jojo be careful you will die because of
politics.’ ”
The song not only depicts the ways in which soldiers used
their military masculine power and domination to compel
civilians to sing but also how the soldiers used threats to undermine opposition politics. Revolutionary songs are often
masculine and violent. In the context of Zimbabwe, it ﬂags the
liberation war as well as ongoing politics. The song is imbued
with violence of intimidation and threats of killing. This reveals to us the interconnection between politics and death for
Zimbabwean soldiers. They arguably instrumentalized death
to depict their masculine power and legitimated ability to kill.
Here we can also draw the binaries between death and life, the
powerful and the weak. These binaries are important when we
think about soldiers in the sense that they have the capacity to
protect life, but they can also take away that life. The soldiers
symbolize powerful actors within the state, while the civilians
are made to represent the weak and the mortal. This is testiﬁed
by the song above, in which civilians were compelled to sing
and denigrate opposition politics.
When singing, civilians were forced to dance while naked.
However, even though liberation songs use violent imagery,
the manner in which soldiers forced civilians to sing them is
important for our understanding of how violence is deployed
because, as one of the civilians noted, “While singing, we were
also forced to dance. Remember we were not dressed, and
imagine dancing while naked. This was torture.” When people
are forced to dance while naked and vulnerable, violence becomes apparent. According to Foucault (1977:136), the body is
an object and target of power but also of doing violence. Simultaneously, the ability to order and force civilians to behave
in such a painful (to civilians) way heightens the sense of power
of the perpetrator soldiers. When I asked one of the soldiers
who was involved in this operation, he stated that “forcing
civilians brings satisfaction to me; we are trained to make enemies feel the pain, and it is the enemies’ pain that makes us feel
more than good. Remember we are trained to do violence and
that is our mandate” (Sierra Tango). For soldiers, violence is
not just their work, it also signiﬁes social and political contentment. While on one hand masculinity is closely linked with
violence, violence also produces certain masculinities that are
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celebrated by the perpetrator. The very fact that the victims
suffer pain, debasement, and vulnerability afﬁrms the social
and political intensity of the soldiers’ masculine power.
Violence is also instrumentalized through deeply political
slogans. Normally such catchphrases are utilized to connect
to the social and political needs of voters. When soldiers force
people to chant particular slogans, it is a form of violence
aimed at opposition politicians but also at the ordinary civilian people themselves. When violently imposed on civilians,
these slogans can breed hatred and distrust. According to a
civilian, “Soldiers made us to chant slogans to support former
president Robert Mugabe and to denigrate our opposition political leader Morgan Tsvangirai. We had no choice, guns were
around us.” For Zimbabweans soldiers’ guns are instruments
of violence and politics. They compel people to act in speciﬁc
ways, often outside their social and political volitions and
morality.
It is therefore important to note that Zimbabwean soldiers
were and still are weapons of the state and demand compliance through force. Inasmuch as the gun symbolizes violence, it also signiﬁes threat and death. One of the civilians
talked about how soldiers used guns to enforce civilians to act
in speciﬁc ways.
There was one of us who was not sloganeering loudly. The
soldiers started to label and call him “sell-out,” “Western
stooge,” and he was beaten heavily by the butt of the gun;
they almost killed him. The four of us were asked to hold
him, each of us holding him up and the soldier beating him
heavily. He could not cry anymore. When we were ordered
to drop him, he could not move an inch and the soldiers
gave us a bucket of water and ordered us to pour on him. He
came back to life.

Above, the gun is a political tool and soldiers have the capacity
to label a civilian a “sell-out,” and “Western stooge.” In this
context, a sell-out is a person who betrayed the former president Robert Mugabe and his political party while advancing
opposition political party interests. A Western stooge is
someone used by the European countries, and the United
Kingdom and United States, to prop up their political agenda
and interests. However, what is interesting is that “labeling”
the civilians as “sell-outs” and “Western stooges” has a political function. Labels justify the work of doing violence, especially when soldiers invoke issues of security and securitization
of the state. Gill (1997:528) notes that “states monopolise
power . . . and circumscribe a homogeneous practice of citizenship.” This entails that states deploy violence to augment a
passive citizenship. It is only able to achieve this by mobilizing
all the tools of violence.
The production of military violence is also characterized by
enforced practical jokes performed through cruelty and/or
compelled joking and ridicule. In the midst of violence, soldiers
ordered civilians to tell jokes. For example, the village head was
instructed to do so: a naked victim among other naked victims
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forced to tell a humorous tale. “The only moment when we
were allowed to sit down was when the village head was asked
to tell us a humorous tale. We sat down while naked. We were
made to laugh.”
The village head symbolizes the collective nature of the village. He symbolizes hope, the past, and the future. He is a
source of identity (Rumkel, Sam, and Umanailo 2019). The
soldiers’ command to the village head to tell a joke to the naked
villagers deﬁnes that in context of violence these perpetrators
sought to destroy social institutions that support victims.
Civilians were forced to listen to and witness the public humiliation of their leader and to laugh about it. Civilians were
thus made to feel more vulnerable to violence. Forcing civilians
to strip and stay nude were acts that hurt, oppressed, and
tortured them psychologically and physically. The ways in
which soldiers compelled the village head to tell jokes highlight
another dimension: violence as spaces in which social and
political ordering are disrupted. While jokes are supposed to
bring laughter (Collinson 2002), in the context of doing military violence and experiencing it, jokes became a form of humiliation. Such humiliation is existential: it attacks the person,
who he/she is, and leads to debasement. This is “renegade
humor” (see Downe 1999). Such humiliation is also visceral;
that is, the feeling of being hurt goes deep down. Humiliation
demonstrates unequal power. It is an attack on dignity. It is
about loss of honor and induces shame. The victim is made to
feel powerlessness. Debasement erases people’s identity, selfvalue, and sense of who they are in the village. Coercing the
village head to tell a joke while nude degraded his stature and
debased his position of local authority.
Being forced to tell a joke in the above way made the
village head feel inferior, stupid, and worthless. It erased his
humanity and the sense of self-worth. The soldiers, on the
other hand, were deliberate and aware that they were demeaning the village head. This is a typical display of power politics
between the humiliator (soldiers) and the humiliated (village
head). In such circumstances the humiliator reveals that he
wields power and is in a superior position to the humiliated,
who are contrastingly naked and powerless. Such humiliation
is also deeply shaming.
While physical violence has the capacity to leave a mark, the
military violence described above is done in a way that inscribes internal pain and mental “scarring” through a memory
of violence. Soldiers sought to tactically inscribe violence: in
and of the dark. As noted by one of the civilians, “It was around
4 am. Then we were told to dismiss from the base before anyone
sees us. We were given a strong warning that politics is for
President Robert Mugabe. We were ordered to vote for him.
We came back to our houses, looking like witches.”
The almost uncanny return of the villagers in the very early
hours of the morning suggests that the Zimbabwean soldiers
were trained to do violence and to inscribe it on and into
victims’ bodies in unsettling and frightening ways, in particular in the night.
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Soldiers, Cities, Beer Halls, Clubs, and Streets
Soldiers were deployed not only in the rural areas but in cities
as well. The deployment in urban areas was different because
soldiers could not easily force civilians into temporary military bases where they had control. Nonetheless soldiers visited city beer halls, taverns, shebeens, and clubs where crowds
were gathered. Generally, soldiers pounced on civilians at night
and beat up everyone inside of these social spaces. One of the
soldiers who was deployed in the city to do violence noted,
“Our platoon was ordered to go to the city because the opposition political party members were said to be too happy
for their election victory in that city. We loaded our magazine. Each section had a PK machine gun. We dressed in full
combat, pouches, military helmets.”
The work of doing violence in the cities was intentional. Its
preparedness hinged on devastating political opponents. The
carrying of loaded magazines with riﬂe ammunition and PK
machine guns reveals that soldiers approached civilians as enemies rather than as political competitors. It is important to
give a short description of the PK machine gun. It is belt fed,
using the continuous metal belt that has links that wrap around
the shoulders. The belts can carry between 25 and 250 rounds
of ammunition. The PK is often carried when soldiers are
deploying in war. Even before ﬁring any round of ammunition, seeing the loaded PK machine is intimidating. In the city,
the soldiers indicated that it was not only about intimidating
civilians with guns but it was also about forcing people to sing
songs that demean the opposition political party. One of the
songs was “VaMugabe ndiBaba, Tsvangirai imbwende,” meaning former president Robert Mugabe is our father, and Morgan
Tsvangirai (opposition political leader of the MDC party) is a
useless person.
The methodology of military violence was drawn from what
the soldiers had learned during military training. Hence the
soldiers forced civilians to crowd into beer halls, clubs ,and
shebeens. The soldiers reproduced what had been indoctrinated into them, thereby creating victims of military violence.
One of the soldiers who was deployed in the city to do violence
noted, “We attacked nine different clubs in the city, so each
section of soldiers went inside the club; we ordered everyone to
stop drinking, and sing the national anthem.” The national
anthem is not just a song, but being forced to sing it invokes
compelled patriotism, a form of violence. The turning of spaces
of entertainment into spaces of violence is central here. This
makes it distinct from violence that was done in the bushy rural
areas and mountains discussed above.
The soldiers also demeaned the civilians’ bodies. Bodies are
very central in doing violence because they deﬁne the victim,
and once violence is embodied, it permeates the mind and
the soul. As noted by the soldier, “We pour their heads with
the beer they were drinking. One civilian guy had dreadlocks,
and we poured him the most.” The pouring of beer on dreadlocks represents power. For the soldiers, violence targeted and
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attacked the body parts, such as dreadlocks, that constituted
the victim’s civilian identity.

Military Intelligence: Violence on Professors
and Students
While the Zimbabwean military intelligence gathered information about state enemies, university spaces became places of
violence, intimidation, and information gathering as well—
especially concerning university professors who were very
critical of the state (Gukurume 2019). While military intelligence is not supposed to track down civilians, in Zimbabwe the
military was overshadowed by the Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO). The CIO is a civilian secret service organization
meant to spy on behalf of the government. Military intelligence
ofﬁcers masqueraded as students at the university, enrolled in
different faculties. The operations of the military intelligence
involved detailed biographical surveillance (Maringira 2017b).
Intelligence ofﬁcers attended lectures and hung out on campus
as students, while covertly taking notes to gather information. If
students organized protests on university campus, before these
could be executed the police would be seen deployed on campus. This violence of surveillance on knowledge production
reveals how the Zimbabwean state censored it.

From Home Violence to War
It is misleading to assume that soldiers begin to do violence in
war. Soldiers approach deployment with a sense of masculinity
(Agyekum 2020). Importantly, war context is not a passive
space; it invokes particular forms of masculinity in the midst of
violence. In the case of Zimbabwe, soldiers not only were
trained at home but were expected to do violence before they
were deployed in the conﬂict zone. Thus it is important to
understand that what these soldiers did in war was a product of
home training and violence. Scholars tend to represent war as
the darkest context to which soldiers are driven by killing
(Hynes 2001; Jones 2006; Nadelson 2005). However, I assert
that the violence done during war by Zimbabwean soldiers has
to be understood broadly as being reinforced by, originating
in, and reproduced from their involvement in violence in
their home context. While soldiers and home violence might
be contextual, it is important to note that when I discuss the
physicality of doing the work of violence, I argue that Zimbabwean soldiers continued to carry the violence they perpetrated at home in their everyday mentality and thinking of and
about perceived and labeled “enemies.” In the case of Zimbabwe, the absence of war at home did not erase the violence in
the mind of soldiers. For these soldiers, preparing for and doing
violence was ever-present in any deployment.
The Zimbabwe army was deployed in the Democratic Republic of Congo War (1998–2002), an armed conﬂict which
was later termed “Africa’s World War” (see Prunier 2009). The
latter terminology was used because allied forces from African
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countries were involved and millions of civilians were killed
during the conﬂict. The Congolese government was supported
by Zimbabwe, Angola, and Namibia under the Southern African Development Community (SADC) Defence and Security
Protocol (Makumbe 2002; Rupiya 2002). The SADC operation
was code named “Operation Sovereignty Legitimacy” (OSL).
The rebel forces were backed by Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi
national armies, an issue that made it difﬁcult to ﬁght rebels
(Maringira 2015, 2016).
The war made soldiers actors of violence that was celebrated
by the state and other allies. War is a masculine practice, where
soldiers kill and destroy (Alexander 1998; Barrett 1996; Gibson
2010; Woodward 2000). For Hedges (2012:9), “War produces
killers and . . . organised killing in war is done by a well-trained
army.” For soldiers the objective is to kill ﬁrst rather than
being killed by an enemy (Marlantes 2011). Following this,
scholarly accounts reiterate that for soldiers ﬁghting away
from home there is an increased opportunity to kill and do other
forms of wartime violence, partly because social and legal institutions are generally weaker in war and because norms of
respect for community values are replaced by new sources of
authority such as the gun (Baaz and Stern 2009; Cohn and
Enloe 2003; Enloe 1983; Wood 2010). In the war against “rebels,”
soldiers advanced to kill. Like any other war, the essence of
armed conﬂict is to kill and annihilate both the imagined and
real enemies. There is no sympathy for the enemy, as war is about
decimating the other. The soldiers’ main tasks in war were
mostly driven by the immediacies. As noted by one of the
soldiers who fought in the DRC war, “Remember we are trained
to kill. This is our task. Of course killing is a job for us, so we did
our job.”
Killing in war is synonymous to graduating with a distinction. It is celebrated and understood as a result of hard
work. For soldiers whose voices are represented here, killing
fulﬁlls what these soldiers learned during military training:
strategies and tactics. Soldiers were driven by the fulﬁllment of
the task, that of killing. For Hynes (2001) there absolutely is
no feeling or sense of humanity for a man who has been killed
in war. Hence war was more than just killing; it also had to do
with how the soldiers ignored the dead bodies of rebels. When
the latter were killed, they were not buried but were left for
vultures and animals to eat. One of the soldiers asserted that
“We killed, trampled, and treaded on rebels’ dead bodies, and
we did not bury them. Our mandate was to kill and not bury
them.”
This reveals to us how the nature of war violence is inhumane. Similarly, Foucault (1977:26) argues that “the power
exercised on the body is conceived not as a property, but as
a strategy, that its effects of domination are attributed not to
appropriation, but to dispositions, manoeuvres, tactics, techniques and functioning.” Violence is meted even on dead bodies, through “treading on rebels’ dead bodies.” Burying the dead
is a custom, yet these soldiers deﬁed those values that connect
the dead and the living in African cosmology (Ranger 2004).
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sible. The refusal to bury those enemies who die in war, leaving
them lying on the landscape, is clear testimony that soldiers
dominate that landscape in profound ways. Soldiering is therefore a practice and representation of power in contexts embroiled with landscape violence (see also Woodward 2004).

Burying is a signiﬁer of respect, and disrespect is shown when
soldiers do not bury their enemies: they symbolically disrespected
the dead and disconnected them from their ancestors, a kind
of spiritual annihilation.
In a context where resources were few, soldiers also forcibly
mobilized social resources for war and personal gratiﬁcation.
However, the distinction between a soldier’s personal gratiﬁcation and political gratiﬁcation remains blurred. Hence personal gratiﬁcation was political, while political gratiﬁcation was
also personal. Because of limited resources to ﬁght the war,
in the DRC war Zimbabwean soldiers forced civilians to
aid military operations. One soldier who was deployed in the
DRC war noted, “We had to entirely rely on civilians. The
civilians became carriers of military equipment including
ammunition. They were made to cook food for soldiers and
sometimes forced to give information about the rebels.”
While the soldiers used the phrase, “We had to rely on
civilians” in an apparently polite way, this did not take away
the violent nature of the relationship between armed soldiers
and unarmed civilians. The idea of “relying” basically meant
that the soldiers were “milking” the civilians. There was no
point to justify civilians carrying boxes of ammunition; the
relationship was abusive, not consensual. The very fact that
the civilians sometimes cooperated with the soldiers did not
necessarily mean that the relationship was good either. Civilians might have agreed to help soldiers out of fear of the guns
and of the possibility of violence that was embodied by soldiers
in the diurnal course of war.

This paper has examined how soldiers’ masculinities are embedded in their body and mind through military training at
home. I have argued that the wartime violence is carried over
from the home context. Even in times of peace, at home soldiers continue to carry with them the subjectivity of doing the
work of violence. It is therefore the mentality of soldiers that
they remain violent; hence the war just invoked the violence
in which the soldiers were already embedded and with which
they had been imbued through military training. The state
celebrates the legitimate killing by its soldiers, because in making soldiers, the state is driven by an ideology of doing violence. This paper contributes to debates on soldiers, masculinity, and violence in a context that is ravaged by political
crisis and war. Importantly, in terms of theorizing violence,
in this paper I assert that men produce the very same kind of
violence that they would have learned in their past lives. Again,
violence is mediated through genres such as songs that invoke particular emotions of the past and the present. In addition, masculine violence is instrumentalized through particular
spaces that deﬁne the violence and the people.

Violence on Landscapes
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Masculinity and War
R. Brian Ferguson
Why is war so closely associated with men? Is it an expression of male nature or a product of culture? This survey of masculinity
and war considers the proposition that men are predisposed to kill male outsiders, which led to war throughout our species’
evolutionary history and selected for additional gender characteristics. Claimed support from study of chimpanzees, archaeology,
and mobile foragers is challenged, supporting the conclusion that war is a relatively recent development in our species. Earlier
cross-cultural insight into gender-based role segregation is incorporated into a cultural materialist framework, addressed to both
the commonality that war is male and to the many exceptions and variations. A sex-based division of labor leads to socially deﬁned
men’s work, which fosters masculine personalities. Masculinity is culturally antecedent to war but is exapted for combat when war
is present, and then powerfully shapes and is shaped by war. Ethnographic cases and ethnological statistics show that socialization
for military masculinity is pervasive in war-making societies but variable in what masculinity means, and if and how women
participate in war. The next section considers contemporary variations on military masculinities and their harmful impact on
women. Finally addressed is why nonwar killing is typically by men.

War is a male practice, one of those obvious gender dichotomies that turns out to be not so binary. Much research related
to this essential has raised the contradictions, the nonconforming women in war (DePauw 2000; Elshtain 1995; Enloe
1983). Focus on masculinity itself is secondary to the focus on
women. Within anthropology, the typically male character of
war is implicit, a given. Gutmann’s (1997) broad review of the
anthropological literature found practically nothing addressing masculinity and war. For a course I teach on the anthropology of war, I found no general reading to assign. This paper
is one step toward addressing that gap, combining my own
research with other relevant observations I could ﬁnd.
The most comprehensive compilation of scattered anthropological ﬁndings on war and gender comes from political
scientist Joshua Goldstein. He examines and rejects ideas that
the cross-cultural exclusion of females is due to innate biological tendencies. While differences in some ﬁtness measures
are real, many women are more physically capable of war making than many men. He sees the best explanations of gendered
war roles as including “small, innate biological gender differences in average size, strength, and roughness of play [and]
cultural molding of tough, brave men, who feminize their
enemies to encode domination” (Goldstein 2001:406). Key for
him is “a tendency towards childhood gender segregation—
marked by boys’ rougher group play—[which] works against
the later integration of capable women into warﬁghting groups”
(403). This paper expands those conclusions but relates them
to broader issues of war, theory, and human nature.
Basic questions addressed begin with these: Why is there
usually such clear military specialization by males and exclusion of females? What are constants, and what varies? Did
Darwinian selection produce men who are primed to kill outside men, and is that an ultimate cause of the ubiquity of war?

Or did evolution favor behavioral plasticity, with social construction of the masculine warrior? If the latter, why is the
dichotomy nearly—yet not entirely—universal? First up is a
challenge to the neo-Darwinian perspective, concluding that
making war is not an evolved aspect of masculinity but an
acquired one.

Neo-Darwinian Perspectives
I take no position on whether or how males may be “more
aggressive” than females. The behavioral literature is complex,
with different and noncomparable deﬁnitions and measures;
and the literature on internal biology starting with hormones is
even more so. Basic conclusions do not seem near. The issue
for this paper is not about which sex is slightly more or less
aggressive and how, but whether males have an evolved, innate
tendency to kill members of other groups—which I dispute.
Such an evolved inclination seems to be supported by several
major lines of research: primatology with chimpanzees patrolling and raiding neighbors; archaeology with a high rate of
violent deaths; and ethnology with a tribal universe of extensive, deadly warfare. Evolutionary psychological theories rise
upon those ideas.
Evolutionary Psychology
Many and varied hypotheses link a male penchant for war and
other evolved male tendencies (e.g., Berenson and Markovits
2014:11; Daly and Wilson 1994:278; Tooby and Cosmides
1988). The common ideas are that war was a way for men to
obtain resources and mates and that war itself acted as a selection mechanism for other speciﬁc psychological traits in
women and men (see Ferguson 2013a:114).
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A good example of this line of theory is VanVugt and colleagues’ (McDonald, Navarrete, and VanVugt 2012) “male
warrior hypothesis.” “Men may possess psychological mechanisms enabling them to form coalitions capable of planning,
initiating and executing acts of aggression on members of
outgroups (with the ultimate goal of acquiring or protecting
reproductive resources)” (671–673). The violence that ﬂows
from this evolved penchant hypothetically selected for other
masculine tendencies they identify in contemporary psychological tests. Men are found more xenophobic and ethnocentric than women and more likely to dehumanize outsiders.
Men more than women prefer group-based social hierarchies,
leading to “social conservatism, racism, patriotism and the
explicit endorsement and support for wars of aggression” (671–
673). They more intensely associate with “their tribal groups”
such as sports teams. Men are more motivated to support and
defend the in-group and are more ready to cooperate against
external threats. They are less inhibited about engaging in aggressive intergroup behaviors such as preemptive strikes. Corresponding war-selected behavioral predispositions are proposed for women.
Most studies offering similar views on the evolved character
of human males claim support by what is seen as a consistent
pattern of violence from primatology, archaeology, and ethnology. Contrarily, my own and other research ﬁnds none of
those support an inborn inclination to kill outsider males,
but instead indicate a plastic, ﬂexible nature that turns to war
through a combination of culture and circumstances.
Chimpanzees
The titles tell the story: Demonic Males (Wrangham and Peterson 1996) and The Dark Side of Man (Ghiglieri 1999). Supposedly men share with chimpanzee males a propensity to
bond and collectively attack outsiders, especially males, which
can be rivals for food or mates. This involves wary patrolling
of territorial edges to keep females from contact with outside males, and it propels deep penetrations into neighboring
rangeland, with deadly attacks on vulnerable solo males. This
was selected because it is advantageous for male reproducers,
inherited from our last common ancestor, and providing the
template for human war.
Three positions are relevant for the question of male nature
leading to war. (1) It is common practice for chimpanzee males
to seek and kill “rival” males of neighboring groups. (2) Killing
is not responsive to human disruption but instead expresses
evolved adaptive tendencies for increasing reproductive success. (3) Males are the killers. The adaptive position is recently
argued by 30 researchers from 18 chimpanzee research sites,
using data from 426 observation years (Wilson et al. 2014),
which is widely cited as discrediting the argument that killing
is unusual and reﬂects human impact (Ferguson 2011; Power
1991; Sussman 2013).
The ﬁrst point is contradicted by the extended data tables
in Wilson et al. (2014; see Ferguson 2018:80). In their 426 ob-
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servation years, males killed only 21 adult males and 6 adult
females of other groups. Of the 27, 15, or 56%, come from just
two times and places, Gombe 1974–1977 and Ngogo 2002–
2006. These nine outlier years have a kill rate of 1.66 per year,
versus .03 per year for the remaining 417 years. Those are the
only two “wars” recorded. (The case of Mahale, where larger
M-group supposedly killed off smaller K-group, in fact has no
direct evidence of any intergroup adult killing.) Warlike killing
of outside male “rivals” is not normal.
The other two points require the detailed documentation provided in Chimpanzees, “War,” and History: Are Men
Born to Kill? (Ferguson, forthcoming). Although human disturbance is not shown in the simple statistics they devise, it is
very apparent in detailed historical contextualization of every
reported killing. Killing is not normal or typical adult male
behavior.
Still, most deadly violence is by males. That could be seen as
consistent with evolved violent masculinity. Another possibility
is a biosocial explanation, revealed by comparison of chimpanzees and bonobos. They exhibit an overlapping spectrum of
behaviors, but a major pattern difference is that adult female
bonobos are at rough status parity with males. In stark contrast
to chimpanzees, females gang up on males that aggress against
females. This is rooted in a productive ecology and differences
in sexual biology that enable greater female association, but
that explanation is left for the book. No species difference in
innate proclivity to violence is indicated.
As with chimpanzees, higher-status male bonobos have
more mating opportunities. But for chimpanzees that is pursued by aggressive and often coalitional challenges of other
males, while for bonobos mating success comes from individuals sticking close to mother. Chimpanzee social organization is conducive to deadly violence by males competing for
higher status. I argue that male “display violence” directed at
defenseless individuals (even killing within-group infants), is
employed to intimidate potential male rivals. Yet only a few
males are real bullies, what in human terms could be called
“supermasculine.” Male chimpanzees are not born to kill, but
with a combination of human disturbance, social organization,
and personality, they sometimes do. The chimpanzee/bonobo
record contradicts the idea that war expresses inborn male
predispositions handed down from our last common ancestor.
Archaeology
After publication of Keeley’s War before Civilization (1996),
followed by LeBlanc and Register (2003) and Bowles (2009),
and championed by Pinker (2002, 2011) and Gat (2006, 2015),
it has been widely accepted that across archaeological populations, roughly 25% of adult males died violently. Those ﬁgures come from cherry-picking and even double counting the
most violent cases (Ferguson 2013a:113–116).
Comprehensive survey of relevant cases from broad world
areas produces a very different ﬁnding. For North America
(Ferguson 2006), Europe and the Near East (Ferguson 2013b),
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and elsewhere (Ferguson 2008), evidence suggests that war
began at very different times in different places, ranging from
more than 10 to less than 2 millennia ago. My hypothesis
(Ferguson 2013b:192) is that origins of war occur with accumulation of conducive preconditions, including greater density, sedentism, bounding, hierarchy, and concentrated material value, sometimes aggravated by climatic reversals (and
see Haas and Piscitelli 2013; Kelly 2013).1 Yet those can be
counterbalanced by other preconditions that facilitate resolution of conﬂicts without collective killing, including mechanisms of integration across local groups and of managing
conﬂicts short of collective killing (Fry 2007:213–229).2
Over time around the world, as war preconditions developed in more places, war began and spread outward. Ancient
states ginned up tribal militarism, but more warrifying was the
spread of European colonialism from the sixteenth century
onward. That came on top of global climatic perturbations of
the Medieval Warm and Little Ice Age, which saw sometimes
extreme intensiﬁcation of war in many world areas (e.g., Arkush and Tung 2013; Bamforth 2006; Nunn 2000). This is
why late archaeology and ethnohistoric observations show us
a nonstate universe ﬁlled with war.

1. This is a controversial topic, but debate may be at a tipping point.
Those arguing for deeper antiquity of war (e.g., Allen and Jones 2014;
Kissel and Kim 2018) are not claiming anything like 25% casualties in
general but that war might have occurred among some very ancient
hunter-gatherers. No argument. Humans have always been capable of war
and possibly did make war in some times and places, long, long ago. The
earliest known war is associated with what seem to be relatively settled and
dense, complex hunter-gatherers. Those became more common with the
“broad spectrum revolution” from the early Holocene, like the lagoon
dwellers killed at Lake Turkana (Mirazón Lahr et al. 2016) or the marsh
exploiters of Jebel Sahaba (Wendorf 1968; see Ferguson 2006:482–483).
But there might have been complex hunter-gatherers at times long before
that, beyond our archaeological vision. The issue is not whether there was
ever war through tens of millennia of prehistory, but whether evidence
suggests that it was common or normal, reﬂecting and selecting for innate
masculinity. Early archaeological ﬁndings are solidly against that.
2. The ancient Southern Levant (southern Syria, Lebanon, Jordan,
and Israel) contrasts to the Northern Tigris region or Anatolian plateau,
where signs of war appeared in the tenth and sixth millenniums, respectively. In the Southern Levant there is no good evidence for war in skeletal,
settlement, or technological remains, from the Natuﬁan ca. 13,100 BC up
to the Early Bronze Age 3200 BC. Then war signs suddenly appear in
abundance. This shift coincides with the advent of pharaonic imperialism
in the area, which I surmise led to local peoples dividing and ﬁghting
each other, an early example of tribal zone dynamics (Ferguson and
Whitehead 2000). Before that, I hypothesize that preconditions of peace
and a developed system of conﬂict management prevented intergroup
combat (Ferguson 2013b:226–227). I did not know when making that
argument that the Southern Levant is also notable for an absence of
evidence of patriarchal social relations. Human remains and artistic representations provide “little evidence to suggest that Neolithic societies in
the southern Levant were organized hierarchically in terms of gender”
(Peterson 2010:260). This suggests that another enabling precondition of
war may be elevated patriarchy.
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It is clear from the global archaeological record that across
human history, being a man does not mean being a warrior.
A warrior impulse is not embedded in male DNA; nor has
coping with war been a long-term selection mechanism for
masculine characteristics.
Nonstate Peoples and Hunter-Gatherers
Claims for innate male tendencies to kill outsiders draw from
ethnography, where well over 90% of known peoples engage
in war. This contrast with the early archaeological record
results from millennia of war development, ratcheted up by
war-inducing effects of European expansion (Ferguson and
Whitehead 2000). For instance, the “ﬁerce” Yanomamo described by Chagnon are cited by many neo-Darwinian theorists
(even when Chagnon’s own writings do not support their
claims [Ferguson 2001]), the putative reproductive success of
killers has been thoroughly debunked (Miklikowska and Fry
2012), and recorded wars are less explained by conﬂicts over
women or revenge than by conﬂicting interests in access to
Western manufactures and other contact disruptions (Ferguson 2015).
But even in the often violent ethnographic universe, Fry
and Söderberg (2013) meticulously marshal cross-cultural
data to establish that mobile forager band societies (aka simple
hunter-gatherers) sometimes have killings but rarely war, because severe conﬂict is managed below that level. In peaceful
societies, local belief systems reinforce cooperation instead of
competition or contest across social behavior (Bonta 1997). In
those societies, the role of inﬂuential men may be to prevent
or contain violence. This topic of hunter-gatherer violence is
large, complicated, and contentious and will be considered in
future work. For now Fry and Soderberg on mobile foragers is
sufﬁcient to show that ethnography contradicts the idea of war
being an evolved aspect of human existence.
Like primatology and archaeology, ethnography demonstrates that war is not the normal expression of being a man
(see Fuentes 2012:114–154). Contrary to neo-Darwinian expectations, each shows that killing outsiders is not typical but
appears in relation to social patterns and historical circumstances that tilt highly plastic behavioral potentials toward
deadly violence.
This raises an obvious question: If war is not selected into
male genes, why is it that when war exists, combat is so much
a male specialty? An alternative social theory can answer that.

A Social Theory on War and Masculinity
My general approach to war utilizes a modiﬁed version of
Harris’s (1979) cultural materialism, which categorized social
phenomena into Infrastructure, Structure, and Superstructure. Infrastructure covers a population’s demography and
interface with the physical environment through technology
and associated labor, its modes of production and reproduction. Structure is patterned social life—economics, social
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organization from kinship to class, and politics. Superstructure
encompasses belief and motivational systems. As modiﬁed (Ferguson 1995a), this synthetic approach recognizes that an endless number of questions may be asked about war and enables
their combination within an internally consistent paradigm.
Its causal framework is of a nested hierarchy of progressively
more limiting constraints from Infrastructure through Superstructure, but each domain consists of countless interacting subsystems, all with their own logics and dynamics, and substantial determinative autonomy.
Applied simplistically to the topic of war, Infrastructure
accounts for what kinds of issues will be worth ﬁghting over
and basic parameters of how war can be fought. Structure determines if and how scarcity develops into a casus belli, how
allies and enemies are deﬁned, and the processes leading to
and through war. Superstructure provides cognitive orientation
within the constraints already described, shaping perceptions
and decisions to attack and the meaning of violence. This
broad approach has been practically applied to understanding war in historical change among the Yanomami (Ferguson
1992), the comparative consequences of war across Amazonia
(Ferguson 1994), and holistic understanding of connections between war in society in 13 ancient and medieval states (Ferguson
1999).
Intended as a ﬂexible tool for addressing divergent understandings of war, in this essay this theoretical mainframe incorporates others’ research to focus on war and masculinity,
addressing both why combat is so regularly a male specialty
and why the connection of masculinity to war is so variable.
Simply put, the gender specialization of war originates in
an Infrastructurally constrained, sex-based division of labor,
Structurally elaborated in male social roles, and Superstructurally
manifested in gender norms that deﬁne combat as masculine.
Basic Insights
Ortner (1972:5) saw that the “secondary status of woman in
society is one of the true universals, a pan-cultural fact.” This
universality she attributes to the body as a situation. Women
are marked with the tasks of pregnancy and nurturance, which
as opposed to male tasks puts them in subordinate position—
in a Levi-Straussian sense closer to nature than culture and
practically associated with domestic life. From that start, she
derives basic characteristics of female versus male psyche, explicitly as an alternative to genetic determination of character.
Eagly and Wood (2003) lean more toward Marxism than
Structuralism and elaborate that idea into a cross-cultural,
division-of-labor theory, directly contrasted to expectations of
evolutionary psychology. In their “biosocial theory,” the main
sex difference is the compatibility or incompatibility of different kinds of work with the female role of giving birth and
nursing children, with task specialization complemented by
male size, speed, and upper body strength, and in less clearcut ways by hormonal and developmental differences (Wood
and Eagly 2015:469). In their theory,
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men’s accommodation to roles with greater power and status
produces more dominant behavior, and women’s accommodation to roles with lesser power and status produces more
subordinate women. . . . Women and men seek to accommodate to these roles by acquiring role-related skills. . . . The
psychological attributes and social behaviors associated with
these roles have been characterized in terms of the distinction
between communal and agentic characteristics. (Eagly and
Wood 2003:275)

To put these ideas into a cultural materialist framework: an
Infrastructural reproduction-based sexual division of labor
generates a Structural complex of expected roles for adult men,
and these male roles foster Superstructurally broad characteristics of male identity—that is, masculinity.
While varying enormously in content from one people to
another, this totalistic dichotomy is panhuman, yet war is not.
Masculinity is antecedent to war. But making war, and especially combat, is incompatible with being pregnant or nursing.
Thus when war exists, it is men’s work. To borrow an evolutionary term, masculinity is “exapted” for the functional demands of combat.
Being concerned with both constants and variations, this
only accounts for the big constant: war is usually but not always male. A social explanation continues on to variations and
exceptions. Even the fundamental military division of labor is
not universal. When war is prominent, not all men are warriors
much less killers (Grossman 1995), nor do they aspire to be.
Cross-culturally, some women take part in war, sometimes in
combat.
On war and masculinity, the thread from Infrastructure
through Structure to Superstructure shapes and is shaped by
all the other patterns of social existence. Comparatively, other
things are not equal. Probably the biggest factor shaping the
association of masculinity and war is the character and intensity of wars being fought, and that has its own causality.
Military masculinity is shaped by all other expectations of what
it means to be a man. Across and even within societies, gender
identities have many variable aspects and schema. Cultural
materialist causality is probabilistic, dealing in likelihoods, not
certainties. In my modiﬁcation, all constraints ultimately leave
space for agency, decisions of individuals that can alter the
course of history, especially regarding war.
The remainder of this paper explores variation in masculinity and war, starting with ethnography. Selected cases show
how expectations of men in war differ greatly from one people
to another and how those expectations are inculcated in both
boys and girls from birth to adulthood.

Growing Up with War
A question commonly asked is, Even if physical biology makes
men in general suitable for war, why don’t some physically
strong and fast, nonpregnant and nonmother women, join
men in combat? One answer is that some do, but they are far
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more rare than physical potential would allow. The broader
answer is that with gender roles built into a sociocultural system, infants categorized as boy or girl are socialized for adult
responsibilities in war as they grow up. Being a warrior or not
is culturally wired into both, but that may come with complications and options.
That is evident in earlier ethnography of war. Holistic studies on indigenous peoples autonomously waging “traditional”
war (albeit invariably affected by European intrusion), were
almost all written by men. Cases here were selected because
of attention to child-rearing in relation to “being a man” and
military practice. No claim is made of them as representative of
the ethnographic universe, however that could be construed.
Rather they are offered to break any notions of uniformity, to
illustrate variation in gender and war. The only female perspectives on these cases I could ﬁnd are included herein. A
critical feminist reconsideration of the ethnographic literature
on “tribal war” is certainly in order.
Northern Plains
A good place to start noting complexities is neighboring Crow
and Cheyenne peoples, postcontact horse nomads of the Great
Plains. In the nineteenth century war was pervasive. Voget
(1964) calls it the central integrating institution of Crow culture. Boys practiced hunting to become expert with bow and
arrow. Praised by adults, they aspired to the glories of a successful warrior. Cheyenne boys and girls set up “enemy” villages, with boys practicing raiding and girls ﬂeeing with possessions (Llewellyn and Hoebel 1941:242–243, 246–247; Lowie
1956:36). “A result of all this training was that the best of the
Cheyenne youths had for their highest ambition the wish to be
brave and ﬁght well; and hence they desired always to be going
to war.” When Crow Bed was about to go on his ﬁrst raid, his
grandfather told him, “When you meet the enemy, if you are
brave and kill and count a coup, it will make a man of you, and
the people will look on you as a man.” Men could choose to join
one of six different warrior sodalities, some joining as teenagers
(Grinnell 1972a:123, 119, 1972b:48–51).
The connection of gender, violence, and war was variable
and nuanced. Men should be vigorous in hunt and war and
competitive in counting coup and taking scalps (Grinnell
1972b:29–38; Hoebel 1978:77, 80, 95). But some men “overdo
the warrior role in an institutionalized form of extreme exaggeration” (Hoebel 1978:102). They pledge to die in battle.
Legendary is a “Crazy Dog” of the Crow, Rabbit Child. Unable
to bend one knee because of a war wound, he swore the vow.
Word spread, and everything about him came to be seen as
magniﬁcent—his dance, his singing, his face, even his horse.
He kept his oath (Bauerle 2003:27–38).
Tribal chiefs, though warriors too, were quite different, with
“an even-tempered good nature, energy, wisdom, kindliness,
concern for the well-being of others, courage, generosity, and
altruism.” When one chief was told that his wife had gone off
with another man, he “merely ﬁlled his pipe and passed it to
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the other men, saying he had not fault to ﬁnd with her . . .
remarking almost casually ‘A dog has pissed on my tipi’”
(Hoebel 1978:43–44). Despite the cultivation of aggressive,
competitive men, violence had to be controlled. A homicide
within the group was considered “a crime against the nation”
that “bloodied the Sacred Arrows,” thus endangering all (Llewellyn and Hoebel 1941:132).
Among Plains peoples, a man whose inclinations or spiritual vision called in a different way could become TwoSpirit, who in dress and social function was female—even
though a man who showed cowardice could be compelled to
wear women’s clothing. Two-Spirits were not warriors but in
some situations fought valiantly. Sometimes an established
warrior chose this path. Among the Cheyenne, they ran the
Scalp Dance, consistent with their general status of mediating
with the spirit world. The prospect of success in a war party
was enhanced by the accompaniment of a Two-Spirit (Callender and Kochems 1983:443–444, 448–449; Fulton and Anderson 1992; Hoebel 1978:83; Lowie 1956:48).
Across the Plains, women were often victims of war, killed
or captured. For Crow, a woman’s status hung on the warrior accomplishments of her husband (Voget 1964:503–504).
Women praised the valorous and shamed those who held back.
Women often accompanied men on raids. When the situation
demanded, they fought and could lead in mutilating dead enemies (Ewers 1994:326, 328–329). Some women even joined
Cheyenne male warrior sodalities for social purposes (not
raiding) and were called “female soldiers.” Women who went to
war with their husbands formed their own military society
(Grinnell 1972a:157, 1972b:47, 50). Woman Chief of the Crow
was a captive Gros Ventre who became a war leader and then
a chief (Ewers 1994:328–329). But in choosing combat, she was
a rarity.
Lakota anthropologist Beatrice Medicine (1983), from scattered, fragmentary reports—men wrote the ethnographies and
histories—agrees that across North America war was a male
activity but found that different peoples had alternative pathways for females to participate. In sum, masculinity was tightly
bound up with war, but with variation on how masculinity was
performed and substantial ﬂexibility in gender choices. War
was not exclusively masculine. In the following four cases, it
was—but what masculinity entailed differs.
Yanomami
Gender choices are more constrained among the Yanomami,
slash-and-burn horticulturalists of Venezuela and Brazil rainforests. Those living around the juncture of the Orinoco and
Mavaca Rivers became famous as war makers in the work
of Napoleon Chagnon. “Yanomamo society is decidedly masculine” (Chagnon 1977:81). There are no reports of women
participating in war parties, and although they may be captured, they are rarely killed by raiders. Boys are encouraged to
strike out aggressively, girls to tend to their brothers. Women
respond quickly to demands of husbands, who frequently hit
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them with hands or sticks. Young men preen before raiding but
frequently bail out, leaving older men to the dangerous work
(81–85, 130–132).
Tiffany and Adams (1994) delineate and excoriate Chagnon’s decidedly male biases. Ramos’s (1995:43) portrayal of life
among Yanomami who were not involved in active war was
much less male centered, and men established their reputations
not through killing but shamanism, persuasiveness, and ceremonialized dialogues between villages that negotiate political or
economic matters—under close scrutiny and exhortation by
their wives.
History must be incorporated for understanding local variation in war and gender relations. Women of Chagnon’s area
were greatly diminished in status relative to men, partly because in an environment highly disturbed by circumstances of
Western contact, warfare and belligerence became much more
characteristic of men. With families shattered by disease, new
families could be constructed by force, with women captured or
coerced (Ferguson 1999:220–223). Yet even in the anomic
Orinoco-Mavaca area, not all men chose to be warriors. Many
men never went on a raid (Chagnon 1988:987, 989). Different
men of inﬂuence sagely counseled peace or rashly advocated
war. In one exemplary case, the belligerent Fusiwe, reacting to
his youngest wife’s taunts that he was afraid, provoked a war
that killed him (Ferguson 1995b:226–227, 235–236, 397–398).
Shavante
For the Akwe-Shavante of Central Brazil, “even among the
four-year-olds there is a tendency for boys and girls to play
separately. When they play together the boys order the girls
about. If they are shooting with bows and arrows the girls
are given the task of retrieving the arrows. . . . Boys’ games
meanwhile grow progressively rougher. The six-year-olds enjoy
wrestling and throwing each other about” (Maybury-Lewis
1974:72). Soon boys are eager to enter in the bachelors’ hut,
while girls their age are already betrothed. In a few years, young
men are
regarded as the warriors of the community. They do not
have to prove themselves by special deeds of valor so that
they are shamed and inconvenienced by periods of comparative peace. They enjoy the prestige of being warriors,
and therefore the potential ﬁghting men of the community,
simply by being in the young men’s age-grade, and need
never actually do battle to establish their reputations in the
eyes of their fellow Shavante . . . they are supposed to be
warlike and handsome . . . the whole community takes a
pride in them when they dance and sing. (Maybury-Lewis
1974:141–142)
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senior kin. “Hardening” involved developing physical strength
and endurance of pain. “Quickening” was mastering battle
tasks and mental acuity. Urges for sexual gratiﬁcation and
material accumulation were repressed. The youth learned subordination to the group, to see success in terms of his age-set,
to be subordinate to elders, and to follow traditions.
As they approach the age of military participation, their
individual self-worth was ground down by rituals of submission and loyalty to the group (Fadiman 1982:49–54, 71).
Their reward for conforming was expressed in the conditional
approval of their seniors. . . . Such feelings of security, however, could have been only temporary, for . . . this process
seems to have been intended to place the group-mentality so
carefully created, within a larger context of perpetual insecurity . . . the young were taught that life’s sole purpose was
to strive upward. . . . Meru society envisioned no other role
for its young than their progressive militarization. (72)

Enga
Enga of the New Guinea Highlands provide another permutation on military masculinization. Boys are taught that too
much contact with women is harmful, and they start spending
nights with their fathers. Fathers encourage aggressiveness,
as teams of boys make mock hamlets and try to overrun the
other. Boys are weaned on men’s talk about martial valor,
combat skills, and judging allies and enemies. Around the age
of 16 years, they join clan bachelor associations and enjoy
more formal training for combat (Meggitt 1977:60–63). Rituals and harangues bolster resolve and enthusiasm, but in a
society where war is normal, some men hanker for combat. Yet
men who choose not to step to the front lines are not penalized.
Everyone knows they contribute to social life in other ways
(Wiessner 2019:229–230).
Wiessner (2019:226–233) and colleagues’ very long-term
reconstructions put this generational military structure in historical motion. A population explosion caused by introduced
sweet potatoes was followed by widespread, destructive war,
set off by young men ﬁghting. Elders whose trade interests
were harmed by this chaotic violence managed to bring youth
under control by channeling them into bachelor cults. Young
men who followed rules prospered and displayed their martial
prowess to women and other men in highly regulated Great
Wars. The Great War system collapsed around 1940, but elders
continued to restrain younger male ambitions. Then newly
introduced guns gave unattached young killers a free hand.
This sweeping perspective highlights how the role of aggressive
young men in war can change dramatically over time.

Meru

Semai

For the Meru of Mount Kenya, oral history reconstructed the
militarization of boys preparatory to an adulthood of cattle
raiding—not for themselves but to be handed over to their

The Semai of Malaya are well-known exemplars of a nonviolent society. War is not practiced, and even interpersonal
anger between adults is considered a danger to the whole
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community (Dentan 1968:56–58; Robarchek 1990). In contrast, Ilongot, who raided people like Semai to take heads
(see Gibson 1990), sought those trophies to attain or maintain
parity with other adult men and felt heavy with shame if they
did not (Rosaldo 1983). Semai child-rearing is instructive.
One childhood game
seems to be a sort of symbolic rehearsal for refraining
from violence. In this game children of both sexes from twoto ten-year-olds ﬂail away wildly at each other with long
sticks, assuming dramatically aggressive postures. Yet the sticks
always freeze inches away from the target. . . . Similarly, the
usual pattern of play wrestling is to throw the opponent almost but not quite to the ground. Again, no one gets hurt. . . .
Incidentally, there seem to be no indigenous games that involve competition. (Dentan 1968:59)

“The Semai do not deliberately punish aggression in children.
Young children sometimes try to hit adults but are fended off
with laughter or a threat. . . . They thus have little personal
experience with human violence.” Parents do not permit
ﬁghting among children. Children learn of this disapproval
by “the open shock of adults when a child loses its temper. In the latter case, an adult immediately snatches up the
angry child and carries it off wailing to its house” (Dentan
1968:61).

Dahomey
A last case from historical ethnography is the West African
state Dahomey, the unparalleled illustration of elite female
military units (Edgerton 2000:15–21). For almost two centuries prior to French conquest—which purged women from
public life and killed the “amazons”—the elite of the army were
women. Their units totaled up to 5,000 and by all accounts were
superior ﬁghters to male units. Initially, as they transformed
from palace guards to an army, they were female captives, but
over time more were conscripts picked for their physical
strength. Young girls were attached to adult units as apprentices. They had to cut ties with family and swear chastity—
excepting with regard to the king—meaning pregnancy and
child-rearing was ruled out. In a ceremony marking their entry
into the army, a priestess cut their arms, caught the blood in
a polished human skull, which they drank, swearing never to
betray each other. They were tall, strong, and walked with
swagger.
Little is known about their private or later lives, but the
social role of female warriors after training, hardening, and
combat was literally on parade. “In an impressive testimonial
to gender stereotyping, the Amazons also chanted, again and
again, that they had become men: ‘As the blacksmith takes an
iron bar and by ﬁre changes its fashion so have we changed
our nature. We are no longer women, we are men.’” “After an
Amazon killed and disemboweled her ﬁrst enemy, she was
proud to be told by other woman soldiers that she was a man”
(Edgerton 2000:26)
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“Regiments made up exclusively of women were known in
many parts of Africa from the Sudan to Zimbabwe, and in much
of West Africa and Angola,” but they are poorly described
(Edgerton 2000:140). For the question of why Dahomey went so
far with women warriors, see Edgerton (2000:121ff.). Of interest
here, he looks out comparatively to the question of women’s
status in society and their participation in war. In Dahomey
women had relatively high status, were able to own property
and divorce husbands, and occupied high social positions. But
those women did not become warriors. What is suggested
by Dahomey and Plains peoples is a loose association: where
women are greatly subservient to men, there will be no women
warriors. Where they have high social positions, some may
participate in war, somehow. But one thing is clear from Edgerton’s portrayal: women are physically and psychologically
capable of ﬁghting and killing as organized units of soldiers.

Gender and War in Archaeology
Were warriors exclusively male before written history? In
some situations, violent trauma appears in female remains.
But how so? What were the contexts of wounding or killing
females? Much, no doubt, was violence against victims or raids,
but women also accrued trauma from violence at home (Martin and Frayer 1997; Martin, Harrod, and Pérez 2012). What
should not be discounted is the possibility that females with
trauma were active ﬁghters themselves.
Burial evidence from the eighth to the tenth century suggested Viking women warriors (Gardela 2013), but that idea
was resisted. “The image of the male warrior in a patriarchal
society was reinforced by research traditions and contemporary preconceptions. Hence, the biological sex of the individual was taken for granted.” Recent genomic evidence seems
to conﬁrm a woman warrior (Hedenstierna-Johnson et al.
2017:5). Rafﬁeld (2019) joins medieval texts with archaeology
to show that the violent, contentious, militaristic masculinity
that was vividly displayed by men in war and daily life was
inculcated in boys’ toys, games, and play. Yet although “hvatr
(vigorous or manly)” most often refers to men,
some women have attempted to achieve social ascendancy
by behaving in a way considered hvatr. The sagas indicate
that some women who openly deﬁed social conventions by
wearing men’s clothing and carrying weapons . . . were not
only tolerated but admired. . . . Women participated in
warfare as combatants, and in one case a woman is noted as
commanding a viking ﬂeet in Ireland . . . some women
were active participants in the martial cultures of the Viking
Age. (Rafﬁeld 2019:820)

From the sixth through the fourth centuries BC, north of
the Black Sea—the lands Greeks associated with Amazons—
many elite burials have been found of women with military
gear (Guliaev 2003). Two millennia earlier in the same area,
among the pastoral Yamnaya, females in high-status mound
burials numbered about the same—20%—as female warriors
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in later graves (Anthony 2007:321–329). Women may have
been warriors for thousands of years.
Many reports of varying reliability place warrior women
in ancient societies of North Africa and across Asia (Mayor
2014). I add one more candidate, central Amazonia before
colonization, for whom the river was named.3 The lesson? We
should not assume that females whose skeletal remains suggest death in war were passive victims. Some may have been
warriors.

Comparative Observations
Sticking just with ethnography, with Yanomami, Shavante,
Meru, and Enga, war is for men only. But on the Plains, both
men and women had culturally patterned options regarding
war; among Semai war was categorically rejected even for men;
and in Dahomey, selected women surpassed men as soldiers.
Archaeology suggests even more variation, with war usually
absent in earliest horizons. Socialization for war making varied
greatly in what is encouraged, taught, or prohibited for both
boys and girls. Adults foster aggressiveness, anger, rough-andtumble, bravery, and martial skills of boys by toleration, praise,
or reward—not so for girls. Boyhood competitiveness carries
on in exploits of adult warriors, in societally speciﬁc ways and
with options. For young men, showing off for young women is
a frequently noted factor, as young women often look for valor
in prospective husbands.
Beyond these examined cases, cross-cultural statistics indicate that the presence of war leads to socializing boys for
violence.
3. In 1541–1542, Francisco de Orellana’s expedition went down the
Maranon River, which becomes the Amazon (Medina 1988). He heard
stores of Amazon kingdoms, of women who captured men to service
them (Medina 1988:102, 214, 434, 437). The chronicler Carvajal did not
claim to visit those realms, but one time below the Madeira River, he
recounts a battle with Amazon foes leading the men of one of their local
tributaries. “We ourselves saw these [ten or twelve] women, who were
there ﬁghting in front of all the Indian men as woman captains, and these
latter fought so courageously that the Indian men did not dare to turn
their backs, and anyone who did turn his back they killed with clubs right
there before us . . . [they] did as much ﬁghting as ten Indian men, and
indeed there was one woman among those who shot an arrow a span
deep into one of the brigantines.” The Spaniards prevailed and found
seven or eight of their bodies. Expecting doubt, Carvajal stresses, “I am
talking about something which I [actually] saw.” We could dismiss this
as myth making, and such was bluntly accused by a contemporary. But
the objection to Carvajal was about these being really Amazons, like the
Greeks imagined. He did not doubt women warriors. “That the women
there should take up arms and ﬁght is no novelty, for in Para [a peninsula in Venezuela], which is not very far off, and in many other parts of
the Indies, they used to do that; I do not believe either that any woman
burns and cuts off her right breast in order to be able to shoot with the
bow, because with it they shoot very well” (26). I would add that Carvajal’s
account rings true in terms of European-indigenous contacts of that period; and in general, early explorers’ accounts now receive more ethnohistoric credit than they did a few decades ago.
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In all of the multivariate analyses described here, socialization for aggression is a very strong and signiﬁcant predictor of homicide/assault, overshadowing the effects of the
other socialization variables. . . . The various kinds of statistical evidence presented here are consistent with the theory that socialization for aggression is likely to be consequence (not a cause) of war, that people will want their sons
to be aggressive when they have a lot of war and they need to
produce courageous warriors. (Ember and Ember 1994:642–
643)

From another cross-cultural study: “Hypermasculinity may
not necessarily be deviant, may be expected, may be tolerated,
and in many cases appears to be actively encouraged among
boys, adolescents, and adult males” (Chick and Loy 2001:14).
Basic features of Structure may encourage violent masculinity. Fraternal interest groups of socially bonded men fostered
by patrilocal postmarital residence, polygyny, and patrilineality
correlate with greater interpersonal violence within groups,
feuding, internal war, and rape (Otterbein 1994). Adams (1983)
notes that tribal societies differ categorically: in some, only
men can actively participate in war; in others, it is mostly men,
but sometimes some women join in various ways (as on the
Northern Plains). What explains this difference? With endogamy within war-making units, women sometimes participate
in “external wars.” With exogamy among enemies, a wife may
have personal connections to adversaries and divided loyalties
and so are entirely excluded. Then women may be so “polluting” they cannot even touch men’s weapons. Male exclusivity is
socially conditioned.
Cross-culturally, frequent war makes rape more likely.
“Raiding other groups for wives is signiﬁcantly associated with
the incidence of rape . . . as is the presence of an ideology
which encourages men to be tough and aggressive. Finally,
when warfare is reported as being frequent or endemic . . .
rape is more likely to be present” (Sanday 1981:23).
My comparative “War and the Sexes in Amazonia” (Ferguson 1988) begins with Infrastructural variables as foundation for Structural and Superstructural patterning of how men
are organized for war, against whom, and whether women are
objects of violent contention. Comparative cases show that
patrilocality and fraternal interest groups are favored by an
ideology of male superiority based on the social character of
men’s work in production and war, and by the dynamics of
competition and conﬂict over resources. Matrilocality is favored by cooperative female production effort, by a subsistence pattern involving seasonal dispersal and regrouping, and
by parents’ interests in adding sons-in-law to their households. These production considerations can lead to matrilocality even in situations of local conﬂict over resources, which
combination produces institutional and behavioral complications. Matrilocality is also favored by longer distance war,
especially offensive warfare. The strongest determination of
either residence pattern is when the implication of production
and conﬂict coincide. (Ferguson 1988:152–153)
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In sum, ethnology (and archaeology) show that where war is
practiced, the connection and character of masculinity and war
varies greatly from people to people, shaped by society’s Structural patterns and inculcated through childhood socialization.
The biological Infrastructure of reproduction and production
leads to the great commonality of war being male practice, but
within that is great room for exception and difference.
Structure does not end with kinship. Hierarchy, stratiﬁcation,
and class in all their speciﬁcs affect relationships between
masculinity and war. From the small ad hoc ﬁghting parties of
coresidential “kin militias” (Reyna 1994:40–41), increasing social scale and hierarchy sees both new forms of military organization (Otterbein 1985) and a declining “military participation ratio” of men who ﬁght in war (Andreski 1971). Ancient
and medieval states typically had elite war specialists and
compelled masses who ran at the ﬁrst chance (Ferguson 1999).
Those gross contrasts only begin to suggest how expectations of
masculinity and war can vary within complex societies. That is a
lot to consider.

Contemporary Military Masculinities
But space is tight. So the last part of this survey turns to the area
where most work is being done today, sampling feminist/
gender studies of contemporary military masculinity. Army
organization within larger societal patterns and historical conjunctures creates forms of war that frame gender possibilities.
Situationally variable and sometimes rapidly shifting constructions of manliness, ostensibly about killing men, often encourage
direct harm to women.
Sierra Leone
Commonalities and variations in how masculinity relates to
both men and women in combat are in high relief in feminist
scholarship about “New Wars” (Chinkin and Kaldor 2013),
national violence fought by nonstate, irregular military forces,
often along lines of social identity (see Ferguson 2003). Grotesque displays of manhood by young ﬁghters often include
institutionalized rape. Sierra Leone is a prime example.
The Revolutionary United Front practiced particularly horriﬁc violence, beyond rape to sexual mutilation (Duriesmith
2013). Local traditions of masculinity involved membership in
secret societies, an established family and recognized social
position inside a patrimonial system that disintegrated with
national circumstances of modern underdevelopment. Many
young men had no hope to attain locally valorized manhood.
Duriesmith argues that these young men violently rejected the
old male gerontocracy, while exaggerating manhood with
extreme violence and domination over women. Masculinity,
not ethnicity, he argues, fostered this gruesome war (which
he also argues for South Sudan’s Peoples Liberation Army)
(Duriesmith 2017).
Even girls and young women who were captured or voluntarily joined and became combatants had to act out this
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malignant masculinity. Many were raped or faced rape and
death if not seemingly enthusiastic killers. Show sorrow and be
gang raped and killed. “We were like slaves, very dirty. So to
ask about women ﬁghting! Some were even braver than some
men” (Coulter 2008:55). Young men excluded from traditional
masculinity protested with a hypermasculine brutality and forced
girls and young women to mimic that masculinity, even killing family, or have inﬂicted on them what they saw inﬂicted
on others.
Democratic Republic of Congo
In the eastern DRC, war against rebels is notorious for extremely high rates of rape by both sides. In interviews, decommissioned male ﬁghters grappled with what they saw and
did, offering convoluted, conﬂicting, and inconsistent narratives to justify something they understood to be wrong. So “lust
rapes” were expressions of natural sexual drives that were necessary to maintain masculine focus on combat. “Evil rapes”
were motivated by the craziness of personal backgrounds and
of war (Baaz and Stern 2009). Boys socially channeled into a
totalistic military world learned masculinity that emphasized
domination and violation of a sexually subordinated other. To
remain within the solidarity of the group demanded going with
that ﬂow (Trenholm et al. 2012).
Yet the professional army of the DRC has many women
soldiers. Military males divide “the army into different gendered spheres: the masculine sphere of combat, understood as
the real army, and the rest—the sphere of feminine support”
(Baaz and Stern 2012:8). Yet inside this institution, women
strive to show they are as capable of violence as men and seek
out opportunities to demonstrate. When given orders, “We
started to shoot them, shot and shot. And from then on (my)
spirit changed” (14). Loyal to the army, they too excuse “lust
rape” as “understandable” (15).
Eritrea
In Eritrea’s revolution and war with Ethiopia—more “classic”
than “New” war—gender expectations and relations were very
different (Bernal 2000). Due to military exigency, a Marxist
nationalism calling for an end to women’s repression, and early
female volunteer ﬁghters who excelled, women grew to about
a third of national forces, some second generation. They fought
on front lines in integrated units with no tasks divided by
gender. A news reporter was told that women ﬁghters were
more deadly—“women rarely take prisoners” (Fisher 1999:A8).
But during breaks from combat, men still expected women
to cook while they played cards. Back in civilian life, former
soldiers ﬁrst walked with masculine swagger and an intense
gaze. Acting that way, they could not ﬁnd husbands. “A
man thinks, ‘She has fought and killed. She is more man
than me’ ” (Bernal 2000:65). So they went back to more acceptable femininity. Bernal sees their military participation not as
transforming gender expectations but as temporarily erasing the
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feminine. That did not carry over into civilian life, despite national
ideology.
Masculinity and Leaving War
The imperative need to reconstruct militarized masculinities is
exempliﬁed by disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration of former combatants in Colombia (Theidon 2009), although this is a much more widespread problem. Colombia’s
military was sustained by a hegemonic masculinity that was
aggressive, violent, misogynistic, and weaponized. Traditional
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration protocols leave
that untouched. As ﬁghters went home, postwar violence against
women escalated dramatically. This must be brought into postwar resolution priorities. Hopefully “what is constructed can be
transformed” (Theidon 2009:34).
That was tried for British peacekeepers, following criticism
of sexual exploitation in peacekeeping operations (Duncanson
2009). Trying to redeﬁne masculinity, soldiers were trained
that masculinity for peacekeeping is tougher than for war
ﬁghting. Curtailing impulses to promote impartiality, control
of force, making friends, chatting—that is masculine. As peacemaking is militarized, military masculinity was repurposed but
still remained gender hierarchical.
The Contemporary United States
For the United States the categorical denigration of James
Webb’s (1979) “Women Can’t Fight” became a manifesto for
gender prejudice and harassment at the US Naval Academy
(Burke 1999). It is now ofﬁcially US policy that women can
ﬁght, and possibilities should open for integrating women into
combat roles, although progress is slow (Swick and Moore
2018). Studying women in ROTC found that both men and
women “drew upon traditional understandings of masculinity
and femininity in order to delineate between men’s work and
women’s work, linking masculinity and soldiering in a fundamental and inextricable way that is always in juxtaposition to
femininity.” Neither sex questioned larger norms or saw them
as assigned gender scripts but, rather, saw them as natural attributes. As one cadet put it, masculine meant “don’t ﬂinch,
steady, that cool under pressure attitude, always ﬁghting to
prove something.” While thinking about femininity, “the word
‘supportive’ keeps coming up” (Silva 2008:947).
A long-term objection to women in combat roles is not
whether women can ﬁght but whether they should, because of
their impact on male solidarity. Van Creveld (2000) connected
women in national militaries with a decline of their ﬁghting
ability. The 1994 US decision to keep Army combat units
closed to women was justiﬁed in terms of the “unique bonds”
necessary for mortal combat, which “are best developed in a
single gender all male environment” (Goldstein 2001:194–
195). Anthropologist Anna Simons (1997a:186, 1997b) wrote:
“In war, let men be men.” Bragging about sex is the way ﬁghting
men bond, as the only topic where they could not be proven
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wrong, while not creating any interpersonal friction within the
unit. “This type of male bonding may seem irrelevant to the
national defense. But talking about sex is an incomparable
way for soldiers to prove they can compete. Adding women to
combat units would obviously alter, if not completely stop,
these discussions” (Simons 1997b).
This sort of masculinity contributes to the intractable problem of sexual harassment in the military. At the three US
military academies, despite major efforts at reform the “number of unreported sexual assaults surged by nearly 50 percent—
to 747 during the 2017–2018 academic years, compared with
507 in 2015–2016” (Cooper 2019:A21). It certainly contributes to the intersection of rank and gender, since combat experience is necessary for promotion (Kelty, Kleykamp, and
Segal 2010:185–186). It may foster higher rates of domestic
violence within military spheres—“male veterans who had been
in combat (a relatively small subset of all veterans) were more
than four times as likely as other men to have engaged in domestic violence” (Lutz 2004:17).
Dominant or hegemonic forms of masculinity that are
drilled into military recruits (see Eisenhart 1975) include emphasis on status and achievement, toughness and aggression,
restricted emotionality, self-reliance, and dominance/power/
control. These are argued to combine in attitudes conducive to
rape, so that “our refusal to give up war ensures that rape
cannot be eradicated” (Zurbriggen 2010).

Findings on Militarized Masculinity
Two decades of feminist research supports a view of masculinity
and war close to that argued in this paper, though without the
cultural materialist theory. Eichler (2014:81–82) summarizes:
Across the world, men make up the vast majority of armed
forces and state leaders engaged in war. But as feminist international relations scholars argue, this does not mean that
men are innately militaristic, and, by corollary, that women
are naturally peaceful. Instead, the link between masculinity
and the military is constructed and maintained for the purpose of waging war. Militarized masculinity, at its most basic
level, refers to the assertion that traits stereotypically associated with masculinity can be acquired and proven through
military service or action, and combat in particular. . . . At
the core of feminist theorizing is the insight that these perceived gender differences are socially constructed rather than
biologically inherent. . . . While militarized masculinities
tend to be deﬁned in hierarchical opposition to women and
femininities by reinforced unequal gendered relations of power,
they must also be understood in their diversity and variability
over time.

Masculinity is a malleable category but always connected to
war—when war is present. Within masculinity can be mixed
and contrary themes, in both hegemonic and protest varieties,
partly related to the speciﬁc demands of war making. It is “a
ﬂuid and shifting category, complex, and intersectional and . . .
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naming it contributes to the process of its construction . . .
[as does] performance and interpretation” (Partis-Jennings
2017:1–3). This binary gender opposition gives people a framework for thought, a reference point in a logic of contrasts, both
between men and women and among men. Masculine is not
feminine, and feminine is not suited for combat. In providing
an elementary structure of thought, masculinity prepares
boys growing into manhood to risk life and to kill (Hutchings
2008).
This paper adds primatological, archaeological, and ethnological evidence against males having an evolved tendency
to kill and a theoretical framework grounded in an Infrastructure of reproduction and production, Structurally ramiﬁed through a social division of labor, and Superstructurally
encoded as expectations of masculinity, all impressed upon
human nature evolved for plasticity. This theoretical perspective accounts for both the basic sex-based dichotomy in
war making and a world of exceptions and variations. Infrastructure is not destiny.

“What Is It with Men?”
Every time we learn of another particularly horrible killing,
people ask, What is it with men? Considering masculinity and
war may provide part of an answer.
For reasons from panhuman to locally particular, in hitherto
existing war-making societies, a boy child is socially categorized and raised with the expectation that when grown he may
be called on to dominate and kill. It is all around him. Girls
learn that is not their fate and are channeled away from
physical violence and into submission. How this is taught and
internalized and what options exist vary enormously from
place to place, but the categorical difference is always present.
The currents that enculturate a potentially lethal masculinity
run much deeper than any immediate prospect of ﬁghting.
Men, not women, are killers.
To be clear, I am not suggesting any explanation of why
mass, serial, domestic, or criminal killing actually occurs. More
speciﬁc explanations are needed at many levels, from societies,
through situations, to individuals. The question addressed here
is, Why is it almost always men? Growing minds get the message in countless ways: to kill is manly.
That is the way it has been in war-making societies. What
about the future? When it comes to masculinity in war, the
future will be interesting times. Around the world, gender
deﬁnition is being radically upended. War too is changing, from
the Infrastructure on up. Both combat and birth sex may no
longer attune with the conventional attributes of military masculinity. And the anthropological record makes clear that war
itself is not inevitable. I am not making any predictions.
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Making and Marking Maleness
and Valorizing Violence
A Bioarchaeological Analysis of Embodiment in the Andean Past
Tifﬁny A. Tung
The unmarked category of man and claims of innate violence have been tightly linked in the public imagination and in much
scholarly work, both in views of the past and the present and in how those temporalities mutually inform one another. However,
these notions of the naturally violent man eschew the evidence showing how social, political, and other processes interact to make
and mark gender and connect narratives about violence with gender and other aspects of identity. Drawing on examples from the
pre-Hispanic and early Spanish colonial Andean world, I explore how (bio)archaeology investigates both overt physical violence and
structures of violence that can be hidden yet are deeply impactful. This kind of analysis places the archaeological body at the core, also
interrogating how norms about violence become embodied. Through a consideration of this constructive process, I examine the
corporal effects of various narratives about violence, gender, and the body in the (pre)historic Andes. These (bio)archaeological and
ethnohistoric data are also examined to scrutinize how these stories of past violence are used in the service of normalizing and naturalizing (male) violence today.
Online enhancements: appendix

The process through which communities valorize and sanctify
certain kinds of violence by certain categories of people, while
marking other forms of violence as deviant, requires much
monitoring and adherence and the production of material culture—in a variety of formats—to maintain and extend those
narratives and norms. The body in particular is one ﬂexible,
material form that can be molded to do that work, particularly
as social norms and their effects are enacted and embodied by
individuals. Thus, in a journal issue titled “Toward an Anthropological Understanding of Masculinities, Maleness, and
Violence,” we can use archaeological and bioarchaeological
perspectives to interrogate the making and marking of maleness
and explore its potential connectedness to valorized notions of
violence in the past and how that informs the present. This path
of inquiry requires a bioarchaeology of embodiment that situates the corporal at the core, evaluates bodily practices, and
documents how violence—both overt and subtle—is inscribed
on the body.
This theoretical approach on the bioarchaeology of embodiment seriously accounts for the corporality of the body (its
materiality), how social and gender norms shape bodily praxis,
and how those two interact, such that the latter helps to shape
the former and vice versa. In other words, how do normative
notions about social and gender identities and roles become
inscribed in the body, and simultaneously, how does the materiality of the body shape social and gender norms, particularly as they relate to violence? For example, in the late pre-

Hispanic Andes in southern highland Peru, some females
were corporally “marked” during their infancy; their caregivers
modiﬁed their heads, permanently marking their social, ethnic,
and perhaps gender identities (Velasco 2018). Those markings
that were expressed through the body in turn shaped social,
gender, and other cultural norms and provided visible cues
as to how these females were to be treated. To that point, those
females with cranial modiﬁcation suffered signiﬁcantly less
violence, and they had access to a greater variety of food resources, than females without cranial modiﬁcation (Velasco
2016, 2018), showing how their marked bodies translated into
health and dietary beneﬁts. Their bodies were a key conveyer
of information, guiding themselves and others on how they
were to be perceived and treated, while also shaping what
resources and opportunities they could access.
As we conceive the bioarchaeological body in this way, we
can see how the body is both brush and canvas, reacting to and
shaping society in profound ways. Corporal markers of violence, in particular, hold signiﬁcant potential to both respond
to and structure social and gender norms. Observing a black
eye on a young woman might raise questions about her personal relationships and bring forth ideas about “proper” gender
comportment and gender relations. It may also expose assumptions about gender when it is revealed that she is a boxer.
Observing a man with a scar on his forehead or an amputated
leg can do the work of afﬁrming ideas about masculinity—
notions of toughness, risk-taking, and propensity for violence,
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perhaps. When those corporal clues are combined with other
material markers—military paraphernalia, for example—they
may code for and instantiate notions of patriotism and sacriﬁce
for nation. The body, however, never narrates in a vacuum. For
bodies marked by race, ethnicity, and economic or immigrant
status, among other markers of difference, a facial scar may be
recast into a cultural narrative that justiﬁes fear and stories of
natural proclivities for violence. The body scarred by trauma
becomes material evidence for violence in the past and then
used as an alleged predictor for violence in the future. Indeed,
the body—how it is marked and how people embody norms—
is a powerful and essential source for narrating stories about
masculinity and violence. And this applies to bioarchaeological
bodies too; they can be analyzed to reveal empirically based
narratives about sociocultural norms surrounding violence and
the ways ideas about gender might be implicated in that constructive process.
In the sections below, I discuss ways bioarchaeologists can
theorize about violence, gender, and the body. I explore how
ideas on structural violence (Farmer 2004; Galtung 1969) provide key analytical insights into evaluating physical violence
that overtly and intentionally results in bodily trauma and more
subtle forms of violence that also lead to bodily harm (e.g.,
malnutrition) but are more hidden within the fabric of society. This is followed by a discussion that explicitly situates
bioarchaeology within anthropological inquiries into violence
and masculinity and an evaluation into the ways that societies
delegate different aspects of violence to individuals and institutions. I discuss cranial trauma data and highlight studies of
iconography that together permit an analysis of patterns and
performances of violence through time in the Andes. The
discussion of sex-based differences in violence further requires
an interrogation into sex, gender, and sexuality, as those provide crucial insights into the material manifestations that past
people had about those topics—both as a reﬂection of those
ideals and as a way to reify those ideals. Evaluating how categories of people were portrayed and perceived—from the mundane to the sacred—is an essential analytical step in documenting how society marked its people. This made some groups of
individuals more susceptible to violent attack and/or occupational injuries, and for some it created less access to nutrientrich foods or foods that were integral to commensal feasting
and its associated opportunities for accessing social, economic,
and political power. Following the analytical thread of structural violence and its outcomes, I present dietary isotope data
and explore how these data can be used to unfurl structural
violence and attempt to show how the ways a society is organized can have direct and indirect impacts on people’s health,
particularly as it relates to sex-based (and gender) distinctions
that a society marks. I conclude with a synthetic interpretation,
suggesting that the case studies from the Andes prove fruitful
when thinking and theorizing about how social and historical
forces can have profound effects on individual health and lived
experience.
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Structural Violence Marking
Other Axes of Difference
Overt physical violence is not the only means by which violence
is enacted. Emaciated bodies suffering from malnutrition are
also markers of violence, not from blatant blows to the face but
from a system that leads to the unequal distribution of dietary
resources or unequal access to medical care. That inequality
can track along gender lines, racial lines, social class, and other
markers of distinction (Adler and Newman 2002; Sapolsky
2005; Sultana 2013). These seemingly subtle forms of violence,
what Galtung (1969) and Farmer (2004) referred to as structural violence, are deep-seated and hidden within the sociopolitical structures and social institutions. They are baked into
the societal cake, making it hard to separate the sociopolitical
and historical ingredients and pinpoint one speciﬁc cause,
person, or event that leads to harm for some and not others.
Those structural forces that are so deeply shaped by social and
economic policies contribute to various social and economic inequalities and insecurities (Benson, Fischer, and Thomas 2008),
and those have real consequences on the health, well-being,
opportunities, and risks for different groups of people.
Bioarchaeologists have recently begun tackling those issues
of structural violence in the distant past (Klaus 2012; Nystrom
2014; Stone 2012; and see VanDerwarker and Wilson 2016),
exploring, for example, how Spanish colonial policies and practices wreaked havoc on the health and lifeways of indigenous
Andeans in Peru, particularly among women, who exhibited
skeletal evidence for chronic infection that was more than twice
the rate of men (Klaus 2012). Those notions about gender and
race that were being (re)formed in the Spanish colonial era—
how men and women of distinct racial groups were to be treated,
how each was valued (or not)—were essential components for
other aspects of racialized gender identity and racialized gender
expectations. They traversed into and shaped ideals regarding
who was authorized to enact violence, and they marked and
codiﬁed who was an appropriate target for overt and “subtle”
forms of violence. Sexual violence against native women in
North America (Smith 2015) and Latin America (Graubert
2000; Stolcke 1994) was also part of the explicit colonialist
program in which notions of masculinity were inextricably
linked. These theoretical and analytical perspectives that allow
bioarchaeologists to interrogate questions about violence—in
its many forms—have enabled a richer and deeper temporal
view into the processes by which ideas about gender and violence are fomented.
Bioarchaeology can document the corporal impact of those
structural forces (including ideas about gender and violence)
and explore how those materialized notions, visible on the archaeological body, often perpetuate the very ideals that produced them in the ﬁrst place. For example, foot-binding in
China was constructed as a corporal performance of femininity
and beauty, and it rendered women dependent on others, marking them as weaker and in need of care. Those traits were then
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naturalized as an aspect of womanhood; the bound feet literally
limited physical activity and created dependency for women,
a cultural pattern that spanned centuries. Indeed, Lee (2019)
found that starting with the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644 CE) and
into the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911 CE), female foot-binding
went from 50% to 100% of the female skeletons at the Xuecun
site in Henan Province.1 The bioarchaeological analysis showed
that muscle attachment sites on femurs, tibias, and ﬁbulas were
gracile and smooth, indicating very little leg muscle activity;
these characteristics were also associated with osteoporosis in
some cases. The naturalized dependency, “weakness,” and health
complications of Chinese women with bound feet continued
throughout the life course; elderly Chinese women from the
1990s whose feet were bound as children suffered more falls and
fractures than those without foot-binding (Cummings, Ling, and
Stone 1997). These corporalized notions of Chinese femininity afﬁrmed, perpetuated, and naturalized the ideals of female
dependency and weakness, the very ideals that produced the
gendered body transformations in the ﬁrst place or, better said,
that produced them simultaneously.
This form of structural violence that targets a particular sex
over others—and with adverse health outcomes—has been
similarly explored by bioarchaeologists in cases of Victorian
era corset wearing and Burmese neck rings, both of which inhibit physical activity and contribute to health complications
(Stone 2012). These examples of how femininity becomes
naturalized through acts on the body pave the way for deeper
considerations of overt and subtle means by which societies
engage in “boying the boy and girling the girl” (Joyce 2000b;
and see Butler 1993). Those processes that feed the naturalization of masculinity and femininity, and how those are then
linked and naturalized with violence, are a necessary arena of
analysis in critical discussions of masculinity and violence, the
topic of this special issue.
Structural violence can also shape patterns of physical violence,2 meaning that the way a society is organized can structure who is likely to perform a violent act against another
1. The female foot-binding documented here was the severe form that
altered the morphology of the foot bones.
2. By “physical violence,” I mean bodily injuries that are intentionally
inﬂicted against another person (Tung 2014a:230–231), either with bare
hands or a formal or improvised weapon. While intentionality is exceedingly difﬁcult to access (Galtung 1969)—whether referring to people of
today or from centuries ago—scholars can assess the evidence and posit
interpretations on the context of the violence. Although not all physical
traumas from a violent act can be documented on archaeological bodies
(e.g., a stabbing that affects soft tissue and organs will not be observed in a
skeleton), bioarchaeologists can document several kinds of injuries that
likely stem from violence. Cranial trauma, projectile point injuries, and
certain kinds of skeletal fractures (e.g., parry fractures or boxer fractures)
are typically interpreted as reliable—though imperfect—proxies for violence (Lovell 1997; Walker 2001). Other kinds of skeletal fractures, such
as a Colles’ fracture or a fractured distal ﬁbula, could result from an accidental fall. In this study, I focus on cranial trauma, in large part because it
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person and/or receive a violent injury. Thus, it is not analytically and experientially accurate to strictly separate structural
violence from physical violence, as the former can profoundly
impact the latter (Galtung 1969). For example, in a society where
men are portrayed and perceived as having more authority and
status than women, bioarchaeologists and forensic anthropologists might observe patterns of facial trauma on women that
reﬂect intra-household (domestic) violence that is sublethal
and recidivistic, and at times lethal. Thus, when physical violence
against a female is documented, we should not assume it resulted
solely from one bad actor in the community; instead, we should
explore whether it is also a product of a societal system that
deems one gender as dominant over another, a cultural construction that sets the platform for certain kinds of behaviors
and abuses to occur. Interrogating those gender dynamics, however, does not mean that craniofacial trauma on a female should
be assumed to stem from domestic violence (Holliman 2011);
sports or warfare may better explain the injury, and contextualized analysis informed by theories on gender and society can
help to untangle those interactions and interpretations.
Of course, gender hierarchies do not mean that genderbased violence is an inevitable outcome, but our task as analysts
of society is to interrogate the various factors that contribute to
particular outcomes. As an anthropological bioarchaeologist, I
am particularly interested in how society and history shape
health outcomes and lived experience—exposure to violence,
diet, and (mal)nutrition, for example—for different population subgroups. Moreover, societal norms not only affect who
is an appropriate enactor of and target for violence, but those
norms can also structure how physical violence should be enacted, as in sublethally or lethally or whether violence should
be carried out with bare hands or with a weapon, among other
nuanced characteristics about the enactment of violence.3 In
all, the actors, recipients, and witnesses of violent acts and the
manner in which the violence is conducted are profoundly
shaped by the social structures writ large (the cultural, political,
social, and gendered ideas and ideals) that teach and guide
people how to behave.

Situating Bioarchaeology in the Study of Violence
and Masculinity
For bioarchaeologists thinking about structures of violence
that shape both overt violence (e.g., broken noses) and “hidden” violence (e.g., malnutrition or disease), combined with an
analytical lens on bodily praxis and the idea that the body is a

is shown to be the best indicator for physical violence (Walker 2001) and
is regularly recorded as a proxy for violence, making comparisons between
studies more tenable.
3. Although we can document sublethal versus lethal trauma in many
cases, the intention to kill may have had a sublethal outcome, or the
intent to injure or maim may have resulted in death.
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form of material culture (sensu Sofaer 2006), it becomes clear
that these are not abstract theoretical frames. They are the
theoretical and methodological scaffolding that shapes how we
conduct much of our research. When we speak of overt physical violence that makes the body bleed, leaves visible wounds
in the ﬂesh, and permanently scars the skin and bones of a
person, we can see how the body is a canvas; it is a material
manifestation of society’s ideas and ideals. Moreover, studies
of the archaeological body are fundamental for documenting
the individual lived experiences of a person and documenting—as Bourdieu (1984) described it—the objectiﬁed history
that accumulates over time. Yet living and dead bodies also act
(Tung 2014a), and those scars narrate; thus, the body (and
body parts, such as trophy heads and corporal relics) also do
the work of making and remaking society. As Bourdieu endeavored to examine the modus operandi of social life, he argued
that habitus shapes bodily acts (the way we embody norms and
then perform them) and how bodies are acted upon (and see
Joyce 2003). Mauss (1950 [1934]) similarly examined this
through his brief discussion of body techniques, what Csordas
(1990:11) characterized as “the sum total of culturally patterned uses of the body in a society.” According to Csordas
(1990:11), the study of body techniques “was a means to organize an otherwise miscellaneous domain of culturally patterned behavior.”
Within bioarchaeology, this might mean that a healed cranial fracture on a man reveals the experience of physical violence inﬂicted on him—the pain he experienced and the recovery he must have endured. Yet, in aggregate with others in
the community, multiple examples of violence may also hint at
social norms and gender norms regarding who was a socially
appropriate target for violence. Conversely, other cases of violence may reveal transgressions—deviations from what was
culturally accepted behavior. Extraordinary acts of violence that
injure, maim, and kill can—though not always—mark the body
in overt ways. These are culturally patterned uses of and against
the body in society. As Csordas noted in his characterization
of Mauss’s work: “The body is simultaneously both the original
object upon which the work of culture is carried out, and the
original tool with which that work is achieved” (Mauss 1950
[1934]:372). The body is the brush and the canvas, operating in
a social world with lines, borders, frames, and constraints, while
also expanding that world with novelty, diversity, creativity,
negotiation, and subdued or outright resistance.
Extraordinary acts of violence are not the only kinds of
practice that shape a person and society. Mundane, daily activities—and how they differ between males, females, and
others—also reveal the patterned uses of the body in society,
whether it is constant laboring in silver mines that lead to
patterned lesions on the skeletal canvas or whether it is the
daily consumption of foods that sustain growth and development. Alternatively, illness and deﬁcient diets may fail to sustain growth, a process that inscribes the body with skeletal and
dental lesions that reveal those physiological perturbations in
the developing child. Many aspects of those seemingly mun-
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dane experiences can be powerfully shaped by social forces,
showing yet again how structural violence is insinuated into the
very fabric of society.
Through analysis of an individual skeleton from centuries
past, we can bear witness to aspects of her life and inquire
about the structural factors that shaped those particular health
outcomes. Can we also identify how larger social forces become
inscribed in bodies, and can we train our analytical methods to
see the violence hidden within those norms when it exists
(sensu Farmer 2004; Galtung 1969)? Those social norms and
political decisions may not immediately (or ever) break bones,
but they can profoundly impact morbidity and mortality,
contributing to health inequalities and greater risks for violence
for certain members of society. How does a community’s notion regarding proper behavior for boys and men translate into
distinct health outcomes and higher rates of violent trauma
relative to girls and women? How do boyhood, girlhood, manhood, womanhood, and other gender categories become a template upon which both overt and seemingly invisible acts of
violence become inscribed?
Further examples of structural violence that are supported
and perpetuated by gender norms can be seen in the distribution and consumption of resources, dietary, monetary, or
otherwise. How do ideas about manhood become linked to accepted practices regarding, say, how salaries are distributed?
The idea of the “manly provider” has serious material implications, and those have long-lasting, downstream effects on
autonomy, health, and other aspects of life. In the archaeological past, how did narratives about gender structure access
to political roles, camelid herds, exotic trade items, or dietary
resources? And why is this important when thinking about
masculinity and violence? I suggest that bioarchaeological inquiry into experiences of violence in the past must deeply engage with and attempt to uncover the process by which gender
norms and other aspects of identity (e.g., age, social class, ethnic
afﬁliation, occupation, etc.) intersect to form how those cultural understandings shape other aspects of life (Agarwal 2017),
beyond the deadly and physically injurious encounters. To
view the daily life of people from the past is to begin to uncover
how gender and other aspects of identity were marked, made
meaningful, and used as proxies for treating people in particular ways.
Certain aspects of daily life, such as eating, can be studied
in bioarchaeology through stable isotope analysis because the
consumption of certain categories of foods can leave isotopic
crumb trails, enabling a researcher to infer the foods eaten,
both in childhood and adulthood, while also interrogating how
those foods might have been produced and (unequally) distributed. This provides a means to interrogate how notions of
maleness/masculinity and femaleness/femininity (or childhood
versus adulthood, or urban versus rural people) are generated in
the seemingly mundane arena of eating. While variation in food
consumption may reveal agential capacities realized as idiosyncratic food choices, they also illuminate past perspectives
about broader social and political decisions regarding how food
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is to be distributed. This can have profound and long-lasting
impacts on an individual’s growth and development, ability to
recover from illness and injury, capacity to reproduce, and
overall health status. In these ways, the body is the canvas onto
which a society’s norms and perspectives about gender, and
what is appropriate to eat and drink, are thus inscribed. Although those norms intersect with and are structured by many
facets of social life—gender, occupation, social status, age,
citizenship, among others—in the context of this study, these
dietary norms are particularly examined through the bioarchaeologically identiﬁed category of skeletal sex and through
patterns of violent trauma.
Norms about performing masculine identity—or any aspect
of identity—are embodied (and see Gillespie 2008; Meskell
and Joyce 2003). People perform disciplinary norms, the “citational precedents” of what others have done before them,
particularly as related to performing gender (Butler 1990). This
also applies in analyses of how people perform identity and
belonging to social or economic classes, or academia, or a political party. Identity, belonging, and ways of being are learned
through the life course, by watching others, by seeing material
representations of certain bodies, by witnessing the treatment of
corpses, by acting in the world, and by learning how certain acts
elicit responses from others. A social bioarchaeology of physical
and structural violence aims to document and critically analyze
how those norms are generated, perpetuated, and challenged.
Studying violence is not just about the violence itself; it also
enlightens us to the ways that violence against the body is about
larger sociocultural issues, such as ideas about gender, age, race,
social interactions, power, political economy, and ritual life,
among others (sensu Csordas 1999).
Embodiment is also a process that occurs by engaging with
material culture (e.g., cooking implements, weapons, clothes,
jewelry, armor, etc.) and by seeing physical representations that
educate and narrate certain ways of being (Joyce 1996, 2000a).
In the archaeological past, those material forms could be wideranging and far-reaching, whether as iconography on a ceramic
urn or a textile, as carved images on stone buildings, as etchings on portable rocks and shells, or as ritual spaces that were
marked for only certain categories of people (Tung 2014a).
Materially representing ideas and ideals extends them and
makes them more durable (Robb 2004), so they are less ephemeral than ﬂeeting social interactions. However, those material
manifestations are also open to contestation, negotiation, and
destruction. Thus, (bio)archaeologists attempting to interrogate
the process by which norms regarding violence—overt and
subtle—and the process by which gender identity is constructed
must examine the archaeological body, embodiment, and material attempts to narrate, perpetuate, and/or reshape norms.
Moreover, thinking about individuals from the past in this
way—as social subjects—requires that they be “theorized as
speciﬁcally situated: as men and women, children and elders,
celibate and sexually active, and above all constantly in a state of
transformation” (Joyce 2007:82). Our analytical efforts to do
this aid in seeing various actors in the past and (re)imagining

S129

various ways of being. Failing to do this may naturalize and
essentialize what it is to be an Inka woman, a Roman man, or
a Maya person. Thus, our evaluative toolkits can highlight dominant social and gender norms that shape identity and daily
practices in the communities we study without essentializing
particular groups of people in the past.
When creating “exemplary masculinities,” however, the
ideal and “everyday realities of social practice” do not always
align (Connell 2002:90), as when examples of modern manhood are performed in commercial sport but differ greatly
from most men’s lives. This gap between idealized and realized
can also be seen when male bodies are perfectly carved in
marble or exquisitely represented as specimens of physical prowess adorned in warrior regalia, or colorfully represented in
art for all to admire and to which to aspire. Those material
representations are aspirational, yet powerful, because they
establish the way things ought to be, thereby creating a “pattern
of practice (i.e., things done, not just a set of role expectations
or an identity)” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:832). Examining masculinity through the lens of violence is not meant to
mutually reify them, nor is it meant to essentialize “the character of men” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:836); rather,
the bridging of these is intended to interrogate their mutual
construction and deconstruction, showing how these linkages
have been created, perpetuated, destroyed, and reimagined in a
variety of times and locales.
These theoretical scaffoldings inform much of this work as
I discuss case studies from the Peruvian Andes in which patterns of trauma and diet reveal much about that past society’s
norms. Those data are not merely counts of broken bones—
they are a window into a society’s ideals about how certain
people should act and be acted upon. They reveal clues into
what a person’s roles in society ought to be and how those
roles were enacted. The dietary isotope data serve similar ends,
particularly in terms of understanding how different aspects of
one’s social identity might shape such seemingly commonplace
activities as eating. In short, this analysis takes seriously that the
body is a canvas—and the brush—for reﬂecting and generating
social and political life, especially as related to ideas about the
construction of gender and acts of violence in its many forms.

The Process of Delegating Violence
Creating and sustaining norms about who enacts and who
suffers from violence relies in large part on the social and political process of delegating those rights, responsibilities, and
burdens to certain classes of people. Early tales of “savagery”
among indigenous peoples in colonized lands relied on speciﬁc
tropes about violence and how it was carried out by native
peoples in faraway lands. A key component of that myth that
served colonial ends was the perceived randomness and brutality of the violence. Raids! Mutilations! Revenge Killings!
These tribal and/or small-scale societies were depicted as vicious, irrational killers who could pounce at any time, thus
putting neighboring tribes or communities at risk (see Pinker
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2011). This was set in contrast to the European notions of “just
and ﬁt” war (Whitehead 2002, citing Hanson 1989 and Keegan
1993), which was presented as organized and disciplined with
its clear rules of engagement. From the European war leaders to
the men carrying out the acts of violence, there were systems,
propaganda, and practices that valorized them and integrated
them into the social narrative; “the ‘manly’ conduct of faceto-face combat served as the appropriate theatre for the expression of masculine virtues—bravery, continence, and discipline” (Whitehead 2002:233). The supposedly rational and
well-scripted acts of European violence were starkly contrasted
to the narratives of undisciplined, random violence of indigenous groups. Those narratives of distinction rested on the
Western ideal that killings were to be carried out by a specialized
class, marking them with societal approval and ensuring that
their violence was sanctioned by the state and in service of
the state. Those narratives further provided—and continue to
provide—fodder for the characterization of indigenous people
as “uncivilized” (and worse), a label used to justify the methodical extermination and marginalization of native bodies in
the colonial era and in the present.
Those biased representations of indigenous versus Western
violence have obscured the process by which violence of a
certain kind becomes institutionalized in societies across the
globe. The process of delegating murderous acts to soldiers required a reimagining of gender roles, social identity, and the
nature of political organization. In this way, states could monopolize violence and redistribute it to certain actors working
on behalf of the state; the warriors were legitimated by the
state, and the state simultaneously earned legitimacy from the
efforts of the warriors. This mutual dependence also results in
tautology, a role reversal, an iterative process through which
making warriors means making war (Tung 2014b). That is,
once a legitimate warrior class is created, it can powerfully shape
the perceived needs for war. What is a warrior without war?
Without weapons? Warriors may need war to sustain their
identity, enhance status, and perpetuate their worth. Simultaneously, times of war and rising tensions justify the need for
warriors and the attendant institutional structures that support
war, its agents, and its material accoutrements.
As states redistribute violence to a specialized class, states
may also delegate violence to more distal regions within their
domain, as when colonial forces pushed violence to its margins
and to marginalized peoples (Macleod 1998). This could ensure the effective ﬂow of commerce, capital, and bureaucracies
in colonial cores. The push to isolate violence to certain zones
is apparent today too, as when economic and sociopolitical
forces create and drive violence to urban areas (Bourgois 1995),
while using those same forces of capital and cultural gatekeeping to pacify other spaces of living, such as the suburbs and
gated communities (see Low 2001). Societies design places of
violence and peace; there is a constructive process through
which places are marked for violence or for peace. This process
of delegating violence—to classes of people and targeted regions and places—normalizes it. Depending on the context,
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the violence can be claimed as a violence in control, a kind of
necessary violence that is restrained, rational, and used for
legitimate reasons to achieve particular ends. In other contexts,
the violence that is normalized can become naturalized; it is
constructed as inevitable and derided as irrational and unrestrained, an animalistic instinct that gets attributed to certain
peoples and places.
Violence and war among “small-scale societies and tribes”
are often naturalized (Shackelford and Hansen 2014), and this
violence is rarely described and perceived as rational and
restrained. Yet there are always sociopolitical and cultural
framings around the norms for violence and for what is considered abnormal. Modern “civilized states” are not the only
polities that engage in this process of framing war and violence
(and peace) in particular ways to suit speciﬁc ends (see Martin
2021). In the studies discussed here, I explore the (bio)archaeological record to track those complex sociopolitical and cultural processes—and the mundane ones too—that enable the
delegation of violence.

Bioarchaeological Methods: Documenting Violence
To explicate the ways in which bioarchaeologists study violence
in all its forms and evaluate the process of creating masculine
identities and narratives about violence, I discuss cranial trauma
data from the Andes (Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and
Peru) (ﬁg. 1) and dietary isotope data from my original research
and other Andean studies. I analyze new and previously published data on cranial trauma from 4,500 adult crania (appendix, available online) that span the Archaic (8340 BCE to
ca. 1500 BCE) to the Spanish colonial era (1532 CE) (table 1).
Only adult (115 years old) crania that are at least half complete
are included.4 New data from Nasca, Peru, derive from my
analysis of looted crania (N p 19) that were observed on the
surface of archaeology sites. Although looters stole grave goods,
they left the human bones scattered around the edges of tombs,
and crania that were well enough preserved to observe for trauma
were included in the analysis. Those crania are associated with
speciﬁc time periods based on the analysis of associated ceramics
and grave goods (Ogburn 1993). New cranial trauma data from
the Juch’uypampa cave in Salar de Uyuni, Bolivia, are derived
from three well-preserved adults that date to the Middle Horizon (Tiwanaku) era.
Cranial trauma is an excellent proxy for overt physical violence and has been used by many bioarchaeologists as a meaningful way to study violence (Knüsel and Smith 2014; Martin
and Frayer 1997; Martin, Harrod, and Pérez 2012; Walker
2001). There are issues, of course, with comparing cranial trauma
data between dozens of different studies; one of the greatest
4. The majority of publications stated their criteria for study inclusion. However, earlier studies (e.g., pre-1990) sometimes did not state
completeness, so if the author included it, I assumed the crania were at
least half complete. When possible, I veriﬁed this by examining photos
and text details.
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Figure 1. Map of western South America showing sites and locations discussed in the text. Map by Samantha Turley, Spatial Analysis
Research Lab, Vanderbilt University.

concerns is whether or not the skeletal sample is representative
of the once-living population. In many studies, the denominator is the number of individuals in the mortuary sample,
which may have little bearing on the actual demographic proﬁle

of the once-living population. As such, bioarchaeologists must
always be clear about the likelihood that the mortuary sample is
representative of the once-living population. Given that the
cranial trauma portion of this study focuses on adults only, the

Table 1. Chronological phases in the Andes
Chronological phase
Archaic
Formative
Early Intermediate period
Middle Horizon
Late Intermediate period
Late Horizon
Spanish colonial era

Dates

Prominent cultural groups

8000–1500 BCE
1500 BCE–100 CE
100–600 CE
600–1000 CE
1000–1400 CE
1400–1532 CE
1532–1821 CE

Chinchorro
Chavin, Cupisnique, and regional polities
Nasca, Moche, Cajamarca, Recuay, Huarpa
Wari, Tiwanaku
Regional polities, Chimu
Inka
Spanish colonialism
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picture of violence is necessarily partial and does not reveal
experiences of whole communities. Nonetheless, as an analytical undertaking, the concentration on those who died as adults
allows a more focused interrogation of this demographic group’s
experiences with violence and what that reveals about the process of constructing particular narratives about masculinity and
its association with violence and other markers of identity. Future work will explore the role of violence in the lives of children
in the pre-Hispanic and colonial Andes.
This work builds on syntheses by Arkush and Tung (2013),
expanding (and at times correcting) that earlier summary while
also adding an essential analysis of sex-based differences in
cranial trauma when those data were available (see discussion
on skeletal sex and gender below). Those sex-based data are
evaluated to explore gender roles and norms. Several of the
published studies did not separately present antemortem and
perimortem trauma; thus, those two categories of trauma had
to be consolidated. If the original study collapsed subadults
(!15 years old) and adults (115 years old), the text was
scoured to identify the number of subadults and extract them
from this analysis (appendix).

Results and Discussion: Chronology and Culture
of Violence in the Andes
Early Pre-state Societies Show Lowest Levels of Violence
The trauma data on 4,500 adult crania are presented in the
appendix. The frequencies of adult cranial trauma through
time suggest that there were temporal periods when violence
was relatively low (ﬁg. 2). The lowest levels of cranial trauma
are observed in the hunter-gatherer, horticultural and pre-
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intensive agriculture, and pre-state groups (i.e., Archaic, Formative, Early Intermediate period). Although sample sizes are
smallest for those early eras (116 of 939 adult crania exhibit
trauma: 12%), and we do not yet have a reliable understanding
of how representative those skeletal samples are of the onceliving populations, the rates from the early periods are signiﬁcantly lower (Fisher’s exact, P p .0001; N p 4,500) relative to the later temporal groups, when 794 out of 3,561
(22%) adult crania exhibit trauma. Notably, those early (prestate) temporal periods are what scholars such as Gat (2000)
and Pinker (2011) would characterize as humans living in a
“state of nature” when violence was unrestrained and violent
outbursts occurred in contexts of anarchy. The synthetic cranial trauma data from the Andes presented here belie those
claims and show that early nonstate groups have the lowest
frequencies of violence.
Pinker (2011) synthesized studies by Keeley (1996) and
Bowles (2009), which differ from data presented here in that
Pinker focused only on perimortem (deadly) violence, and the
20 archaeological human populations in Pinker’s study span
the globe and include samples with two or more skeletons (not
just crania). Also, Pinker inadvertently double-counted one
society (see Ferguson 2013). In contrast, this analysis includes
data on combined ante- and perimortem cranial trauma, so
frequencies herein are generally higher because this reporting
captures both sublethal and lethal violence among adults only.
Nonetheless, using cranial trauma as a proxy for violence—particularly when focused on a geographic region such as the Andes
and not a random global dataset as was used by Pinker—we can
obtain a deeper and more contextualized understanding of the
cultural, sociopolitical, and environmental conditions in which
violence occurred.

Figure 2. Adult antemortem and perimortem cranial trauma frequencies for different chronological eras in the Andes (Argentina,
Bolivia, Chile, Ecuador, and Peru). EIP p Early Intermediate period; MH p Middle Horizon; LIP p Late Intermediate period;
LH p Late Horizon.
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The temporal pattern of violence-related trauma in the
Andes (e.g., lowest levels in pre-state societies) should not be
taken as evidence of a “natural” nonviolent past from which
the caricatures of the “noble savage” are derived. In the same
way that Pinker’s characterization of humans living in anarchy
is the fount from which violence naturally emerges is an
incorrect characterization, the ﬂip side of this—the peaceful,
noble savage—is also a hollow caricature of complex human
behaviors and social praxis. Instead, the data on violence over
several millennia in the Andes reveal the complex interplay between sociopolitical contexts, ritual practice, the natural environment, and historical legacies, among other factors, that
shape the rhythms of violence as well as who is perpetrator and
victim.
Uptick in Violence with the Development of Andean States
The data reveal that the Middle Horizon (MH) is concomitant with a signiﬁcant uptick in violence relative to the preceding era ([Early Intermediate period] EIP p 12%; MH p
19%; Fisher’s exact, P p .0035; N p 1,022). The issue of sample
representativeness, however, could be obscuring representative rates. For example, the Castillo de Huarmey sample, in
which a “Wari queen” and 53 other elite females and two males
were recovered (among others who were not observed for
cranial trauma), is not representative of the once living population. Similarly, small sample sizes (e.g., less than 10 individuals) are not likely representative. Thus, if those are eliminated from the MH sample, the adult cranial trauma rate
slightly rises to 21% (115 of 549). Notably, this is not a signiﬁcant difference from the complete sample (P p .342), and
the two ways of analyzing the data consistently show that the
MH is associated with signiﬁcantly more violence for adults
relative to earlier eras.
This is a remarkable observation because the MH period
marks the development of two Andean states (Wari and Tiwanaku), and the increase in violence is likely related to the dramatic changes in sociopolitical organization, particularly as the
Wari and Tiwanaku states expanded outward to incorporate
other communities. This does not require that state agents (e.g.,
military personnel) be the sole proprietors of violent acts carried
out to meet state ends, though they were likely key contributors.
Rather, Wari and Tiwanaku state policies and practices would
have contributed to regional disruptions and reformulations
in alliances, trade relationships, political economies, etc., that
could have given rise to skirmishes and increased violence between other polities, perhaps even those that did not have direct
ties to the developing states.
The signiﬁcantly higher levels of violence associated with
new states in the Andes raise questions about the role of the
state as a force in squelching violence (see Pinker 2011). Although states gain a monopoly on violence, we must investigate the timing and rhythm of those patterns in violence and
interrogate the spatial and human distribution of violence. It is
not simply that violence diminishes or disappears with the
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emergence of the “civilizing” state. Instead, violence may surge
in the beginning, wane as communities are incorporated, and
see a resurgence as peripheral groups resist nonlocal rule or as
political inﬁghting takes over during times of social fragility
or environmental instability. Violence is distributed in nonrandom ways across space and against certain categories of
people.
In this ﬁrst-ever time of centralized states in the Andes,
males are key targets of violence, suggesting that they are the
sex most likely to be involved in physical conﬂict (discussed
below). Moreover, violence may be pushed to the spatiopolitical margins and to marginalized peoples (see discussion
above), and violence—as in harm to the body—may take on
new forms, as in structural violence, when malnutrition, infectious disease, or occupational injuries begin affecting certain regions or particular segments of the population more so
than others. In these new state regimes, are certain categories
of people at greater risk than others? Are notions about male
gender roles reconﬁgured to support state ends? These are
essential questions to ask, and an analysis of sex-based differences in cranial trauma may provide insights to address
those questions.
In addition to place and people, (bio)archaeological work
in the Andes must dissect archaeological time into more socially tangible units. We are still struggling to individuate chronological conﬁgurations of violence and make sense of the
relationship between early state development, different phases
of state governance, gender roles in those subphases, and
their relationships to violence. To wit, the MH encompasses
400 years (600–1000 CE). If we are to clarify the patterns of
violence as related to social and gender roles generally, and the
construction of manhood and masculinity in particular, then
we must endeavor to parse the data in meaningful ways that
enable us to tackle questions of anthropological signiﬁcance.
There are limits of course, given that accelerator mass spectrometry dating typically gives 100- to 200-year time spans for
the late pre-Hispanic era. Thus, it may be that two-century
blocks within the MH (e.g., early and late MH) (Jennings et al.
2015) and the Late Intermediate period (LIP) (e.g., early and
late LIP) (Arkush 2008) are the best we can achieve, which
is certainly better than our current 400-year temporal blocks.5
Nonetheless, this analysis presents a ﬁrst pass at studying
patterns of gendered violence in the speciﬁc context of recognized temporal phases in the pre-Hispanic and colonial era
Andes. What do these data reveal about the impact of profound new forms of political organization—such as the state
or colonial incursion—as related to exposure to violence for
men and women? This topic is subsequently addressed after

5. Artifact analysis has long been used to create chronologies. For example, in the Andean EIP, MH, and LH (Late Horizon), the stylistic details
of material culture contributed to important temporal subdivisions, but
deploying those chronological categories requires that skeletons are associated with well-dated artifacts.
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discussions on sex-based patterns of violence-related trauma in
the Andes.

how particular forms of sociopolitical organization can have
life-and-death consequences in people’s lives.

Highest Frequencies of Violence in Post-state Times (the LIP)

Bioarchaeological Explorations of Skeletal Sex, Gender,
and Sexuality amid Violence in the Pre-Hispanic Andes

The bird’s-eye view of cranial trauma in the Andean past reveals another remarkable observation: the exceptionally high
rate of cranial trauma in the Late Intermediate period (LIP)
after the decline of Wari and Tiwanaku states (ﬁg. 2). Not only
does the LIP have the highest cranial trauma rate (28%) (ﬁg. 2),
but it is signiﬁcantly higher than all other time periods combined (P ! .0001; N p 4,500) and all other time periods
compared individually (table 2). Admittedly, this era includes
four centuries—as did the MH—during which this time of
intense violence waxed and waned in different regions. For
example, in the former Wari imperial heartland in the Ayacucho Basin, adult cranial trauma is signiﬁcantly higher in
the second half of the LIP relative to the MH time of Wari
imperial rule (Tung 2008a), and it is signiﬁcantly higher for
children too (Tung et al. 2016). These high rates of violence
are apparent nearly two centuries after Wari imperial decline,
an outcome likely tied to both political and environmental
transformations (e.g., long-term drought) and the likelihood
that many who lived in the Wari heartland ﬂed the region,
heading west to the Paracas and Nasca areas immediately following Wari political collapse (Fehren-Schmitz et al. 2014).
Approximately 170 kilometers to the southwest of Ayacucho
in the Nasca highlands, adult cranial trauma rates are also
at their highest in the terminal centuries of the LIP (McCool
2020). In the Department of Cusco (heartland of the later
Inka empire that reigned from 1400 to 1532 CE), adult cranial
trauma rates in the LIP hover around 24%, which is lower than
what is observed in Ayacucho and the Nasca highlands. The
variability in adult cranial trauma rates through time and
across regions within a particular time frame become more
pronounced when delving into a more nuanced discussion of
sex-based differences in violence-related trauma (see below).
Moreover, as the data on cranial trauma from the 4,500 adults
show, the frequencies are most marked between periods of
state rule and pre-state and nonstate rule, further clarifying

The cranial trauma data reveal profound differences in experiences of violence between those identiﬁed skeletally as males
and females (ﬁg. 3). In all time periods except the EIP and
the late MH/early LIP, males exhibit signiﬁcantly higher frequencies of cranial trauma than females (table 3). What activities did males engage in that contributed to such a higher
exposure to violence, and what were the expectations in preHispanic Andean society that led males to engage in so much
more physical conﬂict? Clearly, these cranial trauma data raise
questions about the construction of sex-based norms and roles
in society, which can extend into ideas and ideals about appropriate gender comportment and gender-based roles in a
community. However, extending the identiﬁcation of a skeleton as male or female into an analysis of gender can be fraught
with biases and assumptions about gender that may not be
wholly appropriate.
Skeletal sex is not a one-to-one connection to socially
identiﬁed gender (Geller 2008, 2017; Walker and Cook 1998),
but bioarchaeologists have long used the estimation of skeletal
sex and associated context (burial style and location, grave
goods, clothing, skeletal markers, body modiﬁcation, ﬁgurines,
iconography, etc.) and documents (when available) as contextual information to aid in framing discussions about gender norms and roles in past societies. There are concerns, of
course, about bias when bioarchaeologists divide up a population as skeletally male or female, perhaps reifying modern,
Western notions of a gender binary that may not have existed
for other groups. It is indeed a paradox, as Joyce (2017:6) notes,
that explorations of sex and gender might require “some degree of grounding in sex [as] a necessary ﬁrst step toward
recognizing that sex is not a determinative origin of authentic gender” and may be a means for “capturing gender as an
emergent property, rather than as determining ‘real, authentic’ sex.” Thus, this analysis and theoretical exploration of

Table 2. Comparing adult cranial trauma frequencies between Andean time periods
Archaic
(N p 321)
Archaic
Formative
EIP
MH
MH/LIP
LIP
LIP/LH
LH

Formative
(N p 235)

EIP
(N p 383)

MH
(N p 621)

P p .52

P p .495
P p 1.0

P p .055
P p .014
P p .004

Late MH to
Early LIP
(N p 174)
P
P
P
P

p
p
p
p

.892
.453
.409
.217

LIP
(N p 1,543)
P
P
P
P
P

!
!
!
!
!

.001
.001
.001
.001
.001

LIP/LH
(N p 532)
P ! .001
P ! .001
P ! .001
P p .036
P p .008
P p .218

LH
(N p 600)

Colonial
(N p 73)

Pp
Pp
Pp
Pp
Pp
P!
P!

P
P
P
P
P
P
P
P

.682
.726
.692
.005
.609
.001
.001

p
p
p
p
p
p
p
p

.103
.033
.025
.528
.189
.415
.771
.045

Note. EIP p Early Intermediate period; MH p Middle Horizon; LIP p Late Intermediate period; LH p Late Horizon. Fisher’s exact test, two-tailed.
The P-values reﬂecting signiﬁcant differences are in boldface.
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Figure 3. Adult cranial trauma frequencies for those identiﬁed as skeletally male and skeletally female. EIP p Early Intermediate
period; MH p Middle Horizon; LIP p Late Intermediate period; LH p Late Horizon.

gender—and masculinity in particular—required some a
priori categorizations of skeletal sex, while recognizing the
limitations and reiﬁcation of binaries that this classiﬁcation
system produces.
In the pre-Hispanic Andes, Spanish chroniclers noted the
ways that the Inka empire created gender divisions in gods,
the cosmos, and daily life. Although the sociopolitical and
religious structures of the Inka are not necessarily representative of the millennia before the rise of the Inka, they provide
insights into how Andean peoples may have perceived the
categories of men, women, and perhaps nonbinary and what
that reveals about the role of gender in organizing society and
political and religious life. For example, Silverblatt (1987:41)
argues that Viracocha was an “androgynous divinity” at the
apex of the cosmological order, noting that the inscription
above Viracocha’s image states, “Whether it be male, whether
it be female” (Silverblatt citing Pachacuti Yamqui 1950:226
and La Fone 1950:306). Furthermore, Silverblatt (1987) cites
Pachacuti Yamqui (1950:220) again, stating, “Viracocha incorporates the opposing forces that each gender represents:
‘the sun [male], the moon [female], day [male], night [female], summer [male], winter [female]’.” However, the series
of lesser gods, humans, and many components of the natural
and social world are gendered as male or female in the gender
dualism of Andean sociopolitical life.

This accords with what has been recorded in the (bio)archaeological record, in which skeletal sex appears to correlate
with other material markers of socially performed gender.
For example, the repeated pattern of tupus (metal pins used
to fasten clothing together) and spindle whorls with female
skeletons is often cited as evidence of this persistent correspondence (though there was one EIP Moche male with a
single spindle whorl that was in one of the 62 ceramic vessels
that were found with him, but Gero [1992] notes that this was
the richest tomb and implies that the whorl inclusion appeared accidental) (Gero 1992:19–20). And while weaving in
the southern Andes was more associated with male identity,
the sex-gender correspondence there also persists and spindle
whorls are associated with males (Gero 1992). Currently, we
have no published evidence of a skeleton of one sex being
interred with the material markers of the other sex (e.g., male
skeleton with tupus), which could be taken as a material correlate of gender as an emergent property that rejects the
gender binary. (However, I would not be surprised if future
research—now that scholars are more explicitly testing these
ideas rather than assuming correspondence—demonstrated
this.) While there are certainly other ways that Andean peoples
may have recognized and performed nonbinary gender, to my
knowledge, there are no published examples of (bio)archaeological data suggesting nonbinary or a third or other gender

Table 3. Comparing adult cranial trauma frequencies between males and females

Males vs. females

Archaic
N p 254

Formative
N p 177

EIP
N p 202

MH
N p 520

Late MH to Early LIP
N p 171

LIP
N p 1,262

LIP to LH
N p 326

LH
N p 594

P p .004

P p .04

P p .599

P ! .001

P p .272

P p .005

P p .058

P p .036

Note. Fisher’s exact test. Time periods with statistically signiﬁcant differences are in boldface. Note that sex-based differences in the LIP to LH era are
nearly statistically signiﬁcant. Data on colonial era sex-based differences were not available for comparison. EIP p Early Intermediate period; MH p
Middle Horizon; LIP p Late Intermediate period; LH p Late Horizon.
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identity in the Andes, but ongoing scholarship has broadened,
and scholars are now asking more nuanced questions on this
topic.
Further insights into gender can be gained from sexuality
studies and how males and females (and other entities) are
portrayed. While the ﬂuidity of sexual orientation is documented in Moche ceramics from northern coastal Peru (100–
700 CE), where a few same-sex scenes exist (Weismantel
2004:503), there are also very common depictions of femalemale sexual acts in the Moche ceramic corpus that run the
gamut of penis-vaginal, penis-anal, and penis-oral combinations (Weismantel 2004). Recuay ceramics from northern
Peru similarly show female-male sex acts (primarily vaginalpenis), and the ﬁgures are often in similar scale and elaborately
dressed beﬁtting the high status of the man and woman, further prompting Gero (2004:22) (in combination with some of
her other research [Gero 2001]) to suggest that elite status was
garnered on one’s own and not from association with an elite
spouse.
In contrast, Moche ceramic pots express more gender
asymmetries, wherein the depictions of fellatio suggest that the
female is being forced or commanded to conduct the act (Gero
2004). Moreover, while there are numerous representations
of Moche fellatio, there are no depictions of cunnilingus in
Recuay or Moche art (Gero 2004; Weismantel 2004), and this
erasure of female pleasure and numerous depictions of Moche
men in orgasmic states of ecstasy has prompted Gero (2004) to
suggest that these were powerful narratives used to teach and
enforce notions of male dominance. These depictions of men
and women in sex acts clarify the point that Andean peoples, at
least in northern Peru, carefully depicted men and women and
used these depictions as a means to construct narratives about
gender roles and possible gender hierarchies. This reminds us
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that the constructive process of maleness, femaleness, and
other sex or gender categories is played out and portrayed in a
variety of arenas. If, in the Moche case, male identity (at least
for certain social categories of males) is tied to notions of
dominance in sex acts, does this do some of the work in creating notions of power in other settings too? This is recursive,
of course; dominance in military settings may create and sustain notions of dominance in situations that range from intimate sexual acts, to household negotiations, to exclusive rituals, to very public community gatherings. Indeed, the Moche
world is rich with recovered material culture that allows scholars to document those diverse portrayals of people (and animals, plants, and things). Ranging from line drawings of military personnel, ritual specialists, and weavers on ceramic pots
(Bourget 2006), to sculpted vessels of humans engaged in a
variety of activities, to life-size murals of naked male prisoners
being paraded, there is a rich corpus to interrogate how the
material world (including human bodies themselves) reﬂects
and generates ideas about masculinity and violence, among
other traits.
Given that males experienced signiﬁcantly more violence
than females in most of the chronological eras in the Andes, this
suggests that there were gender norms regarding which sex
should engage in violent activities. Andean men were taught—
perhaps even trained—to participate in physical conﬂict, a
process that was abetted through the production of material
culture. For example, in Moche society, iconography and ﬁgurines were a powerful medium through which to educate the
populace about gender comportment and the activities that society valued. The walls of the Moche pyramid at Huaca Cao
Viejo (ﬁg. 4) and many Moche ceramics depict naked male
prisoners with ropes around their necks (ﬁg. 5), which is in
stark contrast to warriors in active combat who are depicted

Figure 4. A Moche mural depicting naked male prisoners with ropes around their necks. La Huaca Cao Viejo, site of El Brujo, Chicama
Valley, northern Peru. Photo credit Kevstan, Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0. https://commons.wikimedia.orgwindex.phpcuridp6359894.
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Figure 5. Top, Iconography on a Moche ceramic vessel depicting the bodies of naked male enemies and dismembered victims who
have been transformed into trophies. Donna McClelland, artist, “Trophies,” in Capturing Warfare: Enemies and Allies in the PreColumbian World. http://images.doaks.org/warfare/items/show/16. Bottom, Naked male prisoners arriving at a Moche ceremonial
precinct. Moche Archive, drawing 008. Donna McClelland, artist, “Ceremony,” in Capturing Warfare: Enemies and Allies in the PreColumbian World, item 18. http://images.doaks.org/warfare/items/show/18. Both images courtesy Dumbarton Oaks Research Library
and Collection.

in full regalia wielding weapons (Bourget 2006) (ﬁg. 6). The
celebration and valorization of the male warriors in large
public spaces and in transportable pottery created and upheld
the notion of the male warrior who should enact violence,
while also teaching Moche peoples that appropriate targets
were other men. Although we are currently lacking large published datasets on sex-speciﬁc cranial trauma frequencies from
Moche populations, there is ample evidence showing that male
warriors were common victims in Moche ritual sacriﬁce (Verano
1995, 2001a, 2001b), though women and children were also
attacked and ritually sacriﬁced. Indeed, at the late Moche site
of Huaca Colorado in Jequetepeque, 18% of females (N p 11),
20% of males (N p 5), and 10% (N p 10) of juveniles died a
violent death (Alaica et al. 2020).
In Wari society (Middle Horizon, 600–1050 CE, central
Andean highlands) at the height of the Wari era (ca. 800 CE),

adults exhibit cranial trauma frequencies near 20% and there
are over 30 human trophy heads (adult males and children)
from D-shaped temples (Tung 2012). Notably, the vast majority of those trophy heads derive from nonlocals, suggesting that Wari military personnel traveled to distant lands and
took captives who were later sacriﬁced and transformed into
trophies. Those interpretations are based on strontium isotope
data (Tung and Knudson 2011), cut marks indicative of processing (Tung 2008b), and iconography depicting weaponwielding warriors holding captives, warriors and deities wearing and carrying trophy heads, and disembodied heads and
hands in association with warriors (Ochatoma, Tung, and
Cabrera 2008) (ﬁg. 7). Together the suite of data reveals the
process by which violence—of a certain kind—was valorized
within Wari society. The concerted and coordinated efforts
to valorize the exploits of Wari military personnel served to
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Figure 6. Warriors in full regalia engaged in combat. Depicted on a Moche ceramic vessel. Donna McClelland, artist, “Combat,” in
Capturing Warfare: Enemies and Allies in the Pre-Columbian World, item 24. http://images.doaks.org/warfare/items/show/24. Image
courtesy Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.

generate and perpetuate speciﬁc narratives about violence
within the Wari state apparatus, particularly as they related to
a violence under control, state-sanctioned, and meted out for
state ends. These efforts were materialized in the ritual, political, social, and economic spheres through the creation of specialized ritual spaces in which warriors were valorized in many
different ways. For example, there are beautifully carved obsidian blades and points that also reveal the linkages to trade
alliances, economic production (Burger, Bencic, and Glascock
2016), and the integration of skilled craftspeople into this performative, state-sanctioned violence. Further, there are depictions of warriors and their exploits in carved stone statues
and on elaborate, polychrome ceramic urns that are 1 meter in
diameter and high ﬁred, showing the ways in which highly

Figure 7. The Wari staff deity in center of frame, holding an
enemy prisoner with hands tied behind the back. The Wari
proﬁle attendant holds a ﬂeshed trophy head from its staff. Photo
by William Isbell.

skilled artisans were brought into the production of Wari
statecraft. Finally, the bodies of the warriors themselves served
as a medium for the valorization of violence and Wari authority. That is, the scars on the bodies—the broken noses, the scars,
and the head wounds—provided a living canvas to communicate values and ideals about proper gender comportment and
gendered roles that were valued in social and political life. These
bodies performed social facts. These bodies were teachers of
social facts. And others learned from the bodies: living bodies,
dead bodies, and representations of bodies.

Seeing the Victims, Imagining the Killers
The violence-related trauma discussed here is one-sided in
that bioarchaeologists see only the victims, though it may not
be accurate to label them as “victims.” They well may have
been the perpetrator who killed an opponent, suffering a broken
nose in the process. Nonetheless, in the pre-Hispanic Andes
where we have no written records, the bony scars on archaeological bodies are the only clues that reveal to us that violence
actually occurred.
The limitation that reveals only the injured party in bioarchaeological analysis thus requires a much larger cultural
frame that includes signiﬁcant contributions from archaeologists. The archaeological information can provide crucial details about settlement patterns, weaponry, iconography, defensive architecture or the lack thereof, the local landscape
and its exploitation, the production and use of material culture,
food refuse remains, and much more. Nonetheless, there is a
real constraint in bioarchaeological analysis in terms of seeing
the various components of the violent interaction. Improved
methodologies, deeper contextualization, and greater theoretical engagement may well be some of the ways to address these
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shortcomings. Fortunately, the growing number of bioarchaeological studies about violence have provided insights into our
anthropological understandings of conﬂict and trauma in ways
that could never have been achieved when the individual body
was excluded from the analysis. As these summarized cranial
trauma data have shown, we can “see” who is injured and/or
killed, which provides the necessary empirical data to evaluate
patterns and identify the larger social forces that structure
who is typically harmed and who is typically protected. Those
patterns are not random, and seeing the victims allows us to see
more of the sociopolitical structures driving those outcomes.
However, we must be clear that we cannot identify the perpetrators, except in rare cases when, for example, a native Andean from the Spanish colonial era suffered a lethal gunshot
from a Spanish-issue weapon (Murphy et al. 2010); yet even
then, though a Spanish aggressor may be assumed, there can
be ambiguity regarding who ﬁred the lethal shot.
Somewhat paradoxically, paleopathological analysis and
stable isotope analysis that reveal to us the experiences of infectious disease, malnutrition, and dietary proﬁle may be more
illustrative of the power structures that shape particular health
outcomes. That is, the more “subtle” forms of (structural) violence insidiously hidden within sociopolitical structures may be
detected through the documentation of distinct disease proﬁles
and diets between men and women, warriors and nonwarriors,
elites and sub-elites, or between locals and migrants, among
other social and demographic distinctions.

Structures of Violence: The Distribution
of Dietary Resources in Post-Wari Society
Violence can take many forms, whether it is overt physical
violence that kills outright or as harm to certain individuals
that is deeply integrated into the very social structures that
constitute society (sensu Farmer 2004; Galtung 1969). Here, I
focus on political economy and consumption (and by extension, the distribution) of foods among Andean and postWari communities in the former Wari heartland to gain insights into how foodways and distributive practices may have
marked and made gender and whether that constructive process was informed by and contributed to structural violence in
post-Wari society.
Sex-based dietary differences revealed through stable carbon
and nitrogen isotope data from the post-Wari era (ca. 1350 CE)
show differential access to valued dietary resources, hinting
at the development of novel notions of gender after Wari imperial decline. In the preceding Wari era, isotope studies from
sites in the Wari heartland show that men, women, and children had similar diets (Finucane 2009; Finucane, Agurto, and
Isbell 2006), a pattern suggesting that there was an equal
distribution of certain dietary resources. Maize, a socially and
politically valued food in the Andes, particularly when fermented and made into chicha (maize beer) (Gagnon and
Juengst 2018), was not preferentially distributed to any particular group in the heartland in Wari times, and males and
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females also had similar access to protein, as revealed by the
stable nitrogen isotope data (Finucane 2009; Finucane, Agurto,
and Isbell 2006).
After Wari political collapse, when violent conﬂict signiﬁcantly increases and lethal trauma becomes signiﬁcantly more
common (Tung 2008a, 2016), a new sex-based difference in
diet emerges. My recent stable carbon isotope analysis of postWari skeletons shows that males have greater access to 13C
enriched foods, such as maize and chicha—a food and drink of
high social and political valence. Notably, maize is produced in
Wari, terminal Wari, and post-Wari times, yet signiﬁcant sexbased differences in the consumption of this valued food occur
only in the post-Wari phase (ﬁg. 8). This dietary distinction
could result from larger structural forces—particularly in the
form of gender norms—that strongly shape what post-Wari
women and men ate and drank. Those gendered diets are also
informed by the political economy, such as the foods that are
locally produced, exported, and imported. Conversely (but not
exclusively), men and women may have had equal access to
various foods, and the sex-based differences may be a serendipitous outcome of individual food and beverage choices. An
analyst of society could never simply point to one side of this
structure-agency sphere to explain those dietary outcomes (and
attendant nutritional and health status), but as scholars we can
show how sociopolitical structures have long informed, and
been shaped by, individual social praxis.
To shed some light on these post-Wari patterns, we can
look to modern studies of gender-based differences in alcohol
consumption, not as a direct comparison, but to conceptualize
how we think about the gendered facets of eating and drinking and how they shape identity. In modern times, data from
35 countries (1997 to 2007)6 show that men consume more
alcohol than women (Wilsnack et al. 2009), and although this
gender gap has diminished slightly in the United States from
2002 to 2012 (owing primarily to more alcohol consumption
by women), males still consume signiﬁcantly more alcohol than
females, both in number of drinking days and total quantity
(White et al. 2015). How is the notion of individual agency in
what one selects to drink operating within this larger ﬁeld of
gender norms and gender roles?
In the post-Wari Andes, access to certain foods and drink—
maize and chicha in this case—is likely tied to social and political decisions about food production, distribution, access, and
ideas about gender norms. Those social forces likely contributed to an outcome in which males received privileged access
to maize and chicha relative to females, at least in the postWari era. This distinction in the seemingly mundane arena of
eating reveals the ways that structural factors can shape access
to valuable resources and reveal (and perpetuate) social and
political standing in a community. If, as other studies in the
Andes have shown, maize and chicha consumption is tied to
commensal politics (Goldstein, Coleman, and Williams 2009;
6. The 35 countries were in the Americas, Europe, Asia, Africa, and
the Middle East (Wilsnack et al. 2009).
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More broadly, this suggests that although meat consumption
has long been tied to notions of masculinity in our hominid
past and the modern era (Calvert 2014; Hart and Sussman 2009;
Lavallee 1969), this was apparently not a marker of masculinity
in Wari or post-Wari times. This line of bioarchaeological data
denaturalizes the notion that meat eating is a universal component of masculine identity (see further discussion below).
Ideas about what foods, plants, and drinks are appropriate to
consume are culturally and historically contingent (Benson
2012; Fischer and Benson 2006; Mintz 1985) and deeply tied
up with the ways that we mark identity and belonging (Dietler
1996, 2007; Hastorf 2006, 2016).
Gender-Forming Foods
Figure 8. Post-Wari era. Stable carbon isotope values (d13C on
X-axis and d15N on Y-axis) of males and females show that females
have statistically signiﬁcant lower carbon isotope values than males,
indicating that they consumed signiﬁcantly less maize. Nitrogen
isotope values, in contrast, show no signiﬁcant differences between
males and females.

Logan, Hastorf, and Pearsall 2017), then many females were
not just excluded from consuming certain foods, they were
excluded from the spaces of political decision-making and access to ritual and other platforms of power. These structures of
violence that determine the unequal distribution of a valued
food may reﬂect hierarchical notions of genders in the postWari era, something that was not isotopically apparent in Wari
times. In this way, seemingly innocuous gender norms that
seem natural (“It’s just what men prefer”) may have had negative repercussions for some women, doing a social and political violence that stunted social or political opportunities.
However, we must also acknowledge that the sex-based distinctions in post-Wari times may also reﬂect food and drink
preferences among women; perhaps they opted for other
beverages and foods. In this way, the dietary difference may
have been driven by the agential capacities of females, which
was nonetheless actualized within the cultural and political
frames that shaped what they had access to and what they were
socialized to consume.

Men and Meat: Not a Natural Marker of Masculinity
There are no sex-based dietary differences in protein consumption (e.g., meat and marine foods) among post-Wari individuals. Stable nitrogen isotope values are primarily a reﬂection of protein sources (among other factors) (DeNiro and
Epstein 1981; Mekota et al. 2006; Schoeninger, DeNiro, and
Tauber 1983), and those values are statistically similar between
males and females (t p 21.4; P p .15; df p 135). However,
there is a marked spread of nitrogen isotope values, but it is not
shaped by skeletal sex (ﬁg. 8), suggesting very different foodways
or other life experiences among those post-Wari individuals.

Whether sex-based differences in diet in the post-Wari era are
an outcome of structural violence and also a means for creating
and maintaining it, sex-based differences in foodways and
eating have the potential to reify ideas about gender and appropriate gendered behaviors and responsibilities. Food preparation, serving food, and plowing agricultural ﬁelds were all
strictly sex-speciﬁc in the rural Andes of the 1970s, where the
two former activities were conducted by females and the foot
plow was used by males (Allen 1988), an observation that is not
meant to apply static gender norms into the distant past but
to highlight the ways that the production and preparation of
food can be highly gendered, at least conceptually if not always
in practice (Allen 1988:78). Allen’s ethnographic research in
Sonqo in the Department of Cusco illuminates these gender
constructive processes when she describes an Andean girl who
expressed interest in male activities, and “she was subject to
crushing and universal disapproval” (Allen 1988:80), an observation that reveals the subtle and overt ways that community
members are kept in line and cajoled into following a society’s
gender (and other) norms.
If bioarchaeologists are to understand the role of gender—
of masculinity, femininity, and others—and the social roles
and social acts associated with them, particularly as they relate
to the enactment of violence, then we must endeavor to interrogate the many facets of social and political life through
which gender is embodied. Do differences in foodways, familial responsibilities, ability to travel, occupation (e.g., farmer,
herder, metallurgist, weaver, etc.), or access to rare resources,
among other aspects of social life, reveal and also shape how
masculinity is constructed and performed relative to femininity? And how are those aspects of social life tied up with expectations about avoiding or engaging in violence, if at all?
What else is codiﬁed in the foods deemed appropriate to eat?
Looking at notions of meat consumption provides some clues
about how food and dietary practices are about so much more
than caloric sustenance.
The powerful symbol of “man the hunter” has been deeply
intertwined with notions about masculine propensities for
aggression and violence (Hart and Sussman 2009), and even
modern notions of “manly” foods shape ideas of how manhood
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should be lived and experienced. From “Real men don’t eat
quiche” (satirical manifesto for masculine performance in the
1980s; Feirstein 1982) to the perceived challenges to masculine
identity brought forth by the proposed New Green Deal
(“They want to take away your hamburgers!”),7 it is clear that
food is used to make and mark masculinity. If chowing down a
burger and grilling a steak are means by which to perform
masculinity in the modern United States (Rothgerber 2013;
Sobal 2005), it is worth querying how food preparation and
consumption were tied to gender marking in other times and
places.
In the Wari and post-Wari worlds, meat consumption does
not appear to have been a key marker for gender distinction,
though it may have been used to mark other social, political,
or ethnic differences. Instead, the consumption of maize—
perhaps in the form of chicha—may have been a powerful
marker of distinction (Gagnon and Juengst 2018; Goldstein,
Coleman, and Williams 2009; Moseley et al. 2005) in the postWari world when much of the social and political order was
in disarray. Perhaps gender orders were also up for renegotiation, and maize consumption in daily diets and chicha at
feasting rituals may have become a new cultural correlate for
marking and performing masculinity. Implicated in this process, then, is the potential for creating and perpetuating gender inequalities. These inequalities are part and parcel of structures of violence that excluded females from a valued dietary
resource, while also excluding women from the means through
which sociopolitical bonds were formed.
Unequal access to certain dietary resources is not unique to
the post-Wari world of the Andes. In the Eastern Zhou region
of China (770–221 BCE), stable isotope analysis shows that two
noble individuals consumed much more animal protein (and
perhaps ﬁsh) relative to the non-nobles, isotopic data that accord with written accounts noting the sumptuary rules associated with consuming meat (i.e., reserved for nobles) and
celebrating nobles as the “meat eaters” (Zhou et al. 2019). Plant
foods were also markers of status, and nobles consumed no
wheat and ate millet only in this pre-imperial era (Zhou et al.
2019). In the later imperial period, class distinctions marked by
the consumption of certain plant foods fell away, and people of
all social classes began consuming large quantities of wheat
(Zhou et al. 2017). This brief example from China and the
examples from the Andes demonstrate the ever-changing ways
that food can become associated with particular social classes,
gender, or other markers of distinction.

Conclusions
These bioarchaeological and isotopic data from the Andean
past provide a case study to explore larger themes as they
relate to the ways that exposure to violence, poor health, or
7. Quote from Sebastian Gorka, one of President Trump’s former
advisers, speaking at the Conservative Political Action Conference (Kendra
Pierre-Louis, New York Times, March 8, 2019).
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infectious disease are profoundly impacted by social processes
that construct narratives about gender identity and appropriate behaviors. The iconographic depictions of Moche and
Wari warriors show one of the ways through which narratives
about masculine identity and associated expectations to engage in violence (at least for some males of a particular social
class) were made and maintained. The Moche and Wari—
among other Andean groups—put forth great effort in terms
of resources, skills, and logistical organization to produce and
distribute ceramics and other media that, in effect, taught people about proper gender comportment and the behaviors that
were to be valued and valorized, and thus embodied by men
and women. Ways of drinking, having sex, ﬁghting, farming,
and ﬁshing, etc., were all portrayed in Moche art, and they
functioned to celebrate and teach certain behaviors deemed
appropriate and desirable by Moche leaders, producers, and community members. Those ideals, however, are rarely left unchallenged. People question norms, and sometimes producers
themselves subtly challenge the status quo and ways of representing ideals, as in the case of some Wari and Tiwanaku
artisans who used creative license to alter the appearance of
highly regarded deities, humans, plants, and animals (King and
Delgado Pérez 2012; Knobloch 2000). While those alterations
could be aesthetic choices informed by some other desire, they
could also be artists’ means for reimagining other ways of representing self, community, and being in the world. Those novel
and altered “representations” can then teach anew, guiding
people to absorb and enact different beliefs, behaviors, and ideas
on what to value.
Ceramics, statuary, and murals were not the only media
through which messages about manhood (and personhood more
generally) were conveyed. Embodiment theory shows us ways
that we can use bioarchaeological data to document and decipher how messages in media taught men to behave and how
their scarred and sometimes valorized bodies became a communicative medium themselves. For example, cranial trauma
data show more male violence than female violence, demonstrating how materialized notions about social identity and
gender roles can translate into real harm for both men and
women, but signiﬁcantly more so for men in the Andean time
periods discussed here. The injuries sustained and the scars on
their bodies (and the imagined ways that they wore their regalia, wielded weaponry, and engaged in combat) reveal the
ways that some Andean men came to embody notions of a
particular masculine identity, while simultaneously reinforcing it.
Harm to a person need not be experienced only as overt,
intentional, physical violence. Other harmful experiences can
result from more concealed social structures that (un)intentionally do damage to certain subgroups. For example, the sexbased dietary differences in post-Wari times expose how gender can be a powerful structuring factor in access to resources,
which may have downstream effects on physiological health
and on sociopolitical standing in a community. That is, the
dietary difference observed in post-Wari times when women
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had less access to maize and chicha relative to men is likely an
artifact of particular gender norms and gender roles in that
society. In turn, these social practices also recursively shape
ideas regarding how women are to behave and be treated. The
practices of producing, preparing, serving, and consuming food
are all implicated in the process of forging ideas about gender.
Excluding post-Wari women from some aspects of commensal
feasting, which likely involved chicha consumption, is also to
exclude them from other attendant social and political posturing, alliance building, and status aggrandizing that can occur in those moments. To be excluded from those then further
alienates and excludes women from the spaces and social webs
of interaction that shape community decision-making and
other practices that can profoundly impact post-Wari women’s
lives and livelihoods. In this way, we can see how overt, physical
violence is not the only way that harm is done to certain categories of people. Structural violence stemming from the way
a society is organized may not always lead to a skull fracture
that leaves a person maimed or dead, but it can also slowly affect
nutritional health, which has subsequent effects on growth and
the ability to recover from sickness and injury. Furthermore,
given the way that food, commensal feasting, and access to
political capital are inextricably linked in many precontact
Andean societies, a sex-based difference in diet may reﬂect those
larger limitations on women’s ability to realize their full potential.
As Galtung (1969:168) noted, “Violence is present when human
beings are being inﬂuenced so that their actual somatic and mental
realization are below their potential realizations.” He continues,
“We are rejecting the narrow concept of violence [in] which violence is somatic incapacitation or deprivation of health . . . at
the hands of an actor who intends this to be the consequence”
(italics in the original). In his expansive characterization of
violence, he urges us to see the unintentional ways that harm—
broadly conceived—is realized. Clearly, food is not solely about
caloric intake; it is a powerful means through which social and
gender hierarchies are reiﬁed and social identity and sociopolitical relations are forged. These are the ingredients that shape
how our societies get organized. Although social, gender, racial,
and other inequalities can get baked into the societal cake,
concealed in tradition, norms, and claims of natural ways of
being, anthropologists as analysts of society can document the
ingredients that constitute society and the ways that society
brings forth certain ideals and experiences. As archaeologists,
we are particularly well trained to see social ingredients materialized, and as bioarchaeologists we can reveal the social as
materialized in and through the body.
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Law, Emasculation, and Sexual Violence in India
Pratiksha Baxi
In this paper, I juxtapose the demand for castration as a law reform measure with the parallel legal discourse on “emasculation” as
the crime of grievous hurt. Juxtaposing these discourses on crime and punishment, I point to the curious lack of engagement with
castration as a punishment with emasculation as a crime. The story of emasculation is found in the legal history of grievous hurt. I
have argued that the legal interpretation of emasculation has different outcomes depending on the gender of the accused. Judges
are unable to name male victimhood, while the law is punitive toward women who attack their assailants in self-defense.

The protests against sexual violence in 2012–2013 that led to
comprehensive law reform in India met with global publicity
(Durham 2015; Dutta and Sircar 2013).1 These protests addressed multiple publics simultaneously (retributive, reformative, and pornographic) and made visible different kinds of
male bodies (rapacious, castrating, raped, castrated). The collective mourning and outrage that followed the Delhi gang rape
was unprecedented. Rape was psychologized to states of mind
(Agnes 2015; Roychowdhury 2013). The cry for death penalty
or castration became a dominant vocabulary of protest framed
shrilly by 24/7 news channels. The camera acted as a phallocentric substitute that ampliﬁed the now broken promise between the male-deﬁned state and its male subjects as the demand on the state to avenge male subjects unable to protect
their women (P. Baxi 2019). The demand for castration as a
punishment was made in addition to death penalty in aggravated rape cases. Although the demand for castration was not
accepted when the law was reformed in 2013, these protest
images continued to circulate in years to come.2
Feminists opposed both the death penalty and castration,
for the demand for the death penalty and castration essentialized the penis as a primordial weapon, negating the mate-

1. Global publicity was directed at the gang rape of a 23-year-old
physiotherapy intern that resulted in her death on December 16, 2012, in
Delhi. The young woman and her male friend were brutally assaulted on a
moving bus by six assailants. The press reported the brutality of the gang
rape, sexual torture, and the mutilation of body parts by six men for hours
on a moving bus in the capital city in forensic detail. The victim testiﬁed to
a magistrate in a Delhi hospital and was later ﬂown out to Singapore for
treatment in the backdrop of huge protests in the city. She was declared
dead in Singapore. Mass mourning followed even as the protestors braved
water cannons and police action to demand justice. The protests that
followed resulted in the amendment of the rape law in 2013 and marked a
discursive change in the way sexual violence was represented in public
discourse.
2. https://www.hufﬁngtonpost.co.uk/2013/01/06/gulabi-gang-indian
-castration-gang-rapists-_n_2419629.html (accessed September 1, 2019).

rial and symbolic realities of sexual violence.3 It erased how
sexualized violence is used to communicate a message to all
women and some men—coded in the expression “teaching a
lesson” (Baxi 2014). This discourse on castration as punishment did not intersect with how section 320 (1) of the Indian
Penal Code (IPC) deﬁnes the crime of “emasculation” as
grievous hurt. In this paper, I juxtapose the demand for castration as a law reform measure with the parallel legal discourse on “emasculation” as the crime of grievous hurt. Juxtaposing these discourses on crime and punishment, I point to
the curious lack of engagement with castration as a punishment with emasculation as a crime in protest discourse.4
The paper begins with a brief commentary on the criminalization of emasculation with the codiﬁcation of the penal
code in 1860. Hinchy (2019) provides a granular account of
how colonial legal discourse on castration stigmatized and
criminalized ritual practices among the Hijras and other eunuchs in India (Reddy 2005; Saria 2015). I shift the focus on
castration and emasculation away from this history of the

3. The demand to treat castration as a form of retributive justice,
which gained currency in India following the protests against the Delhi
gang rape (hereafter referred to as the 2013 protests), was not new. The
juridical and popular discourse on castration as the appropriate punishment for rape found place in popular and legal representations on punishment of rapists since the late 1970s. The spurt of rape-revenge cinema
as a distinct genre of Bollywood ﬁlms coincided with the ﬁrst anti-rape
campaign in Independent India (Virdi 2003). During this period, judges also
noted the need to legislate castration as therapy for rape. These representations and recommendations coincided with the growth of the medicalization of punishment and more generally with the rise of forensic science
in India. The demand for castration as a form of retributive justice, however,
was ampliﬁed during the 2013 protests.
4. The demand asking the state to castrate rapists implicitly assumes
that the state would create a staff of experts who would castrate the rapeconvicted, but the protestors did not demand women who resist rapists
and injure their penis in self-defense should not be thought of as criminals and incarcerated. Hence, the discourse on castration of rapists and
emasculation as a crime did not intersect.
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hyper-criminalization of Hijras and the over-determinism
between castration with ritual practices of the Hijras (also see
Saria 2019). Instead the criminalization of emasculation allows
us to trace how male on male violence has been sexualized and
how law interprets emasculation as hurt. Here emasculation
is not seen as the opposite of rape, since it is seen as remaking the masculinity of the male assailant and repressing the
male victim’s experience of violence. In contrast, the emasculation of men by women is seen as illegitimate violence that
is criminalized.
The juridical archive makes available to us terse accounts of
men as victims of sexualized violence through the offense of
grievous hurt. The reading of these forms of violence on male
bodies is resourced from bail orders and appeals. These judgments have received little attention in the work on gender-based
violence in India. Ratanlal and Dhirajlal’s (2011) classic commentary on the Indian Penal Code explains emasculation as “depriving a male of masculine vigour” (667). A reading of these
judgments reveals that emasculation is described as squeezing
the testicles, chopping the penis off, cutting the penis from its
root, or amputating it.5 How then does the law respond to actual
instances of women who emasculate or castrate men? And how
is feminine self-defense or revenge distinguished from acts of
castration by men or male crowds? I suggest that the response to
women who cut off the rapacious male penis creates a different
and somewhat uncertain response. Not only does it conﬂate
chopping of the penis with castration,6 but women are mostly
not positioned as “heroic” survivors when they act in selfdefense. On the one hand, when women ﬁght back by mutilating
the genitals of rapacious men it is met with nervous laughter and
incarceration of such women. On the other hand, men who
emasculate or castrate rapacious men are seen as wielding socially sanctioned violence. Men are expected to exchange sexualized violence on the bodies that are “othered.”

Emasculation as Grievous Hurt
The story of emasculation is found in the legal history of
grievous hurt. Very brieﬂy, hurt under section 319 of the Indian
Penal Code (IPC) adopted in 1860 holds that “whoever causes
bodily pain, disease or inﬁrmity to any person is said to cause
hurt.”7 Section 320 lists eight hurts: emasculation; privation of
eyesight, hearing, and/or any member or joint; impairing of
the powers of any bodily member or joint; disﬁguration of head

5. Voluntary castration is not a crime. Medical doctors understand
castration as the removal of testes and emasculation as the surgical removal of the penis or the testes. In case law, emasculation addresses both
testicular violence and the severance of the penis. In this sense, the violence described here may be both sexual and reproductive.
6. Sociologically speaking, castration then includes violence that directs injury on the penis even if medically these may not be the same.
7. Section 322 holds that it is voluntarily causing grievous hurt when
the assailant intends or knows that he is causing grievous hurt. The punishment here is one year or a ﬁne not more than 1,000 rupees.
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or face; or fracture or dislocation of bone or tooth; and any hurt
that endangers life; or that causes the sufferer to be during the
space of 20 days in severe bodily pain or unable to follow his
ordinary pursuits.8 Not all acts of emasculation leading to the
victim’s death are classiﬁed as murders, for courts have held
that section 320 in the IPC “clearly reﬂects that the injury if not
fatal by shock or hemorrhage, will not be enough in ordinary
course of nature to cause death.”9
Legal digests on the penal law such as R. A. Nelson’s Indian
Penal Code commentary explain this provision by stating that
emasculation “means depriving a person of masculine vigour,
castration. Emasculation naturally applies only to a man. This
clause was inserted to counteract the practice, common in this
country, for women to squeeze men’s testicles on the slightest
provocation” (Thomas and Alam 2016:2789). Emasculation is
the only gender-speciﬁc grievous hurt in this list. This representation of legal history that the crime of emasculation was
enunciated to punish women who emasculated men may be
traced back to colonial medical jurisprudence, which is littered with anecdotes about the criminal proclivities of native
women. These anecdotes ﬁnd citation in colonial judgments,
as courts rely on medicolegal experts to determine whether or
not testicular violence endangers life or causes death. These generalizations were repeated in contemporary editions of criminal
law, medicolegal textbooks, and court orders after independence
in 1947. These commentaries, which have not been critically
reviewed despite wide-ranging amendments of law relating to
gender-based violence, continue to be cited by lawyers and
judges today.

Emasculation and Torture
The link between torture and emasculation was marked in the
colonial medicolegal discourse on race and difference,10 for the
colonial framing of torture in medicolegal textbooks and
emasculation as a crime were intimately linked. In the muchcited work of Norman Chevers (1856), A Manual of Medical
Jurisprudence for Bengal and the North-Western Provinces,
descriptions of emasculation are inserted in the discussion on
torture. Testicular violence is described as a speciﬁc form of
torture deployed by the “natives,” especially by native police
to extract confession or information. Chevers further notes
8. Whosoever voluntarily causes grievous hurt can face imprisonment
of a term that may extend to seven years and ﬁne (sec. 325 IPC). Further,
under section 326 IPC grievous hurt is an aggravated offense when caused
by a dangerous weapon or means, such as an instrument used for stabbing,
cutting, or shooting; ﬁre or heated substance; poison or corrosive substance
that endangers life. Grievous hurt with a dangerous weapon attracts imprisonment of 10 years to life with ﬁne. Grave and sudden provocation is
excluded from this class of offenses, as given in section 335 of the IPC.
9. Anil Gupta v. State of M.P. and Ors MANU/MP/0206/2017 at para 13.
10. After the various sections on grievous hurt, section 330 is inserted,
which addresses hurt caused to extort confessions or information, property,
or security. This provision is relevant to the sexualized violence on male
bodies in police custody.
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that “these parts are frequently injured in affrays, the natives
having the brutal habit of seizing and dragging along an unfortunate opponent by the scrotum” (1856:226). These “habits”
of squeezing the testicles or dragging a man by his scrotum
were seen as racial trait. The practices of torture by native
policemen were seen as cultural traits rather than an effect of
colonial rule of law (U. Baxi 1982; Bhuwania 2009; Lokaneeta
2011; Rao 2001; Singha 1998).
In the section titled “Compressing the Testicles and Pricking
Them with Thorns,” Chevers cites an illustration of a wife
who struck her husband on the nose and the eyes, and squeezed
his testicles until he died. He further notes, “This the Deputy
Commissioner remarks, appears to be an operation understood by the Cossiah women, as the late Mr. Scoot, the Commissioner of Assam, informed him of a case in which a European soldier, attempting to commit a rape upon a Cossiah
woman, was effectually frustrated in his attempt, and severely
punished in this manner” (1856:226).
The rape attempt by the European soldier was not seen as a
habit of the colonizer male, but inﬂicting injury on the scrotum
was seen as a criminal trait that marked racial difference. It was
seen as a mark of cultural difference that illustrated the pathological tendencies of “native” women (also see P. Baxi 2014;
Kolsky 2010). The testicular violence on male bodies by native
women in self-defense in the context of matrimonial violence
or rape was not framed as resistance or self-defense. This
stands in sharp contrast to the evidentiary requirement in
colonial law for women to leave marks of stiff resistance on the
assailants’ body to prove rape. Yet colonial judgments tell us
that if there was evidence to show injury on a man’s testicles,
it was possible to prosecute a woman for emasculation.

Colonial Courts on Testicular Violence
The early iterations of such criminal traits were adjudicated in
Queen-Empress v. Kaliyani.11 Kalan was a postal runner who
lived on the coffee estate of one Mr. Beaver at Kollakombe. His
wife Kaliyani was a coolie on the coffee estate. Kalan was ill in
February 1897. He started to ﬁght with his wife, bit the little
ﬁnger of her right hand and then seized a knife to slit her
throat. She resisted by grabbing his testicles while he tore at her
hair, until they separated when two people appeared on the
scene. Thereafter, Kalan died due to the injuries on his testicles,
now in a “pulpy condition” (at para 8). The trial court sentenced Kalyani to death for killing her husband by squeezing
his testicles with her hand. On appeal, two judges held different
views, and hence a third judge was brought in to decide the
case. The ﬁrst judge, Justice Davies notes that
the gripping and squeezing of the testicles is well known to
be a very common form of assault in this country among
the lower classes of the people, but in a lengthened experience of twenty-seven years as a Magistrate and Judge,

11. (1896) ILR 19 Mad 356 decided on 21 January 1896, at para 3.
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I have never heard until now of a single case in which that
particular form of assault, unattended by other violence, has
proved fatal. And in the various works on Medical Jurisprudence that I have consulted, I have been able to ﬁnd only
one reported case of the kind (at para 3).

Finding only one case in Chevers’s textbook, Justice Davies
ruled that Kaliyani was not guilty of culpable homicide since
she did not have the knowledge that squeezing the testes
could be fatal. As the judge noted:
How then can we rightly attribute to this woman a knowledge that by her act—one so frequently committed among
people of her class without ill effects—she would cause death
or even be likely to cause it? In my opinion, it is impossible to
hold her responsible for so unforeseen a result, and I would
acquit her altogether of any charge of culpable homicide (at
para 3).

Instead, she was found guilty of voluntarily causing hurt as
deﬁned in section 323 of the IPC and was sentenced to six
months’ imprisonment, since she had already been in jail for
more than four months and the maximum sentence for this
offense was one year. The defense of grave and sudden provocation was ruled out on the following grounds:
She was not entitled to resort to the extreme measure she
adopted to defend herself from his feeble attacks—she being
as described a woman of strong physique. Whatever provocation she received from her husband, she appears to have
brought upon herself by a too hasty temper . . . and that
provocation was not really grave enough to excuse her in
inﬂicting what must have been the most excruciating pain
upon a man already suffering from severe sickness (at para 6).

Justice Benson disagreed. He did not believe Kaliyani’s
testimony that she acted in self-defense and believed that the
knife wounds were self-inﬂicted. Convinced that Kaliyani
knew that death would be a “probable cause” for her act, Justice
Benson noted that “when the woman seized his testicles she
must have done so because she knew that they were a vulnerable part where she could cause him the maximum of pain,
and when she continued to squeeze and pull and twist them,
notwithstanding his cries” (at para 12). Justice Benson altered
the graver charge of murder to culpable homicide, sentencing
her to seven years’ rigorous imprisonment by giving her the
beneﬁt of doubt that she may not have intended to kill her
husband, and considering “the ignorance of women of her
class, and to their indifference to physical pain” (at para 12).
Coolie women, who apparently were not bothered by physical
pain, were supposed to know that squeezing male testicles
could be fatal, by virtue of their class.
Justice Ayyar, who was appointed when the two judges did
not concur, was not convinced that Kaliyani acted in selfdefense after grave and sudden provocation. He said, “I doubt
whether any person of ordinary sense and understanding, even
among the lower orders in this country, is really ignorant that
violent blows or kicks administered on the parts in question
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might and would probably result in death” (at para 14). Taking
into account suspicions that she may have poisoned her husband, an assertion which was not proven, or that she wanted to
steal her husband’s money, Justice Ayyar held that “In these
circumstances, it seems to me unsafe to hold that a person who
so effectually destroys the delicate parts of a man’s body, as the
accused did here, does nothing more than what in law would
amount to hurt” (at para 15). He relied on Chevers and other
medicolegal jurists and his own adjudicatory experience to
determine that such hurt could be fatal. Kaliyani was found
guilty of culpable homicide not amounting to murder and sentenced to seven years’ imprisonment (at para 15). Therefore,
the class of the woman notwithstanding, it was found that the
knowledge that injury to the delicate parts of male anatomy
could be fatal was commonplace.
In contrast to the severe punishment to women who emasculated men, male victims of emasculation who ended up killing women who directed testicular violence on their bodies
could be acquitted of murder or culpable homicide on grounds
of self-defense. In Emperor v. Nga Po Gyi (1905),12 we are told
that one Nga Po Gyi was in a scufﬂe with a group of women
when one of the women, Mi Hla, “seized him by the testicles
from behind, whereupon, the accused struck out wildly with a
knife and stabbed” her (at para 1). The woman died due to the
injury on a vital artery (at para 4). The trial court was persuaded
by the civil surgeon’s expert opinion that “the squeezing must
have caused intense pain, that it was exceedingly improbable
that a man would inﬂict such intense pain on himself to manufacture evidence, and that a man so maltreated would be in
danger of life, and could hardly help striking out wildly in selfdefence” (at para 3). The accused was acquitted of culpable
homicide and convicted of the minor offense of intentional insult under section 504 of the penal code.13
Where such violence is transacted between men, male
victims of testicular violence could justify fatal violence against
their assailants. In Sardari Lal v. Emperor (1936), a case where
an uncle killed his nephew, it was held that “squeezing of
testicles can result in death” (at para 6).14 Therefore, Sardari Lal
might have apprehended death or grievous hurt when the
deceased “pressed his testicles” (at para 6). Sardari Lal was acquitted. In other words, victims of emasculation were seen as
acting in self-defense when they killed their assailants; however, women who resisted rape or other forms of violence were
not similarly thought of as acting in self-defense.
Defense lawyers used these colonial precedents to plead selfdefense in cases where men killed their wives. For example,
in State of Mysore v. Shivaguni Halappa Pattekeri (1963), a
husband who killed his wife by inﬂicting eight incised wounds
12. 1905 SCC OnLine LB 8 [20-11-1905].
13. The appeal challenging the civil surgeon’s report for examining the
accused six days after the assault did not succeed, for the appeal court
could not examine that which was not investigated and brought on record.
14. Sardari Lal v. Emperor 1936 1936 SCC OnLine Lah 429: AIR 1937
Lah 108 [09-11-1936].
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on her body with a sickle pleaded self-defense.15 His argument
was that during the scufﬂe, his wife had squeezed his testicles
and he killed her in self-defense. Rejecting this argument, the
court pointed out that neither was it proven that the wife had
squeezed her husband’s testicles nor did the man have the right
to inﬂict more hurt than necessary to self-defense. The court
held that eight incised wounds on the wife’s body causing her
death amounted to culpable homicide.
Defense lawyers often place the blame of domestic violence
and rape on women, typically portraying the woman as provoking violence. In 2017, during a bail hearing in Kishanganj
(Bihar), Tanuja Begum’s bail application was heard on the
charge of emasculating her husband.16 She had been in prison
for six months at the time of this hearing. The husband’s
lawyer opposed her bail on the grounds that she had “aroused
her husband into participating in sexual activities” and thereafter she cut his penis which bled excessively. Tanuja Begum was
granted bail after the court determined that the injury incurred
was simple in nature.17 The charge of emasculation had been
brought after they had separated and she had ﬁled the charge of
cruelty against her husband. This case is suggestive of how the
law on emasculation may be used against battered wives.
This is also a strategy that may be used to incarcerate women
as under trials since the offense of grievous hurt is a serious
offense that cannot be compounded or settled between the two
parties. As a serious offense against the state, it is not a bailable
offense. Lawyers for the accused have suggested that the police
charge their clients with the more egregious sections of grievous hurt so that they are detained in the prison for many years
until their case is heard. In Sujeet Das v. State of Bihar,18 a man
alleged that the petitioner and his wife caused him grievous
hurt and attempted to murder him. He claimed he was assaulted with sticks and his penis was cut with a blade. The
lawyer for the petitioner argued that there was no lacerated
wound on the penis; rather, it was a simple injury caused by a
blunt object. It was argued that the allegation was false to deny
the accused bail since all other offenses he was charged with
were bailable. The accused-petitioner was granted bail on the
grounds that the injury incurred was a simple injury. The defense seemed to suggest that in order to ensure that bail is not
given to the accused, the more serious offense of emasculation
had been added to the list of charges. The graver offense of
emasculation as grievous hurt also provides a resource to dominant caste men who have greater inﬂuence in local caste and
class contexts.

15. 1963 SCC OnLine Kar 2, decided on 10-01-1963.
16. She was charged with causing voluntary hurt (sec. 324) and voluntarily causing grievous hurt with a dangerous weapon (sec. 326).
17. Tanuja Begum @ Shahnaj Bano v. State of Bihar on 22 July 2008,
Cr. Misc. No. 19090 of 2008, https://indiankanoon.org/doc/95739075/.
18. In The High Court of Judicature at Patna, Bihar, dated 11 January
2018, Criminal Miscellaneous No. 49222 of 2017.
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Mutilating the Penis
Orders from courts of appeal reveal that the crime of emasculation includes any instance where the penis is the object of
violence. Emasculation includes chopping, cutting, or amputating the penis in the context of caste or land disputes, sexual
crimes, and crimes of passion. The descriptions of how men
attack other men by sexualizing the bodies of men who are
murdered are recorded in cases of grievous hurt, culpable homicide, or murder. The case law reveals that the assailants could
be individuals or groups of men who mutilate male bodies to
take revenge or teach the victim a lesson. These judgments
identify chopping off the penis as the socially sanctioned violence transacted by men as a punishment for sexual transgressions across caste and class hierarchies. I contrast these
cases with the reported cases of women emasculating men in
revenge, retaliation, or self-defense.

Men Avenging Rape of “Their” Women
and Children
Courts have held that the amputated penis often indexes a
sexual crime. In a gruesome murder case where the deceased’s
penis and other body parts were amputated, the Patna High
Court observed that “the physical status of the dead body is
indicative of the fact that he was brutally murdered and such
murders are usually committed in revenge and only when the
persons are killed as a counter blast of sexual assault” (at para 24).19
In Bhuta Sahani @ Yogendra Sahani v. The State of Bihar (2011)20
the co-accused sought bail after he was charged under various
sections including section 323 (voluntary hurt) and section 326
(voluntary hurt using dangerous weapons) IPC for cutting off the
penis of a man. The bail order reveals that the accused emasculated this man for he had committed an “unnatural offence”
with a young boy (at para 2). The court granted him bail. These
cases suggest that courts are accepting of the idea that it is understandable that husbands and fathers take revenge on rapists
and molesters by chopping off their genitals.

Avenging Husbands or Lovers
Courts have also noted that such crimes usually have “sexual
overtones.”21 In Dhanajaya Reddy v. State of Karnataka,22 a
woman’s lover murdered her husband and cut his penis into
pieces in 1993. The Supreme Court noted that “sexual lust and
extramarital relations between the unfaithful wife and her par19. Om Prakash Gupta v. The State of Bihar, dated 25 January 2018,
High Court of Judicature at Patna, Criminal Appeal (DB) No. 171 of
2015, at para 24, https://indiankanoon.org/doc/178729693/.
20. In The High Court of Judicature at Patna, Cr. Misc. No. 26909 of
2011, dated 18 August 2011, https://indiankanoon.org/doc/1990258/.
21. Rishi Pal v. State of U.P. MANU/UP/1188/2011 at para 12.
22. Supreme Court of India, Appeal (Crl.) 1000 of 1999, Appeal (Crl.)
1001 of 1999, Appeal (Crl.) 1146 of 1999, 14 March 2001, https://indian
kanoon.org/doc/1056564/.

S149

amour, put an end to the blooming life of an unfortunate and
innocent young husband, who at the relevant time was serving
the nation being in the employment of the Armed Forces. In this
process of committing the crime, the wife became a marionette
of her paramour.”23 The prosecution argued that “after her
husband was heinously murdered she played the role of a victim
of armed robbery and murder in her house and allowed herself
to be gagged and tethered down. What the outsiders saw on the
next morning was her being in the above condition and next to
her was lying the beheaded body of her husband.”24 The Supreme Court acquitted the wife after not ﬁnding evidence of a
criminal conspiracy, while it convicted her lover. In another
case, the Madras High Court noted that the accused, Murthy,25
was enraged when he learned that his wife’s “modesty had been
outraged” by a ﬁsherman. Murthy chopped off the ﬁsherman’s
penis and killed him. The court held that this amounted to grave
and sudden provocation. The judgments also record stories
about husbands who rely on relatives to exact revenge and recover their manhood.

Policemen Who Bobbitt Persons in Custody
In a landmark case, Central Bureau of Investigation v. Kishore
Singh and Ors,26 the Supreme Court begins with the question,
“What should be done to policemen who ‘bobbitt’ a person in a
police station and think they can get away with it?”27 Jugta Ram
was employed at a liquor shop. He lived in his employer’s house.
His employer, Bheru, suspected Jugta of having an affair with
his wife and his eldest daughter. His relative, Kishore Singh,
who was a constable, picked up Jugta and took him to the police
station on February 2, 1994. Kishore, along with other policemen including the ofﬁcer in charge of the police station (SHO),
assaulted Jugta for three days in the presence of his employer,
during a period of illegal detention. On the fourth day, Jugta
was assaulted again by the policemen and the employer and
interrogated about his sexual relationship with Bheru’s wife.
The constable, Kishore Singh, attacked Jugta with an ustra (a
barber’s blade) to chop off his penis. The now unconscious Jugta
was taken to the hospital, where he died. The Supreme Court,
noting the use of “third degree methods,” further records that
“policemen who commit criminal acts deserve harsher punishment than other persons who commit such acts, because it is
the duty of the policemen to protect the people, and not break
the law themselves. If the protector becomes the predator civilized society will cease to exist” (at para 31). Constable Kishore
Singh’s punishment was enhanced to ﬁve years under section
326 IPC for voluntarily causing grievous hurt by dangerous
23. Ibid. at para 1.
24. Ibid. at para 1.
25. Murthy v. State Madurai Bench of Madras High Court, 10 April
2006, Criminal Appeal No. 404 of 2003, https://indiankanoon.org/doc
/1339279/.
26. MANU/SC/0894/2010.
27. Ibid. at para 2.

S150

weapons or means. He was also sentenced to six months for
wrongful conﬁnement under section 342 IPC. The SHO was
similarly found guilty for conspiracy, voluntarily causing grievous hurt, and wrongful conﬁnement.
The kinship network between husbands and policemen
activated emasculation as custodial torture. The execution of
punishment displaces state law to enact the law of class and
caste-based patriarchy in the torture chambers of state law. In
the absence of a law on torture in India, custodial torture was
read as grievous hurt. Nor was this custodial death accounted
for. Emasculation as a speciﬁc form of custodial torture is not
an exception in Indian legal history. Rather remand, custody,
and interrogation are sites of hyper-masculinity, and mutilating male genitals is a torture technique used to destroy men
in custody and to afﬁrm police masculinity. This is a public
secret that found naming awkwardly in the verb “bobbitt.”
The judgment begins with the question, “What should be
done to policemen who ‘bobbitt’ a person in a police station
and think that they can get away with it?” (at para 2). The court
describes this form of violence as a verb, “to bobbitt,” after the
infamous US case of Lorena Bobbitt, who cut her husband’s
penis off with a knife after years of marital rape and abuse (see
Speziale 1994). The judgment marks a slippage between male
revenge for adultery with a woman’s retaliation against violence on her own body. The court does not make a distinction
between the motives of a victim of sexual assault who attacks a
rapist and the motives of a man who attacks another man for a
consensual adulterous relationship. Describing this form of
violence as a verb, “to bobbitt,” is merely to draw an indexical
relationship with the act of chopping the penis off, rather than
to draw attention to the speciﬁc form of violence by abused
women. For legal discourse is unable to recognize the violence
on male bodies by abused women as a form of self-defense in
India, as should be clearer from the case law that follows.

Stiff Resistance or Crime?
In Indian courts, women have been charged and prosecuted
with the crime of emasculation28 and related sections of the
IPC.29 Those women who resist rape face prison for inﬂicting
28. In December 2018, a 42-year-old woman tired of being stalked by
Tushar Pujare, a home loan advisor, was charged with conspiring with
two men to sever the stalker’s genitals which led to his death. The Asian
Age reported that “the trio lured Pujare to meet them at an isolated spot
in Nava Gaon area where Mhatre and Kenia brutally assaulted him and
later tied him to a tree and severed his genitals. They then admitted him to a
hospital and ﬂed.” The woman was subsequently charged with murder.
http://www.asianage.com/metros/mumbai/311218/castrated-harasser
-succumbs-to-wounds.html.
29. In July 2012, a bail petition was heard for a woman who was in jail
for three months on the allegation that she cut off the penis of a man
with a blade until the Patna High Court released her on bail. The brief
bail order reveals that she was charged under sections 324 (punishment
for wrongful conﬁnement), 326 (voluntary hurt using dangerous weapons), 307 (attempt to murder), and 406/34 (common intention read with
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violence on the assailant’s body.30 An exception is found in
Ranjan Ali @ Ramjan Ali v. The State of Assam,31 where the
court accepts that the injury on the penis was evidence of “stiff
resistance” from the victim.32
In February 2016, a 32-year-old mother of three children
who was sexually assaulted by her brother-in-law cut his penis
off and handed it to the police. The man committed suicide,
leaving no suicide note behind. The police in the Sidhi district
of Madhya Pradesh charged the woman with attempted murder.33 The police told the media that “this is a rare case and has
to be investigated for a proper charge sheet.”34 Not only do
women usually confess to the police that they chopped off a
rapacious penis, but in this case the rape survivor handed over
the severed penis to the police. The catastrophic failure of state
law to redress sexual violence against women is evidenced in
the fact that women are punished for acts of self-defense.
In August 2014, a 17-year-old girl from Alamnagar in Madhepura district of Bihar chopped her uncle’s penis off when he
tried to rape her the second time. Her uncle, Mahendra Mehta,
was a tantric, who was asked to come to cure the teenager when
she fell ill. Instead, he raped her. Since her family trusted her
uncle, she did not disclose to her mother what he had done to
her. Instead, the second time he tried to rape her she was prepared with a knife and a cell phone. She recorded the conversation on her phone, as he attempted to rape her and then ﬂed,
after she cut his penis off. She reported the matter to the village
council and then to the police. The police commended her for
her bravery, and applause followed her on social media. That a
woman renders a man “penis-less” generated nervous humor, if
not fear.35
punishment for criminal breach of trust). See Pratima Devi @ Gayatri
Devi v. The State of Bihar, Patna High Court Cr. Misc. No. 23839 of 2012
(2) dt.10-07-2012. https://indiankanoon.org/doc/36196980/.
30. In March 2012, a 37-year-old widow who lived by herself in
Bakhtawarpur, a village in outer Delhi’s Alipur, was assaulted by the accused, Jeevat, who attempted to rape her. Police reports to the media
narrated how she grabbed a knife from the kitchen and chopped off the
assailant’s “exposed” penis. The man was taken to the hospital where he
was declared to be stable, while the woman was detained for questioning at
the Alipur police station. http://www.hindustantimes.com/delhi-news/widow
-chops-off-man-s-penis-after-he-tries-to-rape-her/story-Yh2p4dyo0k2tNr
ShA7y6MO.html (dated March 27, 2012; accessed May 22, 2017).
31. Gauhati High Court, Crl. A 406/2013. https://indiankanoon.org/doc
/111566090/.
32. The court held that “in order to protect her chastity and there being
no other alternative, she was compelled to brought [sic] out a blade from
under her bed with which she inﬂicted injuries on the accused and thereby
managed to save herself.” Ibid. at para 2.
33. http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/woman-cuts-off
-brother-in-laws-penis-and-takes-it-to-police-station-claiming-he-raped
-her-a6869006.html (accessed May 22, 2017).
34. Also see http://www.news18.com/news/india/when-women-meted
-out-punishment-to-their-rapists-ﬁve-cases-from-india-1407009.html.
35. For example, the International Business Times noted wryly that the
accused “is still at large, penis-less and detectives are said to be looking for
him.” http://www.ibtimes.co.in/teenager-cuts-off-tantrik-uncles-penis-when
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In 2017, it was widely reported that a 22-year-old woman
from Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, cut off the penis of a godman who had sexually abused her for nearly seven years.36 The
swami had been invited to their home to cure her paralyzed
father—and fully exploiting his position of authority as a godman, he abused the daughter for nearly seven years. Now an
adult, also a law student, she decided to end the suffering by
severing his penis. The swami, now transported to a hospital
with the injured penis, which needed plastic surgery, suggested
that he himself had severed his penis, for which he had no need
as a renouncer.
The woman was hailed as courageous in the media. “Kerala
Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan said there was no doubt that it
was a courageous step, ANI reported. When asked if his government would take action against the man, he asked what
more action was needed, laughing.”37 The nervous laughter
that accompanies the view that no punishment could be greater
than to have been castrated by a woman hovers between the
validation of the heroism of the rape survivor and the male
recognition of the primacy of the penis to the living, even to
those incarcerated for rape.38 However, the media and political
discourse did not focus on the use of rape as a technique of
power and a breach of trust by god-men.39 The accused moved
for bail,40 and the court noted that
according to the prosecution, on 19.05.2017 at 11.00 p.m.,
the petitioner herein had attempted to commit sexual assault on the de facto complainant, who is a 23 year old law
College student. While so, she allegedly chopped his private
part with a sharp knife and substantially injured it. He was
immediately rushed to the hospital. Crime was registered on
the basis of the statement given by the victim at the Police
Station on the same night.41

The court denied bail.42

-he-tried-rape-her-second-time-606250; http://www.hufﬁngtonpost.co.uk
/2014/08/06/india-rape-penis-cut-off_n_5654465.html.
36. http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/kerala-swami-claims-says-he
-chopped-off-his-sexual-organ/1/958669.html.
37. http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/kerala-thiruvananthapuram-rape
-minor-posco/1/958524.html.
38. http://www.timesnow.tv/india/article/kerala-rape-priest-thiruvanan
thapuram-swami/61355.
39. The media’s attention to plastic surgery describing how the severed penis would be reattached to the male body directed attention at the
therapeutic. ANI Screen grab, https://www.thequint.com/india/2017/05
/20/kerala-woman-cuts-off-godmans-penis-for-alleged-rape.
40. He was charged with sections 323 (voluntary hurt), 366 (kidnapping), 354 (outraging modesty), 376(2)(n) (repeated rape), 506(ii) IPC (criminal intimidation), sections 5 and 6 of the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act. See Swami Gangeshananda Theerthapather @ Harikumar
v. The State of Kerala, Kerala High Court, Bail Appl. No. 4831 of 2017,
dated 02-08-2017.
41. Ibid. at para 2.
42. The court was not persuaded by the application ﬁled by the
woman student to get herself impleaded in the bail hearing and the at-
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On August 21, 2017, in yet another bail hearing, the same
court granted bail with conditions. Bail was given by default
since the investigative agency had not ﬁnished its ﬁnal report.43
After eight months, the media reported that the accused was
fully recovered, his penis now intact and fully functional after
two or three surgeries.44 The accused organized a press conference wherein he invited his surgeon to speak about the
treatment. Media attention was now focused on his miraculous
recovery and clinical descriptions on how the injured penis
was reattached to his body.
The restoration of manhood coincided with the restoration
of his status as a renouncer. Although the criminal trial is
pending, in directing publicity to magic and science, he seemed
to have transformed from rapist back to renouncer. The
publicity that enhanced the rape accused’s magical cure erased
the rape victim’s testimony.45 This remaking of the manhood
of the rape accused was literally reerected on the destruction of
the victim’s personhood. I now turn to the images of women
demanding that rapacious penises be cut off during the 2012–
2013 protests.

Cinematic Imaginations of Justice
During the Delhi gang rape protests, proliferate images circulated that forwarded the view that the pathological expression of patriarchal power could be destroyed by cutting off
the rapacious penis. Posters demanding that the tool of rape
should be chopped off populated the early days of the Delhi
protests.46 A photograph that circulated over the years to
signify protests against rape depicts a woman holding a placard: “chop off their raping tool.” These photographic images of
tempt by the defense to admit a signed afﬁdavit by her recanting her
testimony to the magistrate recounting rape. Rape survivors often turn
hostile during trials (P. Baxi 2014), and the court seemed to have recognized that there was pressure on the rape victim to turn hostile. This
was not widely reported in the media. The routine pressure on victims to
compromise and turn hostile is neither sensational nor sexy.
43. Swami Gangeshananda Theerthapather @ Harikumar v. The State
of Kerala, Kerala High Court, Bail Appl. No. 5695 of 2017, dated 21-082017.
44. https://timesoﬁndia.indiatimes.com/city/kochi/eight-mths-after
-bobbitization-swamy-says-alls-well/articleshow/63494494.cms.
45. Ibid.
46. An Additional Sessions Judge in Shahdara in a child sexual abuse
case held that until the legislature reforms the law to introduce castration
in heinous child sexual abuse cases, she would rule that the accused be
allowed to opt for voluntary castration with the consent of the Delhi High
Court, in lieu of his sentence. The Delhi High Court characterizing this as
illegal held that “the justice has to be administered according to the law as
it prevails and not on the hypothesis as to what should be the law for
curbing such heinous crimes. There is no provision in any law that if a
particular accused of a rape case voluntarily undergoes castration, then
the minimum sentence prescribed by the statute is to be remitted by any
Court. The sentences have to be given as laid down by the Legislature. The
Additional Sessions Judge ought to have restrained himself from proposing any such action which was not in consonance with law” (Jagdish
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posters of young women demanding that the penis be chopped
off have found intense circulation over different cases and
protests.
In a similar photograph, the camera zooms in on a banner
demanding that the penis be chopped off, with the protestors
looking up at the banner from a distance. This signiﬁed that
the demand was a collective cry.47 Although the demand for
castration was rejected during the 2013 law reform, the protest
imagery continued to have salience. The suggestion that castration is the same as the violent chopping off of male genitals
runs through these representations, equating the loss of the
penis to social death. For the protestors, the reproductive and
sexual violence was encoded in the call for castration. This call
resonated with cinematic representations of justice for rape
survivors.
To illustrate this point, I will cite one cinematic reference
that found powerful rendition in a Bollywood ﬁlm called
Zakhmi Aurat (a remake of Lipstick) made by Avtar Bhogal in
1988. In this ﬁlm, the meaning of castration as a form of retributive justice that is both feminine and collective is given a
speciﬁc visual currency. Castration gains symbolic meaning
since the cinematic rendition of rape is based on phallocentric
notions of what the experience of surviving rape means for
women. Castration is visualized as a commensurate response
to the cultural discourse that pictures rape victims as living
corpses (zinda lash) (Lodhia 2015). A zinda lash cannot be
inserted in the “matrimonial dialogue between men” (Levi
Strauss cited in Das 1996), now rendered unmarriageable and,
therefore, a social outcast. In the ﬁlm, and in society, the survivor is represented as a living corpse made abject, with frozen
memories of the rape, devoid of any matrimonial value, and
expected to live life as if she were dead.
The cinematic plot hinges on the idea that hanging rapists is
not commensurate punishment; rather, the desire is that men
who rape must be made to experience what it means to be a
living corpse. And it portrays women’s desire to reduce rapists
to abject subjects where they lose what is most precious to
them—their masculinity—depriving them of the ability to act
on their desire to rape women. In the ﬁlm, we ﬁnd a powerful
cinematic explanation of why castration is pictured as feminine justice. The rapist now castrated would no longer get
married or get dowry. He would not be able to face himself, his
family, or his community. Not only is he ejected out of the
matrimonial/reproductive dialogue between men, but he also

Pd. Sharma v. State 1995 Cri L J 2501, 55 (1994) DLT 315 at para 48). In
State v. Dinesh Yadav Judge Lau held: “My conscious [sic] however tells
me that this is a crime which is required to be addressed differently and a
full public debate with regard to imposition of Castration (both Surgical
and Chemical) as an alternative punishment for the offence of rape and
molestation is the crying need of the hour” (at FIR No. 138/2009, PS
Swaroop Nagar decided on 30.4.2011, page 58). Also see State v. Nandan,
Sessions Case No. 42/2011, Rohini Court, Delhi, 24.1.2012.
47. https://kractivist.wordpress.com/2013/01/15/india-against-castration
-for-rapists-vaw-justice/.
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no longer would be able to bond with his male friends for these
bonds are erected literally on possessing women’s bodies.
Zakhmi Aurat elaborates what it may mean for a rapist to
experience life in the aftermath of castration, as this is what a
rape survivor is forced to experience in the aftermath of rape.
However, is the feminine cry to unmake rapacious masculinity by chopping off the penis equivalent to men demanding castration of other men? Mehta (2019) argues that
the call for castration
rests on a misrecognition or at the very least, the failure to
recognize. One dominant ﬁction of our public life calls
upon the male subject to see himself, and the female subject
to recognize and desire him only through the images of an
unimpaired masculinity. It urges male and female subjects
to believe in the absolute identity of penis with phallus so
much so that one would not be complete without the other.
It is almost as if classic male subjectivity rests upon the
denial of castration, beyond the vicissitudes of ideology and
history (180).

Here, the phallic is collapsed with the penis, thereby making it possible to ignore the symbolic order of caste-based
patriarchy.
Sophy Joseph argues that the demand for castration was
evocative of the political unconscious of the foundational violence of caste. The demand for castration as a law reform measure ignores the prescription of castration as a punishment in
the caste system that prohibited sexual relationships between
“lower” caste men and “upper” caste women. Speaking to the
politics of the demand for castration, Joseph (2013) reminds us
that castration as a tool of humiliation and punishment “has a
stigmatized and inegalitarian historical legacy” by pointing out
that
according to Dharma Shastras and Dharma Sutras, castration was imposed as punishment for crimes such as adultery and rape. The Gautama Dharmasutra (12.2) and Manusmriti (8.374) accords punishment of castration on a Sudra
who has intercourse with a woman of a higher varna. The
Narada Smriti (12.72–74) goes to the extent of prescribing
castration as the punishment of rape for anyone belonging to
non-Brahmin caste for polluting women of Brahmin caste.
While Sudras were punished with forcible castration by law,
the Brahmin was allowed voluntary castration, that too only
if he has intercourse with the wife of his guru or an elderly
woman.48

Joseph then traces the genealogy of the debate on castration
to these Hindu texts, to point out what castration meant as
a phallocentric and caste-based response to sexual violence.
For Brahmanical patriarchy, to use Uma Chakravarti’s (2003)
term, the regulation of sexuality is central—and castration is
understood as the paradigmatic state of mutilated masculinity
wherein sexual and reproductive destiny of the despised male

48. http://www.dalitweb.org/?pp1578.
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subject is arrested.49 During the 2013 debate on rape law reform, the politics of castration as a form of punishment in a
caste-based patriarchal order was not sufﬁciently problematized in public discourse. The actual occurrence of genital
mutilation of “lower” caste men by dominant caste men as a
form of punishment was not linked to the demand to castrate
all rapists. The conversation among men about retributive
justice did not include the experiences of “lower” caste men
who have been historically targets of sexualized violence as a
form of caste violence.
Feminists argued that the demand for castration does not
displace the desire to hate, maim, assault, and kill women.
Rather it enhanced misogynistic violence by its insistence that
sexual violence can be reduced to the use of the penis as a
weapon. In shifting the attention from the genitals of the raped
woman to the genitals of the rapacious man, the demand for
castration imagined the male body as a hydraulic machine,
erasing how dominance inhabits the rapacious body. This
discourse, however, sat uneasily alongside the reportage of
“emasculation” by women, for when women direct violence to
transform rapists into the living dead, phallocentric law directs
its violence at them.

Conclusion
I have argued that the legal interpretation of emasculation has
different outcomes depending on the gender of the accused.
Judges are unable to name male victimhood, while the law is
punitive toward women who attack their assailants in selfdefense. The discourse on emasculation, whether by women or
men, is parallel to the demand of castration as punishment,
and the accompanying demand for the state to create techniques of castration—whether physical or chemical—remains
indifferent to the history of custodial violence where male
genitals, especially of those men belonging to subjugated castes
or religious minorities, are sexually humiliated in custody. The
routinization of sexual humiliation and torture on the bodies
of Muslim men in custody is simply written out of the legal
record, even as police remand orders are extended, judicial
custody orders pronounced, or bail denied. The demand for
castration ignored the politics of emasculation that others inﬂicted on subjugated male bodies in everyday contexts.
The legal history of emasculation is a story of how men and
masculinity inscribe power and domination on the bodies of
despised men, yet the experiences of loss, pain, and shame of
the victims are not dwelled upon in the legal archive. Courts
reﬂect on the motives of men who emasculate other men, and
to this extent, the violence is seen as recovering their manhood.
The judgments do not linger to dwell upon the subjectivity of
the male victim. When men mutilate the genitals of other men,
49. Chakravarti (2003) argues that “Brahmanical patriarchy” describes
“a set of rules and institutions . . . where women are crucial in maintaining
the boundaries between castes. Patriarchal codes in this structure can ensure that the caste system can be reproduced without violating the hierarchical order of closed endogamous circles” (21).

S153

courts seem to suggest that recovering manhood is socially
sanctioned violence, whether or not it is legal. If a woman
mutilates the genitals of a man, courts do not consider it socially sanctioned violence. In contrast, the orders are sparse on
the subjectivity of women accused of emasculating men, for
courts have no language to address the subjectivity of male
victims of testicular violence, nor has jurisprudence evolved to
address the subjectivity of women who defend themselves
from male violence in India.

Acknowledgments
I am excessively grateful to the editors of this volume for their
meticulous comments and encouragement to explore an unfamiliar area of law and life. Although I was unable to meet the
other contributors, the feedback was hugely helpful. The
nuanced, insightful, and engaged readings by two reviewers
were absolutely critical to rewriting this paper, and I am very
grateful for their effort and care in reading my work, especially
during the challenges of the pandemic. I am deeply grateful to
Veena Das, Upendra Baxi, Deepak Mehta, Mrinal Satish,
Jhuma Sen, Jinee Lokaneeta, Uma Chakravarti, and my colleagues at JNU, especially P. Puneeth, Nupur Chowdhry, and
Ghazala Jamil, for their generous feedback, conversations, and
help with sourcing material, especially during the lockdown. I
am grateful for the support received from ICSSR and NIHSS
that enabled me to collect the legal archive on emasculation.

References Cited
Agnes, Flavia. 2015. Inside the minds of rapists. Asian Age, March 8, 2015.
http://www.asianage.com/columnists/inside-minds-rapists-043.
Baxi, Pratiksha. 2014. Public secrets of law: rape trials in India. Delhi: Oxford
University Press.
———. 2019. Governing India’s daughters. In Re-forming India: the nation
today. Niraja Gopal Jayal, ed. Delhi: Penguin Viking.
Baxi, Upendra. 1982. The crisis of the Indian legal system. New Delhi: Vikas.
Bhuwania, Anuj. 2009. “Very wicked children”: “Indian torture” and the
Madras Torture Commission Report of 1855. Sur Journal on Human Rights
6(10):7–27.
Chakravarti, Uma. 2003. Gendering caste: through a feminist lens. Calcutta: Stree.
Chevers, Norman. 1856. A manual of medical jurisprudence for Bengal and the
North-Western Provinces. Calcutta: F. Carbery, Bengal Military Orphan
Press.
Das, Veena. 1996. Sexual violence, discursive formations and the state. Economic and Political Weekly XXXI (35, 36, and 37):2411–2423.
Durham, Gigi Meenakshi. 2015. Scene of the crime. Feminist Media Studies
15(2):175–191.
Dutta, Debolina, and Oishik Sircar. 2013. India’s winter of discontent: some
feminist dilemmas in the wake of a rape. Feminist Studies 39(1):293.
Hinchy, J. 2019. Governing gender and sexuality in colonial India: the Hijra,
c. 1850–1900. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Joseph, Sophy. 2013. “Castration” as a hegemonic form of punishment: a legal
history point of view. Savari: Adivasi Bahujan and Dalit Women Conversing. January 24. http://www.dalitweb.org/?pp1578.
Kolsky, Elizabeth. 2010. “The body evidencing the crime”: rape on trial in
colonial India, 1860–1947. Gender and History 22(1):109–130.
Lodhia, Sharmila. 2015. From “living corpse” to India’s daughter: exploring
the social, political and legal landscape of the 2012 Delhi gang rape.
Women’s Studies International Forum 50:89–101.
Lokaneeta, Jinee. 2011. Transnational torture: law, violence, and state power in
the United States and India. New York: NYU Press.
Mehta, Deepak. 2019. Crowds, mob and the law: the Delhi rape case. Contributions to Indian Sociology 53(1):158–183.

S154
Rao, Anupama. 2001. Problems of violence, states of terror. Economic and
Political Weekly 36(43):4125–4133.
Ratanlal, Ranchhoddas, and Keshvalal Thakore Dhirajlal. 2011. The Indian
Penal Code (Act XLV of 1860) [1896], edited and revised by V. R. Manohar,
Y. V. Chandrachud, et al. 32nd edition (reprint). Nagpur: LexisNexis &
Butterworths.
Reddy, Gayatri. 2005. With respect to sex: negotiating Hijra identity in South
India. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Roychowdhury, Poulami. 2013. “The Delhi Gang Rape”: the making of international causes. Feminist Studies 39(1):282–292.
Saria, Vaibhav. 2015. To be some other name: the naming games that Hijras
play. South Asia Multidisciplinary Academic Journal, vol. 12. Online since

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

March 12, 2019. http://journals.openedition.org/samaj/3992 (accessed July 18,
2020).
———. 2019. Begging for change: Hijras, law and nationalism. Contributions
to Indian Sociology 53(1):133–157.
Singha, Radhika. 1998. A despotism of law. Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Speziale, B. A. 1994. Crime, violence, and the saga of Lorena Bobbitt. Afﬁlia
9(3):308–313.
Thomas, K. T., and Aftab Alam, eds. 2016. R. A. Nelson’s Indian Penal Code,
vol. 3. Justice K. T. Thomas and Justice Aftab Alam, edited and revised,
11th edition. Gurgaon: LexisNexis.
Virdi, Jyotika. 2003. The cinematic ImagiNation: Indian popular ﬁlms as social
history. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Imperial Terroir
Toward a Queer Molecular Ecology of Colonial Masculinities
Rick W. A. Smith
Accounts of White male violence in the Americas are often profoundly ahistorical. While sociocultural analyses have sometimes
framed this violence as a contemporary, emergent, and rapidly worsening problem, scientiﬁc approaches have sometimes alternatively framed male violence as a consequence of deep evolutionary processes. Both these approaches have tended to neglect the
ways in which the ties between maleness, masculinity, and violence shift in historically contingent ways, including in relation to
histories of colonization. Writing in connection with queer, Two-Spirit, and Indigenous feminist thinkers, this article takes up the
role of White male violence in both the foundation and ongoing existence of colonial states and traces colonial masculinity as a
gender formation that is born of that violence. Given these historical contingencies, I work to shift questions on the nature of male
violence from the biology of maleness to the material conditions that colonial masculinities bring into being, tracing some of the
emerging molecular ecologies of the colony.

The ﬁrst steps toward environmental disaster were the ﬁrst steps of colonizers on our lands. Colonization is the foundation of
environmental decline. What is the state of our land, air, and water? Of our other-than-human relations? Before the chemical
analysis and the radiation count and the environmental assessments and the soil samples and the EPA and the toxic burdens
and the acceptable chemical thresholds. What is the state of our land, air, and water? Stolen. It was stolen. And it has not been
returned. (Anne Spice, “Processing Settler Toxicities: Part 1” [2018])
As creations of conquest, forms of colonial masculinity are not natural, necessary, or permanent, any more than is colonization
itself. (Scott L. Morgensen, “Cutting to the Roots of Colonial Masculinity” [2015])
So the girls bought some land and a roadside stand out on highway 109. They sell Tennessee ham and strawberry jam and
they don’t lose any sleep at night, ’cause Earl had to die. (The Chicks, “Goodbye Earl,” lyrics by Dennis Lynde)

Introduction: Historicizing Colonial Masculinity
in America
Men, and White men in particular, commit more mass shootings
than any other group in the United States (Duwe 2007; Mother
Jones 2020), and lethal violence at the hands of these gunmen is
deeply enmeshed within the fabric of American life. Yet the
constant drone of bullets imposes insensibilities; it becomes a
white noise of everyday living and dying. It is fundamental, and
so it is often forgotten. This amnesia around acts of mass violence is both shallow and deep. The violence is so relentless that
many people struggle to remember the details of even the most
recent events. Simultaneously, there is often a lack of deeper
memory about the role of White, male violence in the creation
of colonial states and how that violence has been naturalized.
Through pervasive narratives of the “lone wolf,” for example,
many mass shootings are seen as random and get disconnected
from their social and political spheres of inﬂuence as well as the

centuries-long histories of mass colonial brutality of which they
are inextricably a part. Refusing such connections often makes it
possible for mass death at the hands of these gunmen to be seen
as somehow unrelated to a longer arc of violence throughout
American history and, indeed, the very creation and ongoing
existence of the colonial state itself.
To open this intervention on colonial masculinity, I begin with
a relatively recent and perhaps more widely remembered instance of male violence in the United States and work to contextualize it within the broader historical and political conditions
through which it emerged. Beginning from this more familiar
moment of violence, the goal here is to jog deeper memories and
to help make some of the connections between recent and historical acts of male violence on this continent more evident. In
the summer of 2015, a 21-year-old White supremacist man
carried a semiautomatic handgun into a prayer service at the
Emmanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston,
South Carolina, where he murdered nine Black congregants and
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critically wounded three others (Horowitz, Corasaniti, and
Southall 2015). In hopes of agitating race relations and igniting
a so-called new American race war (Ross 2015), his target for
the massacre had not been random. Emmanuel is one of the
oldest Black churches in the United States. Its congregation
began gathering before the end of slavery and the church remained a center of Black activism through the civil rights era
and most recently the Black Lives Matter movement. In a manifesto posted online shortly before the massacre (Robles 2015),
the shooter aligned himself with racist ideologies regarding the
inferiority of Black people and the need for deadly violence
against them to secure an ongoing future for the White race.
Ten days after the mass murder in Charleston, activist and
artist Bree Newsome removed a confederate ﬂag from the
grounds of the South Carolina State House (Contrera 2015).
Amid the broader national conversation around confederate
symbols that had surged again during the Black Lives Matter
movement, Newsome’s activism helped energize efforts to
remove confederate icons and monuments from public spaces
across the United States. The national conversation around the
epidemic of White gunmen, the dismantling of confederate
icons, and other anti-racist activist responses were the contexts
in which White ethnonationalist movements recently reasserted
themselves on a national scale. In direct response to the deadly
violence and counter-activism in Charleston, hundreds of White
supremacists, including White nationalists, neo-confederates,
neo-Nazis, Klansmen, and various White militias, assembled in
2017 in Charlottesville, Virginia, for the “Unite the Right” rally
(Fausset and Feuer 2017). With ﬂaming torches in hand, hundreds of White men marched through the streets chanting “Blood
and soil” and “You will not replace us.” The protesters violently
clashed with counter-protestors at the University of Virginia
and Lee Park (renamed Market Street Park in 2018). Following
the rally, one of the neo-Nazis drove his car through a crowd
of counter-protesters, killing a woman named Heather Heyer
(Fausset and Feuer 2017; Heim et al. 2017).
Both public and scholarly discourse in the wake of these
shootings is often fraught with the misperception that acts of
mass violence such as these are a recently emergent and rapidly
worsening problem, when in fact they are a shifting manifestation of longstanding histories of mass murder in America
(Duwe 2020). It is therefore important to insist upon a deeper
reckoning with the social, political, and historical forces that
shape and empower male violence on this continent. Mass
murder at the hands of White gunmen is, of course, nothing new
in the Americas nor are its linkages to racist projects of American nation making. After all, one of the largest gun massacres in
American history remains the slaying of hundreds of Lakota
near Wounded Knee Creek in the winter of 1890 following
longstanding seizures of their land (Brown 1970; Treuer 2019).
Rather than seeing male violence as a recently emergent problem, I write in connection with the sustained interventions of
queer, Two-Spirit, Indigenous feminist and other critical thinkers
in refusing to forget or erase its deeper histories. This work
therefore holds the ways that White men took the land with
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blood and ﬁre to build their nations in the same view with the
ways they are trying to preserve those nations with blood and
ﬁre in the present.
Building on prior critiques (e.g., Morgensen 2015; A. Simpson
2016), I aim to index colonial masculinity as a historically
contingent and ongoing gender formation that is intimately
linked to the violent creation and maintenance of colonial states.
Here, the use of colonial masculinity does not presume to fully
encompass all forms of masculinity across time and space, nor
does it necessarily subsume Indigenous masculinities, queer and
transmasculinities, or other less hegemonic masculinities, wherever they may exist. That said, neither is colonial masculinity a
gender formation that should be taken as something exclusive
to White, straight, cisgender, male colonizers. Rather, colonial
masculinity conscripts many into its service for the sake of the
colony. Further, this analysis of colonial masculinity does not
assume that varying connections between sex, gender, and violence did not predate and inﬂuence the course of colonization
but, rather, seeks to focus attention on the ways that these connections mutated along with the history of colonization.
The main goals of this article are twofold. First, I hope to draw
upon and contribute to ongoing accounts of White male violence through the colonial period and to trace colonial masculinity as a contingent gender formation that is born of that violence. Second, I work to articulate colonial masculinity with
queer ecological and critical biocultural analyses, tracing some
of the consequences of colonial violence on the landscapes we
live in, including both human and more-than-human bodies.
Taken together, I work to show how colonial masculinity collectively engenders the social, political, and material conditions
of the colony. Here, I use engendering with a queer ecological
intent (Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 2010), calling attention to the processes through which cultures of sex, gender, and
sexuality are entangled in producing cultures of nature, which in
turn may give rise to shifts in the biopolitical ecosystems in
which our bodies take form. Engendering also speciﬁes a kind of
biopolitical reproduction, where I want to pay greater attention
to the offspring and inheritors of colonial masculinity, including
humans, more-than-humans, and even the earth itself. That is
to say that colonial masculinity has moved to reorder the world
in deeply destructive ways, giving rise to emerging ecologies
in which all manner of bodies and landscapes are collectively
reconﬁgured, down to the very molecules of our being. Prior
scholarship has shown that concepts of sex and nature are often
co-constituted (e.g., Gaard 1997; Sandilands 2002; TallBear
2015a). Building upon these insights, I work to trace the emerging
ecologies of the colony alongside the colonization of sex, gender,
sexuality, and reproduction that helped bring them into being.
This also entails taking claims of “blood and soil” with deeper
gravity, not only as cruel fantasies of a White ethnonationalist
future but also as ongoing expressions of imperialism that have
long linked racial hygiene and male domination to the possession
and remaking of the earth. Here I ask how colonial masculinity
was transposed across bodies and landscapes, giving rise to what
I name imperial terroir—an embodied ecology of colonial
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violence and toxic masculinity. Imperial terroir is a theoretical framework that holds multiple knowledges and modes of
critique together. The concept of terroir readily invokes folk
knowledges of land and its interconnections with culture, the
senses, and the historical and political conditions in which
such connections are formed (e.g., Trubek 2008; Paxson 2010).
I draw the insights of queer ecologies into my usage of terroir in
order to focus the analysis on the interstices between cultures of
sex and nature (Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 2010; Sandilands 2002), both in elucidating the ways that heterosexism
degrades the earth but also in showing that undoing heterosexism
is crucial for a more livable planet. However, queer ecologies
alone will not be enough for an analysis of colonial masculinity
on this continent, as the lives and knowledges of Indigenous
peoples and histories of American colonialism have often been
overlooked or erased in queer scholarship (Driskill 2010; but see
Gaard [1997] as one notable exception). The framework of
imperial terroir therefore also draws upon Indigenous feminist
and Two-Spirit critiques, in that issues of colonialism, Indigenous sovereignties, land relations, and colonial governance of
sex, gender, and sexuality in the Americas are at the heart of its
theory of power. Indeed, bringing the imperial to the concept of
terroir means attending to shifting landscapes of power in the
colony. The hope is to move toward an articulation of queer
ecologies that works in better relation with Indigenous peoples
and lands and that is more mindful of the threat of colluding with
colonial powers in queer scholarship that comes as a result of
erasing Indigenous peoples in our work (Driskill 2010). Finally,
imperial terroir also entails a critical biocultural approach in
that it seeks not only to assert, but also to trace, how shifting
regimes of power reconﬁgure the substances of bodies and lands
(e.g., Goodman and Leatherman 1998; Hoke and Schell 2020;
Leatherman and Hoke 2016). While my use of imperial terroir
serves as a scaffold to hold together multiple knowledges and
modes of critique, I do not seek to dissolve important distinctions between them. Rather the hope is to work across some of
their sites of resonance and read their lessons through one another in a way that I feel is necessitated by the multivalent
problems of colonial masculinity.
Taken together, imperial terroir is a theoretical framework
intended to heighten the senses around the substances and
residues of colonization and the ways that colonial masculinity
moves to radically reconﬁgure connections between humans,
more-than-humans, and the land. This involves tracing not only
how colonial masculinities and the colonial state collectively
came to be but also tracing the material consequences of their
violences by turning to matters of altered bodies and landscapes
with deeper understandings of colonial power.
To this end, I begin my analysis with a brief history of colonial
masculinity in the Americas, drawing upon ethnohistoric evidence and histories of science as well as queer, Two-Spirit, and
Indigenous feminist histories of colonization to show how colonial masculinity emerged and became naturalized. These histories are then contrasted with how science has conventionally
approached questions of nature in imagining connections be-
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tween maleness, masculinity, and violence. Because colonial
masculinity is contingent on the history of colonization, I argue
that the social and political landscapes of the Americas cannot
be understood in essentialist terms that have often framed colonial masculine violence and European imperial domination as
inevitable outcomes of biological or evolutionary processes.
Instead, I offer a critical biocultural and queer ecological approach to questions of nature and colonial masculinity, not one
that merely asks how colonial masculinity has enshrined itself
in nature, but one that also asks what colonial masculinity
makes natural in return via the political and material ecosystems it brings into being. Here I draw insights from genomics
and molecular ecology into conversation with queer, TwoSpirit, and Indigenous feminist thought to elucidate the material
impacts of colonial masculinity on bodies and landscapes. I
synthesize some of the ways that genetic variation among Indigenous peoples in the Americas has been shaped by colonization and sexual violence, resulting in shifts at the molecular
level that persist into the present. I also consider the more-thanhuman impacts of colonial masculinity, looking to the spread of
the cotton plantation across Texas in the eighteenth century and
the profound reconﬁguration of social, political, and biological
ecosystems that followed in its wake. Finally, I consider the
ways that the work of colonial masculinity is incomplete and
unfulﬁlled, where the ecologies it materializes become unstable
and refuse its delusions of invulnerability and limitless expansion. I turn at last to queer and Indigenous feminist land relations
as sites of biocultural hope, not only as they offer ways to critique
colonial masculinity and its emergent ecologies but also as they
materialize more livable worlds through enacting the connections between sex, gender, and nature differently.
While no account of colonial masculinity can be comprehensive, here I offer partial histories and make epistemological
ties in the hope of helping to productively reframe how questions of maleness, masculinity, and violence are studied in the
context of the American colonies. I write in connection with
queer and Indigenous scholars to elucidate the emergence and
imagine the unraveling of colonial masculinity as we know it
(Morgensen 2015), and to work against the expansion of its
toxic ecologies in which so many lives are at stake. I work to
question colonial masculinity’s self-ordained and exalted place
in nature, and I work in fulﬁllment of what they fear the most:
that they will be replaced, that they will be outlasted in the end.

The Speciation of Colonial Masculinity
In his History of Sexuality, Foucault argues that ideas about the
nature of sexuality have not been stable over time. Rather, sexual
behaviors that were once regarded as simply acts or practices
were only recently solidiﬁed into matters of innate biology and
principles for human classiﬁcation, where new kinds of sexual “species” were birthed through the scientiﬁc study of sex
(Foucault 1978). While Foucault’s focus in this instance is on
homosexuality, the idea that forms of sexuality materialize in
historically and politically dependent ways could of course be
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widened to include other forms of sex, gender, and sexuality at
other time and places, including the history of colonization in
the Americas (Yarbrough 2011a). Here, I trace the origin of
another recently emerged and peculiar species, namely, colonial
masculinity, through its historical and scientiﬁc incarnations
and deliberately ﬂip the approach from tracing categories of
sexual “aberrance” to analyzing that which is considered a normative and unmarked category: colonial masculinity. That is to
say that I hold colonial masculinity as something strange and
in need of explanation. Further, as the deﬁnition of species in a
biological sense is concerned with the conditions of reproduction (Mayr 1942), attention to the speciation of colonial
masculinity can help to trace some of the ways in which it seeks
to govern social and biological reproduction and the reproductive ecologies of the colony.
Foucault’s History of Sexuality does not necessarily center
colonialism in its theory of power, and one of the purposes of
this article is to understand how the connections between men,
masculinity, and violence mutated over the last ﬁve centuries as
a consequence of European colonialism. As Indigenous feminist
scholars, Two-Spirit and queer scholars, colonial and postcolonial scholars, and others have noted: domains of the intimate,
including sex, gender, sexuality, reproduction, and their relationship to violence have long been potent sites of power in both
the creation of and resistance to the colony (e.g., Aspin and
Hutchings 2007; J. Barker 2006, 2008; Denetdale 2017; Driskill
2016; Goeman 2013; Kauanui 2018; Miranda 2010; Rifkin
2011, 2012; L. Simpson 2017; Stoler 2006; TallBear 2015b). At
the center of these histories were both gendercidal and genderconstitutive practices, where some forms of masculinity were
created and others were decimated throughout the colonial
period. These practices involved the violent reconﬁguration of
sex, gender, sexuality, kin relations, and reproduction among
Indigenous and African-descended peoples and others—intimate violences that were core to the consolidation of colonial
masculinity and fundamental to the installation and ongoing
existence of colonial states. This is not to suggest that malemediated and/or gender-speciﬁc patterns of violence in the
Americas are unique to the colonial period; we know from archaeological and ethnohistoric evidence that they are not (e.g.,
Martin 2021; Martin, Herrod, and Pérez 2013; Tung 2012,
2021). This is also not to say that many other cultures of men
and masculinity did not exist both before and after the advent of
colonialism, setting some of the prior conditions for, and sites
of resistance to, the course of colonization. Rather, the focus of
this article is on emergent formations of men, masculinity, and
violence in the colonial period and how they took on new social, political, and embodied dimensions. I want to chart some
of the ways that American colonialism tied new knots between
men, masculinity, and violence and draw attention to the complex histories and relations that often go unquestioned by the
normative category of “man.”
This is also an analysis of the impact of colonial masculinity
on the substance of bodies and lands, but not necessarily on the
conventional grounds that many scientists have put forth in the
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past. While considerable attention already has been given to the
subject of male violence in biological anthropology, previous
work has sometimes essentialized male violence as an ancient
consequence of human evolution (e.g., Wrangham and Peterson 1997) and has often rationalized the social conditions of the
colony as inevitable outcomes of an underlying evolutionary
hierarchy. However, critical interventions on the biological and
evolutionary basis of male violence have questioned a simple,
deterministic relationship between human evolutionary biology
and male violence, suggesting that while evolutionary processes
play a role, a complex array of variables including sociopolitical
factors and human life history are also important (Bribiescas
2021; Fuentes 2021; Gutmann 2021). In tracing the “speciation”
of colonial masculinity, I do not invoke modes of evolutionary
thinking with regard to male violence that paradoxically lock
the subjects of their analysis as static and unchanging through
the eons. How anti-evolutionary! Instead, I want to extend prior
critiques of evolutionary just-so stories by questioning the very
coherence of colonized notions of maleness as stable foundations for evolutionary analysis, and instead ask whether there
are other ways we might think biologically and evolutionarily
about the links between maleness, masculinity, and violence.
Working from the historical contingencies of colonial masculinity, I ask not only how men, masculinity, and violence have
been reiﬁed as natural but also what these formations make natural in return. Speciﬁcally, how does colonial masculinity and
male-mediated violence in the colonial era impact the substance of both human and more-than-human bodies? What
does colonial masculinity do to the land? How does it fold itself
into the earth, remake whole ecosystems in its own image, and
then go unquestioned as “nature,” hiding itself in plain sight?
Here I will point to two periods of colonization in the Americas
that were crucial for the emergence of colonial masculinities as
we now know them. The ﬁrst period includes the earliest years
of colonization of the American mainland, the clash of European and Indigenous lifeways during that time, and some of
the beginnings of genocidal violence in this hemisphere. The
second period includes the settling of the American West and
the emergence of the cowboy in the nineteenth century, which
occurred alongside new developments in the emergent ﬁelds of
racial and sexual science. These two historical moments, while
not to be taken as representative of the full scope of history
during the colonial encounter, are nonetheless focal moments in
the making of what we now understand as men and masculinity
in the Americas and beyond. Here, my focus will be primarily on
the experiences of Indigenous and queer peoples, with the acknowledgment that these are sites of partial knowledge about
the history of men and masculinity during the colonial period.

Shifting Masculinities in Early American
Colonialism
Historical accounts of the early colonial period show that Indigenous cultures of sex and gender were targets of European
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male violence from the very beginning of colonization. For example, Peter Martyr d’Anghiera’s volume De orbe novo decades
(Decades of the New World) (Anghiera 1511) contains some of
the earliest historical reports of Spanish colonization in the
Americas. Martyr’s account includes reports of the Spanish
conquistador Vasco Núñez de Balboa, whose military campaigns helped to initiate genocide on the American mainland
by massacring and subjugating Chibchan peoples in what is
now Colombia and Panama. Accounts of Balboa’s invasion of
the Isthmus of Panama in 1513 provide important insights into
the ways that gendercide was enacted in the earliest years of
colonization. After Spanish soldiers had waged multiple military campaigns against Indigenous peoples of the region, Martyr
portrays Balboa entering the house of an Indigenous leader.
There, he ﬁnds the leader’s relative and dozens of other people,
whom Balboa mistook as men dressed in women’s clothes,
living in what he perceived to be same-sex relationships. In
response, Balboa gathered the Indigenous leader, his relative,
and the others who had been living in supposed same-sex
relationships and ordered them to be eaten alive by dogs while
the Spanish soldiers and remaining members of the Indigenous
community were forced to watch.
Far from being an isolated event, similar tactics were used by
Spanish soldiers more than two centuries later during the colonization of California, where nonbinary people known as joyas
(Spanish for “jewels”), were murdered using specially bred mastiffs and greyhounds (Miranda 2010). While dogs were commonly used as weapons of genocide during Spanish colonization,
individuals whom the Spanish saw as male-bodied, living in what
colonizers perceived to be a feminine gender role, were targeted
with special ferocity (Morgensen 2015). Historical accounts show
that the Spanish and other European colonizers held deep contempt for Indigenous sex, gender, and sexualities, including reports of nonbinary genders. For example, in the earliest Spanish
account of colonization of what is now Texas and northern
Mexico, Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca describes what he perceives
as the marriage of two men, one of whom was “covered like
women” and “perform[ed] the tasks of women.” He describes
what he witnesses with the word diablura, which has been variously translated as “wicked,” “diabolical,” and “satanic” (Cabeza
de Vaca 1542a, 1542b, 1542c). Numerous subsequent accounts
document centuries of European colonizers encountering and
reacting against nonbinary genders among the Anishinabe,
Cheyenne, Choctaw, Iroquois, Miamis, Illinois, Hidatsa, Omaha,
Hopi, Pueblo, Yumas, and Zuni, among many others (e.g.,
Carpenter 2011; D’Emilio and Freedman 1988; Gaard 1997;
Gutiérrez 1991; Katz 1976; Roscoe 1991). Through countless acts
of colonial violence, including but certainly not limited to the use
of mastiffs among the Spanish, colonizers attempted to transform Indigenous societies from those where nonbinary genders
were common and integral parts of many communities, into societies that reﬂected their own heavily binarized, heteropatriarchal
culture (Carpenter 2011).
Many European invaders viewed the sexual “perversion”
of Indigenous peoples as providing both retroactive and fu-
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ture justiﬁcation for the genocide of Indigenous peoples (Ereira
1992; Gaard 1997; Morgensen 2015). Historical analyses suggest
that these violences reveal potential anxieties embedded within
colonial masculinity, where male colonizers may have enacted
violence not simply because they saw themselves as above the
possibility of sexual “perversion,” but because they saw themselves as vulnerable to the very sex acts that they sought to destroy among Indigenous peoples. For example, Alan Ereira (1992)
has argued that violence against what colonizers viewed as samesex relations reﬂected “an inner fear, a fear of their own nature”
(137). Scott L. Morgensen likewise suggests that these acts of
violence reveal “beliefs among colonizing men that their
manhood could fail—including by falling into unnatural sex”
(Morgensen 2015:54). Therefore, enacting violence against
what colonizers viewed as profane sex and gender as a mode of
securing their manhood was a foundational component of
what constituted colonial masculinity.
Acts of colonial male violence were of course not limited to
nonbinary people but were also marshaled against nonhierarchical, nonmonogamous, and/or matriarchal gender relations
that colonizers viewed as threats to patriarchal power. As Ereira
observes, “the Spanish could not endure the Indians’ relationship
between the sexes . . . it was so fundamentally different from
their own as to be an outrage. The men did not dominate the
women” (Ereira 1992:136; Gaard 1997). Indigenous women were
often the land stewards in Indigenous societies; they commonly
took a central role in decision making for their communities; and
in some societies, they were matriarchs who wielded signiﬁcant
power and inﬂuence over men (Denetdale 2017; Sneider 2015).
Therefore, while gender was a crucial part of Indigenous life, it
did not always have a clear or uniform relationship to power in
the Americas prior to colonization (Noel 2011; Sneider 2015). In
an attempt to subjugate Indigenous peoples under colonial rule,
colonizers targeted the agency and power of Indigenous women
wherever they encountered them (Anderson 2001; A. Simpson
2016; Sneider 2015).
For example, in her analysis of the uprising at Beautiful
Mountain in 1913, Jennifer Nez Denetdale (2017:77) demonstrates how violence, criminalization, and incarceration
moved to enforce colonial forms of monogamy and patriarchy
onto a people who had long been “enmeshed within a matrilineal system that included polygamy and recognized genders
beyond the binary of feminine and masculine.” Kim TallBear
has also written of colonial violence against practices of plural
marriage and extended kin relations (both human and morethan-human) of her ancestors as well as the enforcement of
state-sanctioned monogamy tied to land tenure and resource
extraction (TallBear 2014, 2015b). Laura McCall (2001) makes
a related point about the governance of sex and gender relations
tied to land ownership and guarantees of property protection
among the Montagnais-Naskapi. McCall (2001) and Yarbrough
(2011b) have also considered the transformation of sex and
gender roles among Indigenous people in relation to African
slave labor and plantation economies. These reconﬁgurations of
sex, gender, family, and reproduction via colonial systems of
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racist heteropatriarchy were forms of assimilative violence
enacted upon Indigenous peoples in attempts to bring them
more fully under colonial governance and modes of recognition (Hokowhitu 2015).
Domains of the intimate were therefore potent sites of power
in the colony and involved not only human relations but also
more-than-human relations with the land and even the meaning of nature itself. That is to say that sex and nature are deeply
co-constituted and their interstices have been targets of colonization (e.g., Gaard 1997; Sandilands 2002; TallBear 2015a).
Therefore, gendercidal and gender-constitutive practices in colonial times not only have social and political consequences, but
ecological consequences as well. For the purposes of this paper,
this means that to trace and move against colonial ecologies
is simultaneously to trace and move against the colonization
of sex.

Colonial Masculinity and Victorian Technologies
of Race, Sex, and Nature
The second major period of colonization that I want to underscore as a pivotal moment in the consolidation of colonial
masculinity is the settling of the American West in the United
States during the nineteenth century. During this time, ideals of
colonial masculinity were under siege as multiple simultaneous
developments threatened a breakdown in the establishment of
White, elite, patriarchal power (McCall 2001). The eastern colonies of the United States were increasingly deﬁned by their
urban spaces and the mannered sensibilities of the Victorian
gentleman. The American frontier, as a space of violence that
had been so crucial to the performance of colonial masculinity in
earlier times, had ostensibly vanished in these spaces. Without
the “frontier,” colonial men ceased being able to perform crucial
aspects of colonial masculinity, and because men, masculinity,
and violence in this context had long since become synonymous terms, urbanization led to increasing anxiety about the
decline of manhood and male virility in colonial Victorian society (Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 2010). By the middle of the nineteenth century, White patriarchy in the East was
also under threat from the growing political inﬂuence of both
working-class and immigrant men. Further, beginning with the
Seneca Falls Convention in 1848 that marked a pivotal moment
in the ﬁght for women’s suffrage, as well as the broader temperance and prohibition movements of the nineteenth century,
women exerted increasing political pressure on male power.
The response to these developments was a resurgence of
colonial masculinity with a vengeance. The Indian Wars and
Mexican-American Wars that were raging on the western frontier
provided new opportunities for eastern men to reinvent themselves through an emerging mutation of colonial masculinity,
one that was meant to be immune to the threat of increasingly
urban society—the Anglo-American cowboy set within the
seemingly endless expanse of the western wilderness. In fact,
the consolidation of the cowboy as an American cultural icon
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was made possible only after the end of the Mexican-American
War in 1849, just one year after Seneca Falls, as Anglo colonizers
began pouring into lands previously held by Mexico and adapted
aspects of vaquero (anglicized as “buckaroo” and “cowboy”)
culture. In the century and a half that have followed, “the
American West has been the most strongly imagined section of
the United States” (White 1991). The western frontier “served as
a laboratory of gender,” spaces that provided for the reproduction of colonial masculinity through the performance of violence
against Indigenous people, women, queers, and people of color,
tied again to the endless hunger for Indigenous lands (McCall
2001:6). Out of this laboratory emerged the Anglo cowboy,
imagined as a potent antidote to waning Victorian manhood in
an age of immigration and women’s political action, an icon of
ideal masculinity that asserted its naturalness by mapping itself
onto the wilderness and as that which stood in opposition to the
polluted masculinities of the urban and domestic spheres. Again,
following the logics of colonial masculinity outlined above, this is
not to say that all cowboys, or even all Anglo-American cowboys,
were exclusively White, straight, cisgender, male colonizers. We
know from ethnohistoric work that this is not the case (e.g., Boag
2011; Massey 2004). Nonetheless, both Boag (2011) and Massey
(2004) note that these histories of racial and gender complexity
have been targets of erasure, such that the American cowboy has
long been ﬁgured as both White and straight. Laura McCall
(2001) also notes that “the cowboy is so ubiquitous in U.S. culture, so ingrained in the collective consciousness, that many
observers fail to recognize the extent to which this image is a
cause and an effect of nationalism that is both racialized and
gendered” (15). In other words, the cowboy in particular, and
the rural American man more generally, became interdependent
embodiments with the nation.
Unlike prior incarnations of colonial manhood, these new
regimes of masculinity and their shifting relations on the American frontier developed alongside emergent technologies of racial
and sexual science in the nineteenth century (Stoler 2006). They
were therefore mapped in and through nature in different ways
than before. To return to Foucault and his History of Sexuality,
it was psychiatric, psychological, medical, and sexological work
during this period that shifted sexualities from being understood as acts to being understood as the results of innate natures. Sexuality became “implanted in bodies, slipped in beneath modes of conduct, made into a principle of classiﬁcation
and intelligibility, established as a raison d’être and a natural
order of disorder” (Foucault 1978:44). Sexualities thus became
biologies, sets of distinct natural species that were simultaneously classed and raced.
Sexological research throughout this era assumed that sex,
gender, and sexual variation observed across cultures were the
living archives of Europe’s subhuman past, providing glimpses
into human evolutionary processes. Effeminate men, profane
sex, and nonmonogamy were commonly linked with and often
provided justiﬁcations for the production of racial distinctions (e.g., Willey 2016). Thus, sex and race were co-constituted
through the scientiﬁc research of the time and seemingly
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provided a moral mandate for the march of global imperialism
and sexual conversion. The logic of colonial masculinity and
violence shifted accordingly—from a need to overcome anxiety
of one’s own susceptibility to perversion, to the scientiﬁc installation of hierarchies that regarded European heterosexual
masculinity and monogamy as the pinnacle of human evolution.
Aberrations from colonial masculinity including homosexuality and polygamy were now regarded as reversions to primitive
states of evolution (Morgensen 2015). Ann McClintock notes
that as a result of such processes, “after the 1850s, the image of
a natural, patriarchal family, in alliance with pseudoscientiﬁc
social Darwinism, came to constitute the organizing trope for
marshalling a bewildering array of cultures into a single, global
narrative ordered and managed by Europeans” (1995).

The Contingencies of Men and
the Question of Nature
While not a comprehensive account of colonial masculinity,
these two periods of colonial history in the Americas nonetheless help to demonstrate the ways that colonial men and
masculinities took shape as creatures of empire. Colonial masculinity was deﬁned through enactments of violence against the
human and more-than-human intimacies perceived as threats
to the installation and survival of White, heteropatriarchal, colonial states. These violences, tied always to the land theft and
Indigenous dispossession, are what collectively constitute much
of men and masculinity in our times.
Given these contingencies, it is crucial not to approach the
connections between men, masculinity, and violence in essentialist terms, as stable sets of relations or inevitable outcomes of
nature, or as formations whose durability over time and space
can simply go unquestioned. The constructs of men, masculinities, and their relation to violence are not readily transposable
from time to time or from place to place. They are not stable
arrangements on either biological, social, or political terms. They
are therefore not to be taken as unchanging or apolitical categories upon which to base scientiﬁc and evolutionary analyses.
Colonial masculinity did not exist over deep evolutionary time,
nor until the very moment that colonizers set foot on Indigenous
lands. It is therefore important to be vigilant in scientiﬁc studies
of violence and not to uncritically reify the aspects of men and
masculinity that are deeply contingent upon the history of colonization. Rather, as the connections between men, masculinity,
and violence shift, so too must our analyses.
With this in mind, one of the main goals of this paper is to
contribute to shifts in the question of nature, moving beyond
biological accounts of what men and masculinities are to what
men and masculinities do and what is done in their name
(Hokowhitu 2015). I ask not only what constitutes men as
naturecultural creatures but also what ecologies colonial masculinity brings into being. What are the material impacts of colonial masculinity and its toxicities? How might we better grapple
with the substance of these toxins? How might we continue to
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trace them as they wash across bodies and landscapes, giving
rise to imperial terroir?

Imperial Terroir and the Molecular Impacts
of Colonization and Sexual Violence
Given what queer, Two-Spirit, and Indigenous critiques have
shown about the histories of men, masculinity, and violence in
relation to colonialism, how might we begin to detect the molecular impacts of these histories on bodies and lands? Here, I
do not mean molecular in an abstract sense, nor do I employ
molecular in the broader theoretical sense of minutiae. Rather,
for this analysis I want to take the molecular more explicitly than
that—referring to the very composition of bodies at a deeply
material and inﬁnitesimal level. This will entail an extension of
queer ecological thinking beyond the conventional bounds of
social and political analysis, to encompass many tools of ecological analysis simultaneously, including those of molecular
ecology. To do this, I bring molecular biology and genomics
under the purview of critical queer, Two-Spirit, and Indigenous
feminist knowledge to trace the impacts of colonial masculinity.
Drawing these connections serves the goal of understanding
some of the ways that colonial masculinity has violently altered
the substance of bodies in ways that linger on into the present.
In recent years, a growing body of research has begun pointing
to the ways that European colonization has impacted human
genetic variation and health in the Americas and could help
provide insights into the embodied effects of colonization. This
section summarizes some of the studies that show how population decline, sexual violence, and Indian removal policies have
impacted Indigenous peoples, with important implications for
the emergence of contemporary inequalities that characterize the
social conditions of the colony. One of the earliest impacts of
colonization in the Americas was the high mortality among
Indigenous peoples resulting from genocide, disease, and other
factors after the arrival of Europeans. However, before 2010,
the consequences of this mortality, and its potential ongoing
effects upon genetic variation in the Americas, remained largely
understudied. While there has conventionally been little attention paid to the genetic effects of colonization in general, recent
research has begun to provide some insights. Working with
ancient and contemporary populations from North America
and Peru, researchers have shown that at least a 50% decline of
Indigenous populations is detectable among maternal genetic
lineages beginning approximately 500 years ago (O’Fallon and
Fehren-Schmitz 2011). Subsequent studies among ancient and
contemporary communities elsewhere in the Americas have
largely conﬁrmed this (Lindo et al. 2016, 2018; Reynolds et al.
2019). While mortality among Indigenous peoples is already
known from the archives of archaeology and history, as well as
Indigenous peoples’ own memory, this recent genetic research
holds signiﬁcant implications for the impacts of colonization on
genetic variation in the Americas.
Not only is it evident that genetic variation radically decreased following colonization, but it is also becoming clear
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that there are patterns of genetic structure in this hemisphere
that can be linked with the history of colonization. For example, studies have shown that genetic variation among Indigenous peoples that is derived from non-Indigenous ancestors signiﬁcantly declines from the American Southeast to the Paciﬁc
Northwest, mirroring the arrival and westward expansion of
colonizers across the continent (Smith et al., forthcoming).
Tracing the patterns of genetic diversity in this hemisphere
reveals some of the ways in which colonialism was felt even at
the molecular level and the ways in which these histories live
on in the present, shaping the bodies and lives of people today.
Connecting colonization to its genetic impacts also has implications for the emergence of health inequalities among contemporary Indigenous populations. For example, recent studies
in the Paciﬁc Northwest, US Southeast, and Mexico have linked
epidemics introduced by European colonizers with shifts in
genes related to adaptive immune function (Lindo et al. 2016;
Reynolds et al. 2019). In addition to these genetic effects, researchers working under the framework of historical trauma
(Brave Heart 1998) have noted that grief and feelings of loss
related to culture, land, and language impact the health of Indigenous people today (Whitbeck et al. 2004). For example, a
growing body of research has linked boarding schools and
residential schools, where Indigenous children were taken from
their parents and placed in abusive institutions intended to assimilate them into colonial society, with a variety of adverse
health outcomes (e.g., Bombay, Matheson, and Anisman 2014;
Running Bear et al. 2017).
Patterns of genetic variation in the Americas also reﬂect the
histories of male-mediated colonization and sexual violence
against both Indigenous and African-descended women. For
example, comparisons of maternally inherited versus paternally
inherited portions of the genome among present-day communities have indicated large sex biases in the relative genetic
impacts of European, Indigenous, and African-descended peoples in the Americas. One early study conducted in the Colombian province of Antioquia found that 94% of paternally inherited
portions of the genome were derived from European fathers,
while 90% of the maternal genetic lineages were derived from
Indigenous mothers (Carvajal-Carmona et al. 2000). Since then,
numerous studies across North America, South America, and
the Caribbean have conﬁrmed these molecular patterns, showing
that the genomes of Indigenous and Afro-Caribbean communities have been dramatically impacted by the incursion of European men (Benn Torres et al. 2019; Bolnick, Bolnick, and
Smith 2006; Hughes et al. 2016; Mendizabal et al. 2008; MorenoEstrada et al. 2013; Smith et al., forthcoming). These incursions
include the impact of centuries of sexual violence against Indigenous women, as well as factors such as intermarriage and
other relations.
Taken together, these genetic patterns reﬂect some of the ways
in which histories of colonial violence and the targeting of
women throughout these histories live on today in the molecular
afterlives of colonization. This discussion of the molecular effects
of colonization does not serve to simply conﬁrm what queer,
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Two-Spirit, Indigenous feminist, and many others have been
saying all along about the workings of colonial violence. Such
knowledges do not require scientiﬁc conﬁrmation. Rather, I seek
to foreground these collective knowledges in ways that deepen
understanding of the molecular ecologies of the colony. In this
way scientiﬁc knowledge is brought under the purview of queer,
Two-Spirit, and Indigenous feminist thinking.

Imperial Terroir and the More-than-Human Impacts
of Colonial Masculinity in the Plantationocene
In order to chart the emerging ecologies of colonial masculinity, it is important to trace the ways that not only humans
but also their more-than-human relations are simultaneously
reconﬁgured across the colonial period. This requires attention to the histories of colonial masculinity and the particular
ways in which it has acted to remake Indigenous lands. The
context of the plantation is one of many possible sites where
we could begin to unearth a partial history of such connections.
As a toxic mutation of the farm, the plantation was (and remains) a fundamental building block of empire’s social, political,
and economic structures. It served as yet another kind of laboratory where many of the social orders of the colony were
produced in relation to colonial masculinity—where certain
notions of class, race, sex, gender, sexuality, and reproduction
were both invented and carefully governed (Mintz 1985; Stoler
1985). My interest here is not only on the reproduction of colonial social orders through the mechanisms of the plantation
but also on the rise of new ecologies and their emergent architectures of living and dying in the era that Donna Haraway
has called the Plantationocene (2018). Tracing life and death in
the wake of the plantation, and across both human and morethan-human worlds, is one place in which we might map connections between men, masculinity, violence, and their emerging
ecologies. As one example that builds on the partial and overlapping histories of the conquistador and the cowboy outlined
earlier in this writing, I consider colonial masculinity in relation to the settlement of what is now Texas in the nineteenth
century and the Indigenous dispossession linked to the incursion of the plantation economy that made it possible.
While the Spanish had been present in Texas since at least the
1520s (Cabeza de Vaca 1542a), and some Spanish missionization and settlement of the region was in place by the latter part of
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the focus of my
analysis here is the onset of Anglo-American settlement of the
region and the large-scale spread of the cotton plantation economy into Texas from the east in the 1820s and beyond. During
this time, one of the primary ways that the plantation reproduced
colonial social orders and tied them to the formation of colonial ecologies was through the state-sanctioned allotment and
transformation of expropriated lands. Speciﬁcally, land allotment during this time was closely linked with colonial ideals of
sex, gender, sexuality, and race. In 1821, Stephen F. Austin, the
ﬁrst Anglo-American colonist permitted to settle families in
Texas, proposed that 640 acres should be allotted to each male
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settler, 320 additional acres if he brought a wife, 160 additional
acres for every child, and 80 additional acres for every African
slave (E. Barker 2010). While Mexico eventually failed to recognize the terms of Austin’s original proposal and passed its
own colonization laws in the 1820s that governed the settlement of Texas,1 land allotment in the region nonetheless remained shaped through racist heteropatriarchal values. Mexico’s
laws of colonization also added some of its own conditions,
linking marriage and race to land allotment in providing additional acreage to male colonists who married Tejana women
in Texas. There are also instances where women themselves
were allotted land, as in the case of Amy Boatright, an AngloAmerican woman who was granted land in the Austin Colony
alongside her son following the death of her husband.2 Similarly, there are also examples of land ownership by Tejana
women as well as formerly enslaved people in Texas. These
sites of exception indicate that colonial masculinity was incomplete in asserting its inﬂuence over land policies and simultaneously point to the ways in which others participated in
or were conscripted into shifting relations with land that colonial masculinity imposed. With these complexities in mind,
it is still important to note that the vast majority of land allotment during the period of Anglo-American colonization of
Texas was strongly linked with maleness, nuclear families, and
slavery on the plantation.
Texas was of course not totally unique in its land polices
during the colonization of what is now the United States. For
example, in his analysis of land allotment in the state of Oregon
under the Donation Land Act, Peter Boag (2003) has shown
how sexuality was regulated through policies of land ownership.
My analysis of Texas in these pages owes much to Boag’s prior
work. The context of the Texas plantation nonetheless allows
one possible extension of this mode of critique by collectively
mapping sex, gender, Indigenous dispossession, chattel slavery,
and state-sanctioned monogamy over the land. The plantation
is therefore a basic building block, an atomic structure, that
contains many of the colony’s social orders. Further, the intentional mapping of such relations onto landscapes as an organizing principle of the natural order helps to reify the social
conditions of the colony as nature itself. That is, hierarchies of
race, sex, and gender were the conditions through which the land
was remade, such that the landscape was made a mirror of social
processes and in turn used as evidence that the colony’s brutal
social orders were nature itself. This is not to say that the natural
and the cultural, or the material and the political, are not always
already woven into each other, or that their interrelation is full of
all possibilities and free of any limits. Rather the point here is to
1. Under the Mexican Colonization Act of 1823, colonists in Texas received either 177 acres for farming or 4,428 acres for ranching (E. Barker
2010; Torget 2015).
2. Amy Boatright, letter to agent of the Empresarios Austin and
Williams, October 12, 1835. The letter can be found in the digital archives
of the Texas General Land Ofﬁce (https://s3.glo.texas.gov/ncu/SCANDOCS
/archives_webﬁles/arcmaps/webﬁles/landgrants/PDFs/1/0/2/9/1029045.pdf).
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highlight the transformation of nature that came with a transformation of culture in the course of colonization. Given this,
nineteenth-century Texas is one possible place and time where
we might map some of the ways that colonial masculinity, along
with the racist heteropatriarchal relations that give it shape, were
reproduced through colonial land management, giving rise to
new social, political, and material ecosystems (see also MortimerSandilands and Erickson 2010).
Large scale Anglo-American settlement of Texas began when
297 families known as the “Old Three Hundred” settled in the
newly formed Austin colony during the 1820s, invading the
ancestral lands of the Tonkawa and Karankawa that stretched
across parts of central Texas to the Gulf of Mexico (Torget 2015).
As the land agent and leader of the colonists, Stephen F. Austin
believed that the settlers could not coexist peacefully with the
local Indigenous peoples and that the Karankawa on whose
land Austin’s colony was being built should be driven away or
exterminated. He spread misinformation through the colony
that the Karankawa were rapists and cannibals, and organized a
militia to protect the colonists and drive the Karankawa from
their homelands with deadly force (Himmel 1999). This accusation of cannibalism is especially pernicious given that earlier
Spanish colonial accounts of the Karankawa recount the community’s anger at ﬁnding that European colonizers themselves
had been cannibalizing one another after they shipwrecked on an
island along the Texas gulf coast (Cabeza de Vaca 1542a).
From the beginning of Anglo-American settlement in Texas,
disagreements over the institution of slavery created deep tensions between colonists and the Mexican government. These
tensions reached a boiling point following the abolishment of
slavery by the Mexican government in 1829, culminating in the
Texas Revolution and the separation of Texas from Mexico as
an independent nation (Torget 2015). The plantation then became a gravitational center around which not only land use was
transformed, but through which broader geopolitical boundaries were redrawn. Following the establishment of the Republic
of Texas in 1836, the land was opened to larger-scale settlement,
and waves of Anglo colonists poured in from the east and north.
Texas was rapidly transformed into a global juggernaut of cotton
agroindustrialism, which it remains to this day. The great bison
herds were slaughtered in an effort to destabilize the Comanche
on the northern plains of the republic and to feed the leather
factories of the industrialized English colonies in the east (Hämäläinen 2008). Prior to this, the Comanche had held the Texas
plains for more than a century, preventing the encroachment of
European colonizers from both Mexico and the United States.
But without the bison, as both food source and the center of
their cosmology, the Comanche were devastated and were forcibly removed to Indian territories in Oklahoma by the end of
the nineteenth century.
Death on a massive scale, of both humans and their morethan-human kin relations, gave way to new kinds of colonial
births (Haraway 2018). Plantations imposed a new reproductive
order not only for people but for more-than-humans as well.
With the encroaching colonizers came cotton ﬁelds that spread
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like a suffocating veil over the prairies, greatly increasing the
reproduction of cotton cultivars and choking out other life.
Intensive cultivation on the plantation, a violent simpliﬁcation
of ecologies for massive coercions of labor and capital extraction, brought environmental devastation (Tsing 2019). For example, in the Blackland Prairie ecoregion of Texas alone, where
rich soils were highly desired for cotton cultivation, it has been
estimated that 95% of grassland ecosystems have been lost due
to cultivation (Hickman and Derner 2007). Other studies place
habitat loss at more than 99% (Riskind and Collins 1975),
making the Blackland Prairies one of the most heavily altered
ecosystems in North America.
The eradication of ecological complexity and niche diversity
across the Texas prairies brought death for many species, while
for others the expansion of their preferred habitat on such a
massive scale brought them into a monstrous new form of living, transforming their reproductive ecology and evolution. One
example of an organism whose reproduction was profoundly
reconﬁgured by the plantation is the cotton parasite commonly
known as the boll weevil (Anthonomus grandis), an insect that is
endogenous to Mexico and the Texas borderlands. As plantations expanded ever southward and westward through Texas,
they eventually connected with and disrupted the habitat of the
boll weevil. The incursion of the plantation into Texas therefore
linked the enormous cotton ﬁelds of the American South with
one of their deadliest parasites, providing a means for these
insects to move across the continent following a 2,000-mile-long
unbroken path of cotton plantations stretching east to the Atlantic Ocean (Giesen 2011), until eventually they leaped across
oceans and could be found on distant continents where cotton is
now grown. Boll weevil reproduction became unhinged as the
insects began reproducing in the cotton ﬁelds on an incalculable
scale, decimating many crops in their wake. As Anna Tsing has
observed, the intensive monoculture of the plantation provides
an ecological landscape for the birth of imperial monsters
(2018). But monsters for whom? Plagues of boll weevils show
that colonial masculinity cannot be written over the land indiscriminately and without end or consequence. Even as colonial masculinity moves to reorder nature, nature pushes back,
constrains what is possible, reveals the delusion of boundless
growth. The boll weevils were not monstrous themselves so
much as they partially reﬂect the underlying monstrosities of
the plantation and the depravities and degradations of humans
and other-than-humans that it imposed. This plague is therefore
one reminder that the worlds of colonial masculinity cannot
endure forever.
In response to the threat of crop infestation, insecticides were
rained over ﬁelds to kill the weevils. Many poisons including
DDT were initially very effective in combating boll weevil infestations. But owing to its rapid life cycle and reproduction,
the boll weevil evolved resistance to DDT within just a few
short decades (boll weevil resistance to chlorinated hydrocarbons such as DDT was reported in Texas at least as early as
Walker and Hanna [1960]). Many other species, however, were
reduced to near extinction from the poisons as they steadily
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accumulated within the bodies of organisms higher in the food
chain. DDT, for example, leached into waterways and sediments
where it accumulated in the bodies of aquatic organisms (Dick
1982), disrupting their endocrine systems, sex development, and
reproduction (Pait and Nelson 2002). From there the toxins
accumulated in the bodies of ﬁsh-eating birds who were reduced
to near extinction as their eggshells became too thin to support
viable offspring (Carson 1962). While DDT was outlawed in the
United States by 1972, low levels of the chemical as well as its
derivatives could still be detected in the bodies of people living in
Texas long after the pesticide was banned (Adeshina and Todd
1990). Poisons have therefore left their molecular imprints on
the bodies of animals, plants, humans, soils, and waterways. The
landscapes of the plantation, and the colonial masculinities
through which it was produced, have left durable toxic marks.
By tracing the ways that colonial masculinity was reproduced
through the allotment of plantation lands, it becomes possible to
connect this emergent gender formation and its violence with
some of its ecological transformations. The remaking of the earth
required the simultaneous remaking of social, political, and biological modes of reproduction, including the brualities of genocide that moved against Indigenous kin relations as well as the
institution of chattel slavery that ruptured Black families and
linked Black reproduction to the labor and capital of the plantation economy. Simultaneously, the eradication of ecological
diversity on the plantation radically altered the reproductive
ecology and evolutionary course of other-than-humans, including cultivated plants, their symbionts, and the webs of morethan-human relations with which they intersect. These are, of
course, only partial histories and strands of connection, but
through them we might begin to sense some of the molecular
ecologies of colonial masculinity. These histories help demonstrate the ways that the emerging ecologies of the colony and
situations of global environmental precarity in which we now
live trace their origin at least in part to the ways that colonial
masculinity mapped itself over the land, reconﬁgured human
and more-than-human relations, and radically remade ecologies
in its own image.

Conclusion: Dreams of a Queer Planet
and the Lessons of Three Sisters
Colonial masculinity, and the agencies and institutions of the
colonial state more broadly, have often looked to nature for
justiﬁcations of the colony’s social orders. Yet, the colony is not
merely some reﬂection of a preexisting nature. Rather, colonial
ecologies have been strongly imagined and materially realized
in and through violence. Therefore, tracing the historical production of colonial ecologies helps to erode the conventional
footholds upon which colonial masculinity seeks to establish
itself as an outcome of nature. The analytical strength of queer
ecological thinking is precisely to question these landscapes and
relations that grow out of heterosexism and the way it degrades
social and biological ecosystems. However, I want to conclude
this piece with something more than critique, drawing on
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queer and Indigenous genius not only as analytical tools for
mapping colonial masculinity and its emergent ecologies, but
also as modes of thinking and materializing its antidotes
through living the connections between sex, gender, and nature differently. Here I offer two brief vignettes, one queer and
one Indigenous, that offer hopeful glimpses of living otherwise.
In some of its earliest forms, queer ecologies as a framework
owes much to scholars thinking in connection with the politics
of land lesbian movements, also known as “separatist” lesbian
movements, although not everyone would use that term. Speciﬁcally, the work of Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands helped to
crystallize queer ecologies as a ﬁeld of inquiry through her research with rural lesbian communities in southern Oregon
(Sandilands 2002). So rather than asking how we might apply
queer ecologies to living otherwise in the future, we can at least
begin by looking to some of the communities and sustained
acts of resistance to heteropatriarchal violence that helped give
rise to queer ecological thinking in the ﬁrst place, and where we
might go from there. Sandilands looks to land lesbians in rural
Oregon, a community resulting from one among many lesbian
land activist movements in North America that have been
working to live a life removed from heteropatriarchal society.
She notes that from the very beginnings of land lesbian movements in the early 1970s, there was an emphasis on the interplay
between sex and nature and a need to live through those connections differently. Land lesbians saw the links between capitalist patriarchy and environmental devastation and wanted to
create a way of life that worked from their own sexualities toward other, less violent cultures of nature and that fostered
reciprocities between themselves and the earth. Seeing cities as
landscapes dominated by male power, they moved into rural
areas with the goal of withdrawing not only their bodies, but also
rural lands themselves, from subjugation to heteropatriarchal
violence and reproduction. As Sandilands (2002) notes, the
women turned to the land “not as an other to be tamed or feared,
but a friend, a sister, a lover” (146).
In rural Oregon the women started organic farms, emphasizing food sovereignty as a means of removing themselves
from capitalist extraction. In place of the straight rows of industrial agribusiness, they established gardens that lacked clear
boundaries between food growing spaces and the surrounding
ecology, and the curvilinear shapes of garden and other tended
spaces were inspired by their own bodies. There were gardens
to feed humans and gardens to feed the deer. In place of the
intensive monoculture of the plantation, the women used a
companion planting model where inedible plants could be
found among those that produced food, increasing the biodiversity of their gardens. Many women had sex out on the land
and engaged with landscape features as sexual partners, creating erotic maps of their environment. In doing so the women
wove their desires into nature, working against tropes of queer
sex as urban and polluted and rural sex as natural and inherently heteronormative.
These land lesbian movements in southern Oregon and
elsewhere offer hopeful glimpses of living better with the earth,
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but they were not without their problems. While their strategic
essentialism around women and women’s bodies was able to
create certain alternative ecologies to those of heteropatriarchal
society, it sometimes replicated other conditions of the colony.
For example, these movements often depended on a certain
biologized understanding of what constitutes women, and as a
movement of largely middle-class White women, these communities have been criticized for not extracting themselves
from colonial problems of sex, class, and race. In addition, land
lesbians sometimes looked to rural spaces as a kind of terra
nullius, as spaces somehow unmarked by male violence or
other human action. This perhaps reﬂects a form of what Scott
Morgensen has called “queer settler colonialism,” where queer
people may further colonization by erasing Indigenous peoples
and/or appropriating Indigeneity and Indigenous spaces for
queer self-realization or political activism (Morgensen 2011).
Indigenous feminists have also pointed to some of the ways
that queer liberation can be set against Indigenous sovereignty
by conditioning equality on assimilation within modes of colonial recognition and governance (Byrd 2017). It is important,
therefore, to work from the insights of land lesbians toward a
queer ecopolitics that lives and works in better relation with
Indigenous peoples and their lands. Here my praxis has been to
resist working from the contributions of queer thinkers alone,
where Indigenous peoples and histories of colonization have
often been erased (Driskill 2010), and instead to read them in
connection with that of Two-Spirit and Indigenous feminist
thinkers.
With this in mind, Potawatomi ecologist and writer Robin
Wall Kimmerer offers another vision of human and more-thanhuman relations and an antidote to the emerging ecologies of the
colony that is rooted in the knowledge of Indigenous peoples. In
Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientiﬁc Knowledge,
and the Teachings of Plants (Kimmerer 2013) she retells the story
of the Three Sisters, a cornerstone of Indigenous agriculture
across much of the Americas in which corn, beans, and squash
are cultivated as interdependent companions. In Kimmerer’s
telling, there are four sisters—corn, bean, squash, and woman.
For it is not only the plants but also the one who gathers the
earth and sows the seed that depend upon one another for
survival. In her garden, corn, beans, and squash are planted
together in the same patch of earth. The corn is the ﬁrst sister to
emerge from the ground, sending up her tall stalk. The bean is
the second sister, who entwines herself around the corn stalks
for support and enriches the soil with nitrogen to help sustain
her sisters. The squash is the last sister to emerge, sprawling out
along the ground and spreading her large prickly leaves to deter
crop eaters, shade out the weeds, and keep the moisture in.
Kimmerer writes of the reciprocity of the Three Sisters, where
“the organic symmetry of forms belongs together; the placement
of every leaf, the harmony of shapes speak their message. Respect one another, support one another, bring your gift to the
world and receive the gifts of others, and there will be enough for
all” (Kimmerer 2011:132). The tangled symbionts of a Three
Sisters garden grow from a radically different ecopolitics than
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those of the plantation monoculture. And while this garden
shares some features in common with land lesbians and other
queer ecological communities, it also works from Indigenous
knowledge and an awareness of the history of colonialism.
When the ﬁrst colonists to what is now called New England
saw Indigenous gardens with their tangle of plants growing together, Kimmerer notes that they assumed Indigenous peoples
lacked the knowledge for farming. To them, gardens meant
straight rows and distinct divisions of one plant from another.
These colonial cultures of nature are now written across much
of the continent today, and their monocultural gardens have
grown to a monstrous scale, with devastating effects on the land
as outlined above. In a way that underscores these distinctions,
Kimmerer looks out over her neighbor’s ﬁelds, where millions
of corn plants grow in rows without their sisters. In place of the
bean sister, nitrogen-rich agroindustrial fertilizers are sprayed
over the soil to feed the plants. In place of the squash sister,
insecticides and herbicides are sprayed over crops, and the
genomes of many cultivars have been modiﬁed so that they
alone might resist these toxins. In contrast, companion cultivation creates a home for many other creatures. It creates a
space for crop eaters, yes, but also for those who prey on the
crop eaters. Here, no one’s reproduction is out of balance with
the others and there is no place for monstrous growth. Bustling
with many forms of life, Kimmerer notes that more than people
nourish themselves in these gardens, and even in the midst of
the vulnerabilities of codependent reproduction, everyone gets
enough. Kimmerer argues that this is the genius of Indigenous
agriculture, that people, plants, animals, and the land may all
ﬁnd sustenance in her garden. She concludes that “in ripe ears
and swelling fruit, [the Three Sisters] counsel us that all gifts are
multiplied in relationship. This is how the world keeps going”
(Kimmerer 2011:140). Lest the reader be tempted with overly
romantic impressions of Indigenous land relations, Kimmerer’s
glance at her neighbor’s ﬁelds serves as one among many
reminders in the piece that her own vibrant garden is not relegated to a time before the colony. Rather her garden exists side
by side in time and space with those of industrial monoculture,
manifested by peoples who are anything but gone, but who
survived and continue to resist the colony’s sway over human
and more-than-human relations.
Refusing bedtime stories of nature, in which we might look
to human biology and evolution alone to explain the problem
of male violence, I have worked to historicize colonial masculinity as a recent gender formation, born of violence, that
engenders the social, political, and ecological conditions of the
colony. While not a full account of the history and impacts of
male violence in the colonial period, these partial histories and
connections help to show the ways that colonial toxicities gave
rise to emerging ecologies and reshaped living and dying in the
colony. This demonstrates not only the ways that the intimacies of sex, gender, and reproduction were core sites of colonial
governance but also the ways in which the emergent gender
formation of colonial masculinity moved to remake the earth
itself. Addressing the problems of global environmental pre-
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carity in which we now live, therefore, entails simultaneous
moves against the gender violence that gave them form and
substance. Working from queer and Indigenous relations and
forms of reproduction provides antidotes to colonial masculinity’s toxins and brings possibilities of biocultural hope and
survival. Queer and Indigenous gardens offer vital alternatives
to the proliferation of colonial masculinity and its emergent
zombie ecologies. And while they are not spaces where everything can or even should be saved, they hold practices of going
on together with what remains.
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Violence and Masculinity in Small-Scale Societies
Debra L. Martin
Archaeological and ethnographic accounts of violence in small-scale societies represent a baseline for thinking about the ways that
violence and masculinity originated and evolved, becoming entwined social processes. Male violence (lethal and nonlethal) is expressed in diverse and complex ways because it is associated with social spheres of power and inﬂuence, and it is embedded within
ideologies, histories, and collective memories. Applying anthropological research on violence as a generative and transformational
social process demonstrates how violence plays a key role in creating, maintaining, and transforming social structures in small-scale
societies. The reinterpretation of massacre sites in the ancient Southwestern United States in terms of social ideologies and beliefs
offers an important counterbalance to earlier work that portrayed violence as the result of environmental stressors and/or cultural
crises. Using an interpretive (poetics) approach that focuses on the ritualized aspects of male violence provides rich insights into the
social processes governing the cultural logic that normalizes and institutionalizes violence.

Both lethal and nonlethal violence are often viewed as episodic
acts that are outside the normal daily patterns of a society or
culture, and these violent acts are often viewed as part of a
breakdown of normal societal behavior. For purposes of analysis, many studies reduce violence to quantiﬁable measures such
as the number of war dead or the frequencies of homicides (e.g.,
Pinker 2011:84; Sumner et al. 2015:486). In this view, violence
is a negative and harmful intrusion into the culture and a threat
to the status quo. This reductive and narrow way of analyzing
and thinking about violence has led to using the United States
and other westernized nations as the default to which all other
cultures, past and present, are measured.
This generalized methodology and reductionist approach to
violence is challenged by anthropological work that offers alternative ways of conceptualizing violence in ways that situate it
within culturally and historically speciﬁc contexts (Farmer 2004,
2009; Perez 2012; Whitehead 2004, 2005, 2007). In these analyses, violence is seen as embedded within cultural structures and
ideologies. The focus is more on the symbolic and social meanings of violence, using an emic perspective to the extent possible.
Viewing violence as a form of discourse that is ritualized and
performative was developed primarily by Whitehead (2004,
2007), and its application to past populations is relatively new
(Martin and Osterholtz 2016; Osterholtz 2019; Perez 2012).
With respect to wars, massacres, homicides, and victims, the
focus on numbers that are wiped clean of cultural context and
histories is not just methodological; when violence is viewed
as separate from everyday normal patterns it suggests that the
causes and motivations for violence are also separate from normal daily patterns. This short-circuits being able to see underlying social processes that violence both shapes and is shaped
by, and it places the blame for violence on negative forces and
powers outside of the normal system. This project focuses on
both the shared cultural meaning of violent expression and its

centrality to the production of male rituals that both reinforce
and reproduce masculinity.

Violence as an Integral Part of Cultural Practice
Thinking about violence as causing harm but also possessing an
underlying cultural logic to its use provides a productive and
nuanced way to explain the profound variability in its expression
cross-culturally and through time. The work of violence scholars
such as Galtung (1990), Aijmer and Abbink (2000), Whitehead
(2004), Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004), and Farmer (2009)
has all provided theoretical frameworks for considering violence
in ways that do not reduce it to the number of homicides. The
deﬁnition of violence can be broadened and complicated by
considering the diverse set of bioculturally embedded processes
that incorporate the use of power and force to harm or provoke
others through both direct (physical) and indirect (structural)
means. Also included in this more far-reaching and expansive
notion of violence is an explicit recognition that through nonlethal tactics involving intimidation, pain, domination, fear, and
subordination, violence forms a discourse that is often communicated through symbolism and ritual.
Galtung’s (1990) early work on structural violence was expanded upon by anthropologist Paul Farmer (2009), who
demonstrated in great detail how violence is produced and
reproduced within social structures that involve the restriction
of resources to subordinate and impoverished groups and the
promotion of inequality. Inequality is maintained largely through
culturally sanctioned forms of violence that include malecentered acts such as raiding and warfare, captivity and slavery
of females and children, public displays of torture and death,
and enforcement of codes of conduct regarding power and
access to resources (Martin and Harrod 2015). Culturally
meaningful rituals and public performance make violence a
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self-perpetuating phenomenon that is deeply embedded in
collective memory.
Male violence in both interpersonal and collective contexts is
like all other learned, expressive, cultural behaviors. It is deeply
meaningful, and in small-scale societies it often takes the form of
a performance similar to other performative behaviors. Targets
of violence (victims) are integral to the production and reproduction of male identities, and so in this sense violence is also
relational. Males commit the majority of violent acts, and this
holds true for archaeological, ethnohistoric, and contemporary
data (Aijmer and Abbink 2000; Allen and Jones 2014; Ember
and Ember 1997; Gat 2006). For countries with standing armies,
98% of the 30 million armed forces are male. In the United
States, 91% of all murders are committed by males. Victims of
homicides are largely males (77%). Eighty-four percent of all
arrests for aggravated assault are male (Connell 2001:21). These
kinds of ﬁndings on a global and historic scale are important
both theoretically and practically because these data point to
trends that can be seen in a wide variety of different contexts.
Masculinity and masculine traits are deﬁned here as the social
construction of what it means to be a man in a particular cultural setting. What sense can be made of the conundrum that
most violence is carried out by males, but not all males carry out
violence? It is known that young males in particular are risk
takers and will participate in actions that may make them vulnerable to death (Apicella, Crittenden, and Tobolsky 2017; Bribiescas 2021). While this is partially associated with rises in testosterone and other growth hormones in the teen years, there is
variability across cultures just as standards for masculinity vary
across time and space (Bribiescas 2006:121, 2021).
Popular and scholarly writers regularly discuss broad trends
in human violence without questioning the differing culturally
ascribed meanings of violence (see for examples Diamond
[2005]; Harari [2014]; Pinker [2011]). While it is true that all
violence has components that are the cause of suffering and
death, violence also plays a signiﬁcant role in the formulation
of male identities (e.g., various chapters in Christensen and
Rasmussen [2017]). For example, ethnographic research on
the Suri (Abbink 2000) and the Yukpa (Halbmayer 2009)
provides rich detail about the performance of violence enacted
by boys and young males in public rituals. These formalities
and ceremonials involve heightened levels of excitement and
fear as boys are provoked into showing courage and prowess in
violent pseudo-matches and competitions. These represent the
primary way that boys and young men solidify their identity
through the demonstration of their masculinity which, if
successful, leads to mates, resources, and power within their
respective groups.
Considering the cultural meaning of violence and its dual
destructive and productive aspects raises questions about the
limits of a cultural relativist approach to violence in past
cultures for which there are no written records. For example,
what is considered violent behavior in one culture may not be
considered violence in a different culture. What we might use
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to distinguish warfare from other kinds of violence today is
difﬁcult to use in characterizing past populations. Ferguson
(2018) has been emphatic that warfare and violence as we know
it did not really occur in human groups until around 10,000 years
ago. Thus, in characterizing violence in past and ethnohistoric
(living) populations it is crucial that we not make assumptions
based on current notions about the categories that violence is
typically divided into, such as warfare, raiding, slavery, torture,
captive taking, cannibalism, murder or homicide, genocide,
ethnocide, and massacres. These are ﬁrst world, historic and
contemporary categories of violence that cannot be assumed to
have operated in past populations. Analyses of violence in the
past must attempt to reconstruct behavior using a more emic
approach.
Dominguez (2015) edited a virtual issue of the American
Anthropologist titled “Violence: Anthropologists Engaging Violence, 1980–2012,” which represents an extraordinary collection of ethnographic cross-cultural work exploring violence in
different cultural settings. Deﬁning violence is difﬁcult in crosscultural settings precisely because its expression and experience
is deﬁned by particular ideologies, histories, cultural contexts,
symbolisms, and political-economic processes. Interrogating the
ways that violence and identity are entwined demands an approach that is both theorized and empirical. This approach is
best for examining culturally speciﬁc case studies of violence in
order to provide a deeper understanding of its power and persistence in cultural systems. In this way, it may be possible to
develop a better understanding of the human capacity for violence as well as the role violence plays in personal identities and
relationships among individuals, society, and nations.
In trying to factor this in, scholars working in the area of
ancient violence attempt to capture violence by focusing on
diagnostic changes in skeletal remains, atypical burial conﬁgurations, and archaeological evidence of weapons and fortiﬁcations. This permits some amount of cultural relativism into the
analyses and can be the starting point for asking the question,
What was the subjective experience of violence (e.g., trauma to
the body and how it was perceived, or fears based on perceptions
of future attacks) in cultures in the deep past?
Trauma to the body as demonstrated by broken bones and
shattered skulls may seem to be an objective accounting of violence in a given group, but what cultural and medical anthropologists describe and contextualize is far more complex and
coded. Pain, discomfort, disability, and even death are not universally named or experienced in the same way cross-culturally
(Dominguez 2015; Martin and Harrod 2015).
Conspeciﬁc (same species) violence is an ancient behavior
with archaeological evidence going as far back as the middle
Pleistocene some 400,000 years ago (see Roper [1969] and more
recently Beier et al. [2018]), continuing through time with abundant archaeological evidence from the Mesolithic and Neolithic
(Schulting and Fibiger 2012). All of the forms of violence that have
been carried out in recent memory from ethnocide in Rwanda
and Kosovo, to witch killings in the Congo, to the prisoner abuse
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at Abu-Ghraib, and to cartel torture and homicides all have
empirical support for being carried out in past populations as
well (Knusel and Smith 2014), possibly as far back as the upper
Paleolithic (Kissell and Kim 2018:13). Warfare and massacres,
torture and enslavement, and raiding and stealing resources all
have correlates in the archaeological record for past peoples
(Martin and Harrod 2015).
Given the ubiquity of violence in human history, it is increasingly unconvincing to frame violence as deviant, erratic,
and episodic when there is evidence that suggests that it was
culturally patterned and socially meaningful. Although some
scholars refute early archaeological examples of violence and
particularly of warfare prior to the Neolithic (Ferguson 2018,
2021), others feel that the evidence is compelling (Anderson and
Martin 2018; Martin and Harrod 2015). In addition to standard
inquiries about warfare in the past, new interpretive frameworks
that seek to place violence within larger cultural contexts and
historic moments can provide broader understandings of when
and why violence was used over other strategies. If violence is
the answer to perceived problems, a more relativistic and cultural approach can reveal underlying environmental and social
issues promoting the use of violence over other behaviors.
Questions about the proximate causes for violence differ from
those that come out of evolutionary perspectives where the goal
is to clarify the origins and ultimate causes of violence. In evolutionary terms, the origin and evolution of violence is really a
discussion about the evolution of reproductive strategies. This
framing is often reduced to the Darwinian truism that to successfully reproduce and pass genetic material on to the next
generation, males need access to females, but females’ primary
needs include access to resources (Bribiescas 2021). There is a
rich and vast literature on pair bonding theory that will not be
covered here, but one aspect of male-female interactions that
has been highlighted by scholars seeking to understand the
origins and evolution of violence includes male motivation to
successfully reproduce and competition for scarce resources (see
for examples the often-cited Daly and Wilson [1988]).
Thus, studies over and over show that masculinity, maleness,
aggression, and violence are not caused solely by biology, hormones, or genes and that these behaviors are not directly inherited
(Bribiescas 2006, 2021). While some studies show correlations,
causation has been nearly impossible to demonstrate. Testosterone levels, for example, are far from being a clear-cut source
of dominance and aggression, and they are just as likely to be the
consequence of social relations (Kemper 1990). Cross-cultural
studies of masculinities (Cornwall and Lindisfarne 1994) reveal
a diversity that is impossible to reconcile with a biologically ﬁxed
master pattern of masculinity.
With this social diversity in the expression of maleness and
violence, it is obvious that neither violence nor masculinity is
ﬁxed and static but, rather, both are essentially the result of
complex behaviors that are relational and dynamic and that have
power and meaning that is context dependent. Masculinity is
ﬂuid and changing primarily because it is ﬁrst a complicated
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social and symbolic construct (which is where the term “gender”
becomes important) (see Gutmann 2021). Masculinity is not a
“thing”; rather it is enacted, practiced, carried out. In many ways,
masculinity is more a verb than a noun, because it is in relational
actions that it is communicated and understood. Historical
context shapes its manifestations and meanings, hence phrases
like “chivalry is dead.” Even within cultures, there is variability.
Violence can and should be studied with regard to its origins,
evolution, and history with an eye toward explicating ultimate
causes of male violence, but that raises a different set of questions than those posed by a more interpretive approach that
focuses on proximate causes of violence. Often human evolution
is portrayed as the forward progression of male violence through
advancing technology, from stone to axe to spear to nuclear
warhead. These notions have been confounded and aptly dismantled by a number of recent broad and synthetic approaches
to thinking evolutionarily about human behavior from biological
anthropologists (e.g., Fry 2013; Fuentes 2017; Kim and Kissell
2018; Sapolsky 2017), but they still persist in the popular imagination regarding human evolution and male violence.
Focusing on the proximate causes of male violence provides a
productive route for asking questions about violence in speciﬁc
cultural contexts during speciﬁc historical moments. It can also
reveal status and changes over time. Male violence in small-scale
societies is an important ﬁrst step in reconstructing violence in
the past because foraging societies represent the earliest formation of human groups for which there is archaeological and
ethnohistoric data.
Placing the emphasis on the relationship between purported
acts of male violence in the past and the motivations and
meanings (taking a poetics approach) is challenging because of
the problems of a spotty archaeological record. However, some
of the unknowns about our past can be culled from ethnographic accounts of male violence in extant foraging groups,
and this approach has yielded a great deal of information about
how culturally sanctioned violence works (e.g., Boehm 2011,
2013; Ferguson 2021; Knauft 1987).
There are some commonalities regarding the expression of
male violence across small-scale societies in general, and these
are discussed in detail in the following sections. These include
culturally embedded forms of highly ritualized performances of
violence, the use of symbolism and iconography regarding violence, and the instant messaging that violence communicates to
all observers and witnesses. Much of the iconography seen in
past and extant small-scale societies is consistent with oral history
and folk stories about what it means to be a man, how manhood
and ritualized violence are conjoined, speciﬁc pathways to obtaining
manhood through violence, and codes of conduct and rules that
are in place to moderate and ofﬁciate the steps leading males
toward identity, status, honor, and power (e.g., bigmen, warriors,
chiefs, leaders, shamans, etc.). In these contexts, many males
attempt the path toward becoming a powerful male, but often
there are males who yield power to other males (seen especially
in polygamous small-scale societies; see Abbink [2000]). Thus
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while most violence is carried out by males, not all males actively
participate in violence per se, but they do participate in and
support existing power structures dominated by males (Glowacki
and Wrangham 2015; von Rueden and Jaeggi 2016).

Factors Shaping Male Violence
in Small-Scale Societies
This overview is not focused on whether small-scale and less
stratiﬁed societies are more or less violent than later more stratiﬁed societies; that debate is well covered by Kim and Kissel
(2018), Ferguson (2013), and others. The central questions being dealt with here have to do with how violence is incorporated
into a larger whole of rituals, symbols, practices, codes of conduct,
and performances that underlie identity and memory as well as
status and power for males. A recent study by Falk and Hildebolt
(2017) demonstrated how raiding, warfare, and other forms of
male violence in small-scale societies negatively affect male mortality but also how these male practices worked in terms of
having males collaborate in coalitions and hunting and raiding
parties. This primarily affords safety in numbers in various
forms of tribal warfare (raiding, skirmishes, and ambushes).
Males need other males to get what they need for successful
hunts, resources, and access to females. If males die in high
numbers it leaves other males vulnerable, as they would have
to hunt alone, which is risky and could result in death. This
dilemma sets up social formulations seen frequently in smallscale societies, which are polygyny, abduction of women, wife
stealing, captivity of women and children, raiding for women,
and the annihilation of whole kin or ethnic groups (massacres).
In these early constructs may be the origin of the masculinity
complex and also of the use of violence as an expedient and
strategic behavior.
Polygyny (one man, many wives) was likely one of the primary social arrangements in small-scale (and presumably very
early) societies and may even have been the default arrangement. From the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) database,
out of more than 1,200 cultures listed, 85% were polygynous
(Ember and Ember 1997). However, not all males in polygynous
societies have multiple wives. Van de Berghe (1987) revealed in
a study of 18 African countries that 39% of all males had multiple wives and 61% had only one. For females this was reversed,
with 39% of all females in monogamous households and 61% in
polygynous ones. This imbalance means that polygynous males
are controlling both reproductive (more children) and productive (more labor and wealth) aspects of the household, giving
them an advantage over monogamous males. McDermott (2018:
15–18) makes a compelling case for connecting polygyny with
male aggression and violence. In this arrangement, masculinity is
shaped so that aggressive males who outperform other males are
rewarded.
In foraging societies, how wives are obtained and controlled,
and how some males end up having no or one wife create un-
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resolvable tensions that result in a wide variety of male on male
violence as well as violence used against women to maintain
their subservience within multifemale households (Jervis 2018).
Polygyny is just one example of the ways that social processes
become embedded with culturally sanctioned forms of violence
used by males. This in turn reinforces a particular conﬁguration
of what it means to be a successful male that includes aggression,
success in raiding for females, using dominance tactics to keep
females subservient, and competing with other males for access
to resources (Fortunato 2015; McDermott 2018).
In small-scale societies, there needs to be socialization and
learning (think boot camp and male rites of passage) as well as
cultural sanctions to normalize the violence in which males participate (Maringira 2021). Along with this there is generally the
development of culturally speciﬁc rules and regulations about
how raiding, warfare, and other violent practices are to be carried out in small-scale societies. What is known from anthropological studies is that it takes a lot of socialization and cultural
energy to make boys into men. This can be seen in the portrayal
of ideal males in iconography, murals, and images and in secret
men’s societies and harsh rites of passage for boys (the edited
volume by Sharma and Das [2016] focuses on these aspects).

Ritualized Violence and Masculinity
When violence is viewed as a cultural performance comprised of
symbolic acts that contain and convey meaning to those participating, the use of rituals provides a self-perpetuating way for
violence to beget more violence and for violence to be passed on
from generation to generation. Rituals are basically behaviors
that are loaded with culturally speciﬁc symbolism and meanings.
Ritualized violence plays many roles, and well-known effects
include reducing anxiety, boosting conﬁdence, and communicating culturally speciﬁc meaning about the violence in that
context (Whitehead 2004). The following section provides an
overview of the entanglements of violence and masculinity in a
variety of ethnohistoric and archaeological case studies that
demonstrate the role of performative and ritualized violence and
ends with a reanalysis of massacre data in light of masculinity
theory and new interpretive frameworks. In these, the simultaneously constructive and destructive processes of violence and
masculinity are laid bare.
Hegemonic masculinity refers to practices and institutions
that promote the dominant social position of men while at the
same time promoting the subordinate social position of
women. This is found in patriarchal societies where males hold
all the power and wealth, but it is also found in small-scale
societies where masculinity and power often crosscut kinship,
marriage, and clan associations. While terms such as hegemonic masculinity, toxic masculinity, and hypermasculinity
are being used today, as descriptors they carry a lot of baggage,
political and otherwise, and so are not used here. In the vignettes
on violence and masculinity that follow, the ways that female
roles, effects, and agency are entwined are worthy of analysis
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and would formulate an additional pathway to understanding
the short- and long-term effects of male violence, but this is not
covered here.
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revenge killings had been in operation “since the beginning of
Suri time,” suggesting its sustainability over many generations.
Yukpa Ritualized Duels and Raiding

Suri Stick Fighting
Abbink’s (2000, 2001) work with the Suri in Ethiopia demonstrates how masculinity is shaped by ritualized acts of violence
that serve multiple functions, including that of a “circuit breaker”
for young men’s desire to engage in risky behaviors. Suri are
known to be a highly violent group, but when the violence itself is
analyzed within a broader cultural and historical context, ritualized violence in the form of stick ﬁghting was a productive response to the problem of local and regional tensions, vengeance
seeking, and risk-taking behavior in young males.
Suri stick ﬁghting is fraught with symbolism and metaphor,
from the stick itself, called a donga, which means “penis,” to the
preparations before ﬁghting that include drinking blood and
body painting. There were strict codes of conduct that included never killing an opponent, participation only by unmarried males of a certain age, and strict supervision by elders
who limit ﬁghting time. These large-scale intercommunity
performances of male bravado were watched over by elders who
kept things from escalating. The ﬁght itself was highly ritualized,
and the elders or referees who called the winners at the end
placed a premium on courage and skill. Scars from stick ﬁghting
were shown with pride and were equated with masculinity and
virility. Additionally, stick ﬁghting was the one way that males
could win the favor of potential wives—by showing them they
were strong, resistant to pain, and skilled at ﬁghting. Being polygynous, these were important steps toward ﬁnding wives in a
shrinking pool of available women.
Stick ﬁghting competitions were culturally sanctioned, predictable, and managed by elders. Emergence of guns changed
the dynamic. This type of ﬁghting was seen by the Suri not as
real violence but rather as a demonstration of male courage and
a way to prove masculinity. Along with stick ﬁghting, there were
raids on distant enemy groups (for cattle and women) and revenge killings. The importance of the way violence worked for
Suri males was that it was culturally sanctioned, predictable, and
managed by the elders. In the 1980s when guns became available, ritualized ﬁghting was abandoned, and, as Abbink (2000)
writes, violence was transformed into “real” violence: unsanctioned and unpredictable, leading to higher male mortality.
Other factors within the region, including ethnic strife with
neighbors, droughts, and increasing nation-wide political unrest,
further exacerbated the traditional male routes to manhood for
Suri. While traditional male violence was culturally embedded
with metaphors, symbolism, stories, and ritual contexts, the easy
availability and rapid introduction of guns eroded the cultural
logic underlying when and how violence was used. Abbink
(2001) sees the increase in gun violence as a short-term response
to “accelerated social change” and suggests that it is not sustainable in the long run. Prior to guns, stick ﬁghting, raiding, and

The Yukpa in Venezuela, extensively studied by Halbmayer
(2009), have practiced a form of ritualized warfare with neighboring groups over many generations. According to Yukpa cosmology, their world is in constant tension between the violent
sun and the protective moon. They constantly seek harmony by
avenging groups who have caused them harm through wife
stealing and killing. For Yukpa males, raiding and warfare were
a fundamental necessity for male identity, and ritualized violence was used as a speciﬁc form of communication about the
expected roles of males in ﬁghting. In Yukpa cultural logic, male
violence in the form of raiding and ambushes leads to social
order. Without it, chaos and disorder would prevail. Fierce and
unrelenting male violence both reproduced and transformed the
social order on an ongoing basis.
The major pathway for males to become men was through
ritualized duels that prepared them for raiding. These traditional forms of violence were outlawed in 1980 by the national
government.
During the pre-warfare rituals there is drinking, males paint
themselves as jaguars, and they eat maize dough balls spiked
with live wasps. They engage in mock reciprocal ﬁghting among
themselves until their adrenaline levels are at a peak. Halbmayer
(2009) reports that these maize beer-infused duels and war
games include males pairing off, attempting to bring the other
down with blows and corncob arrows, shouting “I am a man! I
am brave and I will ﬁght.” To be hit by an opponent is considered a gift in this pre-raiding context, and it is one’s duty to
strike back. Males lose when they can no longer give the gift
(another blow) back.
Males then attack their enemy and may kill the men and take
the wives and children, who get integrated into the group. Males
get a hero’s homecoming. The enemy “other” is destroyed, the
demographic imbalances restored to the victors with the addition of more women and children, and the deities are appeased.
However, because this form of violence is based on a vengeance
model, it is only a matter of time before the winning group will
be raided and revenge will be extracted. This cycle of warfare
and raiding went on for generations. It was stopped in the 1960s
by the national government.
In this complex system of negative and positive reciprocity,
males become men through ritualized duels that can be quite
painful. Although corncobs are used instead of arrows, they are
often aimed at the genitals, and participants do suffer a fair
amount of pain. These public performances among unmarried
males are pathways to both power within the community and
potential wives. Wife stealing during raids is common and is
another way for young males to obtain wives in the polygynous
system. Finally, male violence is the major form of communication between the natural and supernatural worlds, between
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in-group versus others, and between positive and negative reciprocity. Halbmayer (2009:68) concludes that “different forms
of violence are related to the basic distinctions of social organization and worldview.” Violence in this context is largely collective, socially sanctioned, and restorative of balance in the
worldview. Violence is seen as a fundamental necessity, the
linchpin holding everything in Yukpa cosmology together.
Violence leads to the production of speciﬁc male identities, and
this is tied to social order. This aids in understanding the resulting problems with missionization and colonization processes that disrupt or stop traditional violence.
Apache Monster Slayer
Schröder (2001) has written extensively on traditional Apache
warriors, covering the periods from the late 1700s through the
early 1900s. Apache warriors were known for their strategic
and fearless maneuvers during raiding and warfare. According
to Schröder, masculinity and notions of what it means to be a
man are essentially synonymous with raiding and warfare. Violence was highly ritualized and was tied to Apache worldview
and moral values. In their cosmology, they were surrounded by
a hostile world full of strangers (basically anyone not related by
blood or marriage).
Monster Slayer was the deity that helped keep the hostile
world away by instilling warriors with strength and cunning.
Boys were encouraged to emulate the monster slayer. Deities
and the practice of war played into the shaping of particular
kinds of masculinity and male identities, but it was also practical
with material beneﬁts. War was a permanent part of daily thinking
(how to prevent getting attacked, how to attack), and it included
raiding for food, horses, cattle, and revenge. The Apache were
loosely polygamous, with both males and females permitted to
take more than one spouse.
Schröder discusses how male violence for the Apache takes
place within a social arena that gives meaning to the violence
by situating it in a framework of appropriate reactions carried
out over many generations under similar conditions. Apache
perspectives on warfare are unique in that ﬁghting is prepared
for with traditional war dances, which are the only time that
males are honored. During these community spectacles, males
sing to be spared death. Codes of conduct followed by males
include never attacking at night, only in the light of day, ﬁghting
strategically and skillfully, and bringing back captives (women
and children) and resources.
For Apache, being a man means never running from the
dangers of a ﬁght and staying in it up to the end. Apache males
were expected to help other males and to work collaboratively
during these raids. Males were tested by needing to be brave and
unafraid, to be strong and able to ﬁght for many days without
sleep, and to not be caught or injured. These codes of conduct
are taught to young boys who go through training and initiation
ceremonies. Their idol is Monster Slayer, and manhood is encapsulated in the powers of Monster Slayer to keep the world
safe. Thus, violence in every form was deeply entwined within
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Apache cosmology, ideology, and daily practice. There was no
ambiguity about what it meant to be a man and what males were
responsible for. Males both individually and collectively lived
under strong expectations to identify with and be like Monster
Slayer.
Mississippian Cultures and Birdman
Although technically not what would be called a small-scale
society, the Mississippian cultures centered in the southeastern
United States thrived between AD 900–1300 on insight into the
ways that iconography and symbols are tied to masculinity and
violence. During the Mississippian period at Cahokia and other
large agricultural communities throughout the Southeast, warfare was practiced, and archaeologists have noted the reoccurrence of a persistent cultural icon they have called Birdman,
the ideal man and warrior. In the reconstructed Mississippian
cosmology, people are not the only things with power; spirits
have power and stories have power, and their power was built
into everyday life through symbols (Cobb and Giles 2009). The
deities in the upper realms were at constant opposition to the
negative forces in the underworld, and ritual, ceremony, and
warfare (along with scalping and trophy heads) were the only
means by which these powerful forces could be accessed and
harnessed. Both the cosmology and the iconography show the
centrality of males and the importance of their role in warfare
activities.
Is Birdman a real man, a myth, a superhero, a religious ﬁgure?
It really does not matter; the power that he holds is in the
symbolism and in the embodiment of hypermasculinity in the
iconography. Warriors want to be him, to ﬁght like him, to use
his symbols and power, to afﬁrm their identities as males, and to
act with honor. Culture, religion, and belief are embodied in acts
of warfare and therefore embodied in males. In this case, warfare
was not about gaining resources or land, taking captives, or even
offering sacriﬁces to the gods. It was about the creation of the
idealized males who go to war to gather scalps and trophies that
reiﬁed their identities as males and communicated their power
to the evil underworld.
Birdman is depicted on a diversity of cultural artifacts, such as
incised shells, copper ornaments, and pottery. Birdman is dripping with symbolism depicting the ideal male as courageous,
stealthy, all-seeing like a bird of prey, all-knowing like a supernatural deity, and able to slay enemies and return victorious.
Warfare was enacted as small-group ambushes of distant
enemies. Interpretation of the iconography suggests that only
warriors had high status, and nonwarriors were of lower status.
The worst thing that could happen to a man was to be captured
and dismembered, and so warriors were at constant risk of not
only dying but dying a bad and ignoble death. Although males
had bows and arrows to ﬁght with from a distance, they are
always shown in battle using the mace, which demands a closer,
face-to-face, more dangerous position. All of the symbols and
iconography demonstrate the centrality of males, the importance of hand-to-hand combat, the fear of being injured or
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captured and dismembered, and the connection of males to
the animal world, especially to birds of prey such as the falcon
(the forked eye of the falcon is a hallmark of Birdman’s facial
markings).
Moche
The Moche living in Peru in the AD 800s were considered extremely violent based on their iconography (Topic and Topic
2009). One graphic panel called the Warrior Narrative was
found on the walls of public buildings, on murals, ceramics, and
ﬁgurines. It begins with scenes of warriors prepared for combat
with war clubs and shields. Then the warriors are shown in
combat. The enemy is wounded and captured, their weapons
and clothing removed. The captives are paraded home led by a
rope and bleeding from the nose. The captives are brought to the
ceremonial precinct with their hands bound; their throats are
slit, and goblets are used to catch the blood, which is consumed
by the priests. Bodies of the captives are then dismembered and
sometimes eaten.
Bioarchaeological analysis of the captives’ skeletal remains
show that the narrative was carried out exactly as depicted in
the murals. Slitting the throat with resultant cut marks on vertebrae, dismemberment and deﬂeshing, and the throwing of
headless bodies into pits all point to the accuracy of the iconography (Klaus, Centurion, and Curo 2010). Moche male
warrior narratives and iconography are painted on pots, made
as statues, and depicted in murals, on stelae, and in tiles. It is
ubiquitous across the entire cultural landscape.
This is not large-scale warfare as we know it, and it was not for
reasons such as gaining land, resources, or females or even for
empire building. It did not correspond to rain or droughts.
Warriors are not shown attacking fortiﬁed settlements, there is
no sense of armies going against armies, there are no signs of
killing civilians, and there is no sense of the warriors acting in a
coordinated way on a battleﬁeld. This is a highly ritualized form
of combat where males ﬁght one-on-one to afﬁrm their masculinity and to produce a few prisoners who ﬁll a central role in
the public sacriﬁce ceremony. Practices of war in this case are
shaped not only by conscious strategizing but also through the
performance of cultural notions of what it means to be a man.
Summary
In thinking about the ways that indigenous systems of violence
worked, one of the challenges is integrating the biological with
the cultural. Biology is implicated as direct violence leaves
wounds and trauma on the body, and culture is implicated
through the symbolic and experiential social context within
which violence occurs. Yet this biocultural realm is the important one to imagine, because it is here that all the power of
violence is manifest.
These aspects of masculinity and violence point to the complex entanglement of cultural processes, manhood and power,
and they cannot be separated out when discussing either violence
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or masculinity because they are codependent factors. In these
cases, much of the violence maps onto daily practices (versus
being a one time or infrequent event). These case studies are
helpful in generating more nuanced ideas about underlying
social causes of violence and warfare. It is important to understand the complexities and histories of human violence in these
contexts especially as it relates to culturally sanctioned ways that
manliness and manhood are expressed, performed, and ritualized. Otherwise, the point of warfare is entirely missed.
These case studies are also useful for thinking about forms of
violence that are persistent for many generations and that form
a part of daily life. Immediate parallels to today would include
gang violence, militarization of the border, intimate partner
violence, and other forms of violence that implicate males and
underwrite forms of masculinities that are stereotypic, dangerous, and built on acts of violence.
There are no universals for human violence in small-scale
societies and no one model or singular pathway for how masculinity is achieved, maintained, expressed, and reproduced. It is
diverse, but within each cultural system it is internally consistent;
that is, it has a cultural logic that underpins it and weaves it into
other social processes. The main themes running throughout
these and other examples of violence in small-scale societies are
that masculinity and violence are entwined cultural processes,
the violence involved consists of daily practices that can persist
over many generations, and the construction of masculinity
through violence is highly variable but follows an underlying
cultural logic.

Extreme Violence: Connecting Massacres
with Masculinity—the Hopi/Pueblo Case
In the American Southwest, archaeologists have used site location and defensive architecture to argue for endemic warfare
lasting over a thousand-year span (1320–320 BP) (LeBlanc
1999). Pueblo groups in this diverse region are the ancestors of
the contemporary tribal groups still living there today, which
include Hopi and Zuni as well as more than a dozen other
Pueblo groups. Biodistance studies have shown that these
groups are more related to each other than to surrounding
groups, and they share a great deal of ideological practices and
material culture (Cordell and McBrinn 2012). The Pueblo case
study is unique because it offers two advantages in terms of
empirical data collection. First, there has been a great deal of
archaeological investment in excavation of many of the larger
sites, and second, there is cultural continuity from the past up
to the present. Ethnohistoric and archival data is vast as these
groups were among the ﬁrst in the United States to be studied
by early ethnographers (Ware 2014; Whiteley 2018). Written
historical documents are also numerous since contact with
Spanish invaders and others began in earnest in the 1600s.
Pueblo groups such as the Hopi were never displaced; rather,
when reservation boundaries were drawn, they were largely
drawn around these long-term in situ communities.
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The interpretation of violence for these communities has been
routinely reduced to warfare and raiding with some cannibalism on the side (Lekson 2002; Schachner 2015), in spite of
compelling data from the burial record regarding a great deal
of variability and patterning of trauma to human bodies (Martin
2016). Warfare has been routinely correlated with the rise and
fall of major political centers and ﬂuctuations in environmental
pressures (LeBlanc 1999; Lekson 2002). Although the published literature on human remains demonstrates a wide range
of divergent characteristics relating to intentional causes of
death and the calculated and ritualized processing and manipulation of corpses, this evidence has been routinely ignored by
archaeologists.
Narratives about warfare and violence in the ancient Southwest assume that communities were peaceful until environmental
pressures caused internal and external social problems and use
of violence was provoked (Cordell and McBrin 2012:229–233;
LeBlanc 1999:32–36; Schachner 2015:81–83). Violence is seen
as having a beginning and an end on a timeline that largely
maps on to climatic or social upheavals. Violence is discussed
as something outside of the normal cultural system.
The burials and the treatment of the dead narrate a different
story. Site- and context-speciﬁc bioarchaeological data from
burials manifest dimensional aspects of intentionality, motivation, symbolism, communication, and performance of a number of forms of violence (Martin 2016; Osterholtz 2012). Instead
of traditional warfare, many of the death assemblages resemble
small- and larger-scale massacres of 10 to 50 individuals (Martin
2016). The bone assemblages reveal the use of stone tools and
bladed knives to deﬂesh and dismember corpses, and bones
were fractured, broken, burned, and reduced to small fragments.
This extreme processing could be the result of a number of
motivations, but many have suggested it meant that the humans
were cannibalized. Thus, these extreme processing events were
originally interpreted to be the signs of cannibalism (Turner and
Turner 1999), but a reanalysis of these remains demonstrates
dismembering and trophy taking more consistent with massacre events (Harrod 2017; Martin 2016; Martin, Akins, and Toll
2014; Osterholtz 2012; Perez 2012).
In addition to the persistence of massacres, the bodily evidence
supports witch executions (Darling 1998; Ogilvie and Hilton
2000), raiding, female captive taking and violence against women
(Harrod 2017; Kohler and Kramer 2006; Martin 1997, 2008),
and ritualized torture (Osterholtz 2012, 2013). While all of
these forms of violence occurred throughout the precontact
period at a variety of sites, warfare per se as archaeologists have
suggested is not empirically supported by the burial record in the
Southwest. In this case, archaeologists have gotten it all wrong.
Archaeologists writing about Pueblo violence have largely
adopted a processual approach in which etic hypothesis testing
is central (Schachner 2015). Ware (2014:168) notes that violence
research to date remains controversial in part because no one
has been able to provide an overarching principle that accounts
for the variability seen across bodies, time, and space. Given
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the evidence for massacres and large numbers of culturally
processed skeletons, the question of interest is not what to call
these acts of violence but, rather, to identify the ideologies and
beliefs that gave these kinds of violence meaning, power, and
persistence in speciﬁc cultural contexts over hundreds of years.
And, perhaps more important, what entanglements with notions of Pueblo masculinity coexisted?
Recent work on this topic (Harrod 2017; Martin 2008, 2016;
Osterholtz 2013, 2014) has departed from typical processual
approaches and employs an interpretation adapted from Whitehead (2004) as discussed earlier in this paper. This approach
applied to the Pueblo case reconsiders the cultural goals, codes,
rules, and symbolism, that is, the poetics of violence, within
Pueblo groups. Attention is on the ideological and symbolic
aspects of violence. The goal is to demonstrate how violence
operates as a cultural system embedded within larger social
processes. In this approach, violence that is ritualized and part of
a performance is seen to be destructive but also regenerative on
some level for the groups. This approach seeks to theorize violence as a cultural expression embedded within social and
historical contexts. In this approach, violence is given legitimacy
through cultural ideology and through its ritualization.
As stated earlier and shown in the previous case studies, a
poetics approach incorporates the iconography, symbols, and
rituals that give violence its power, meaning, and persistence
over many generations. What follows is a brief overview of
some of the major sites where massacres (male-driven actions)
have been empirically demonstrated to have occurred in the
indigenous context for Hopi/Pueblo people.

Sacred Ridge (1320 BP)
Osterholtz (2012, 2013) analyzed a massacres site in the Southwest called Sacred Ridge. Bones from at least 33 men, women,
and children were broken into 14,888 pieces that showed signs of
perimortem (meaning around the time of death) trauma along
with cut and chop marks indicating heavy corpse processing.
Foot and ankle bones have damage suggesting that prior to being
killed, individuals were tortured. Blunt and sharp force strikes to
the sides of the ankle and torture by beating the soles and tops of
the feet were well documented using forensic techniques (Martin
and Osterholtz 2016; Osterholtz 2012).
A map of the disarticulated human remains shows them
scattered across the ﬂoor of a pit structure, but the processing
of the corpses took place in a more central area of the site,
and bone fragments were later discarded into the pit structure
(Osterholtz 2012). Many individuals were eventually executed by blunt force blows to the side of the head. Tool marks
were consistent with scalping, deﬂeshing, dismemberment, disemboweling, removal of ears and lips, mutilation, and burning,
and this occurred both before and after bones were reduced
through breakage and fragmentation (Osterholtz 2014). The
performative nature of this massacre with ritualized processing
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of the corpses would have been a spectacle that was carried out
over many days in a visible and public setting.

Mancos (920 BP)
Four hundred years later in the 1100s, the fragmentary remains
from the Mancos site were analyzed ﬁrst by White (1992) and
reanalyzed by Osterholtz (2014). Osterholtz compared the raw
data from Mancos to Sacred Ridge. She found the sequencing and
patterning of the executions and destruction of the bodies to be
nearly identical down to the number of individuals, with at least
29 men, women, and children at Mancos (33 from Sacred Ridge).
Bone by bone, Osterholtz established that the same pattern of
cutting, deﬂeshing, dismembering, disarticulation, and annihilation of the body was carried out at Mancos as at Sacred Ridge.
This suggests two things: these massacres are highly ritualized,
and the knowledge and meaning (or the poetics) of this kind of
violence were well established in the memory and oral history.

Sand Canyon and Castle Rock (770 BP)
One hundred and ﬁfty years later, two sites from the mid-1200s
showed almost identical signs of massacre and body annihilation
(Kuckelman, Lightfoot, and Martin 2000, 2002; Martin 2016).
Similar to Sacred Ridge and Mancos, there was deﬂeshing, dismembering, removal of trophy tissues, and bone fragmentation.
Massacres in the Southwest are an ancient and pervasive form of
indigenous violence that do not really correlate to warfare,
droughts, or the rise and fall of political centers. Also, archaeologists have suggested that extreme processing events were
limited in scope between 1120 and 820 years ago, but our reanalysis and plotting of extreme processing events show they
were earlier and later than this. This afﬁrms the persistence of
performative and ritualized violence in the Southwest over
literally hundreds of years and scores of generations.

Awat’ovi (1700)
A recent reanalysis of the ﬁnal massacre to have occurred in the
Southwest provided much needed ethnohistoric, archival, and
social context for how to think about these massacre events.
In this historically well-documented case of a massacre of the
Pueblo Hopi village of Awat’ovi, there are ﬁrst-hand accounts
and many ethnohistoric documents regarding what happened
in 1700 (Brooks 2016). Over 80 men, women, and children were
killed, and Awat’ovi was completely destroyed. Men and boys
taking part in a rite of passage were burned to death in the
underground pit structure (kiva), while others were rounded up
and tortured, burned, and beaten. Some corpses were deﬂeshed
and dismembered, and some bodies were annihilated in a
manner similar to the event described by Osterholtz (2018) at
Sacred Ridge 1,000 years earlier. While the human remains from
this site have not been fully analyzed, there are descriptions by
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early archaeologists of what the bone assemblage looked like
(see Turner and Turner 1999).
Whiteley (1988) describes a ﬁrst-hand account by a Hopi
elder who said that the leader and head of Awat’ovi, a man
named Tapolo, was convinced that it was beyond his power to
recreate harmony among his village and so approached three
neighboring villages for help. Tapolo told them that people at
Awat’ovi were becoming less traditional and attending the
Catholic mission church and acting in un-Hopi ways. These
people were labeled by Tapolo to be witches (no longer human) who must be eradicated, as they were causing grave harm
not only to Hopi villages but to the world at large. As the oral
narrative goes, Tapolo said that he had been thinking for a long
time but could ﬁnd no other solution to the problem than to
eradicate the witches and to burn the village to the ground,
knowing that he and his sons, wives, and daughters would die
in the process. On the speciﬁc evening of the attack, Tapolo left
the gate unlocked, and a large number of warriors from other
villages descended and the massacre ensued. The Hopi word
koyaanisqatsi means life out of balance, life disintegrating, a
state of life that calls for another way of living, and this term
has been associated with this historic event in Hopi oral tradition (Whiteley 1988).
The massacre involved a radical redrawing of the social borders
and led to a transformation and regeneration of the villages
throughout the 1700s (Whiteley 2008). What is also apparent
from this case of historic ritual massacre is that it was intentional, prepared down to minute detail, and that it involved
danger for the male participants carrying out the deed, who
would need to go through a ritual cleansing after the event.
At the time male warriors were carrying out the massacre, they
wore masks and took on the power of supernatural deities, and
so were technically not human during the torture and killing.
Children under the age of 10 who were killed but had not gone
through initiation were also not considered human (Whiteley
2008). The adults being annihilated were considered witches and
thus had transformed into nonhumans. Within Pueblo cosmology and belief, this event did not include the death of any
humans (only witches and uninitiated children), and those that
did the killing (the warriors) were transformed into supernatural beings for the event. So this spectacle of torture and
killing, dismembering and annihilation did not actually involve
any humans.
Ethnohistoric accounts of the initiation rites and continuing
education of boys prior to being initiated into the warrior clan
include extended periods of time spent in underground chambers
(kivas) with older males who prepare them for carrying out
dangerous and extreme forms of violence in the service of
maintaining the sacred balance of the Pueblo world (Lomatuway’ma et al. 1993). Males prepare for the possibility of these
events their whole lives, and to participate in one was the
pinnacle of what it meant to be a man.
This ability of male warriors to become superhuman deities
when they go into battle is tied to ideals about masculinity.
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Brooks (2016:201) stated that Hopi existed “in a society in which
cycles of ritual acts of puriﬁcation were deeply engrained” and
that these have likely persisted unchanged over time. These were
particularly dangerous activities for males to undertake. Those
who survived went through special cleansings and rites designed
to bring them back from the superhuman state they were in.
Whitely (2018) and Brooks (2016) describe the powerful
role of male warriors, those with masculine traits most aligned
with bravery and strength, the only ones that could carry out
these necessary ritual acts of massacres, the only possible route
for renewal, puriﬁcation and social cohesion. To be one of
these warriors was to hold much responsibility for the fate not
only of the communities but of the whole world. They were the
epitome of masculinity and power.
One detail of the massacre that profoundly reﬂects the centrality of males in these narratives is that the massacre occurred
during the ﬁnal day of the wuwutcim ceremony, the “most ancient of all Hopi ceremonials” where young boys were sequestered in an underground kiva structure as mentioned above. This
initiation to manhood ended with a ceremony whereby elements
of supernatural powers were conferred on the initiates without
which men would have no power (Brooks 2016). The elders and
the boys who were newly initiated were all killed in the massacre.
The Hopi/Pueblo are not unique in their use of violence in this
way. The world over, massacres often occur following failed attempts to create unity across social cleavages (Dwyer and Ryan
2012). Massacre theory informs us that these events often involve
the remapping of social borders through the violence, performance, and destruction from which comes social transformation
(Klusemann 2012). Massacre theory suggests that extreme cruelty and a larger-than-life spectacle is necessary for social memory
over many generations, as well as to communicate to survivors,
participants, and the deities that social cohesion has been restored (Nahoum-Grappe 2002; Semelin 2009).
In a survey on historic massacres, 86% included body mutilation and annihilation (Anderson and Martin 2018). Massacres
are premeditated and intentional and serve to obliterate and
render the targeted group as no longer human (see Docker [2012]
for deeper explanation). Massacres are a special category of violence, unlike warfare and raiding. Their role in afﬁrming the
superiority of male warriors is a cultural performance that is
remembered over many generations.
The performative and ritualized display of bones and body
parts plays a role in consolidating the authority of males and
control of various social processes and may explain the persistence of indigenous forms of extreme violence (Perez 2012).
Within massacre sites, the systematic destruction and ritualistic disposal of bodies and blood within ritual structures has
multiple goals that include messaging to the witnesses, signaling a new world order, and expanding a group’s power.
Hopi and Pueblo oral traditions revolve around notions regarding the ways that war, raiding, and other forms of violence
were deeply embedded, complex social actions that engaged
supernatural forces, resolved problems, and contained cultural
meaning (Malotki and Gary 2001). Indigenous scholars have

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

correctly understood that violence is a cultural practice that
must be considered within its native cultural and historical
contexts (Lomatuway’ma et al. 1993). Looking at the poetics of
violence provides insight into not only the motivations for violent actions but also the ways that violence plays a role in
making and remaking the world (of men).
The physicality of violent massive killing is not so much about
its destruction of human bodies but, rather, is related to the ways
that violence persists as memory and spectacle and the close
entwining of these with self-identity and collective male power
(Docker 2012). Violence embodies complicated aspects of symbolism that relate to both disorder and order in a given cultural
context. The symbolism is what gives violence its many potential meanings depending on where males are in their life
history, their status, and their needs for reestablishing a particular vision of order. Massacres were integrated proactively
into fertility and rain cults—the scalps from enemies were an
important part of communing with the rain gods (Malotki and
Gary 2001).
For Hopi and Pueblo males, personhood itself is a liminal
state. They distinguish between different kinds of being. Most
important are the rites of passage where boys not yet considered human, then become human men, and then spend their
lives proving they are strong and manly enough to take on the
power of supernatural deities and carry out the important
work of eradicating witches and other nonhuman forces
(Malotki and Gary 2001). The liminal personhood experienced
by males is an intricate part of what it means to be a man, and it
perpetuates particular kinds of male roles and masculinity.
The liminal states they inhabit as warriors are captured in
petroglyphs of eerie half-human, half-spirit males and in the
long, rhythmic, trancelike war dances they do in preparation
for massacres.
Early ethnographers studying Hopi and Pueblo groups
reported that there was a class of men whose power stemmed
from their prowess as warriors, and entrance into their fraternity came after lengthy puriﬁcation rites and tests of their
masculinity. Being able to see the connections between activities such as massacres and other forms of violence on the one
hand, and masculinity and personhood on the other, provides
a way to contextualize indigenous violence and better understand its embeddedness in daily social processes around masculinity and power.
Massacres are everyone’s worst nightmare because they are so
ferociously horriﬁc and viscerally disturbing. This deeper look
into the underlying cultural logic directing the use of massacres,
in this case over hundreds of years using very precise and ritualized techniques, demonstrates the embeddedness and complication of numerous powerful forces. It reveals the complex
ways that ideology, symbolism, masculinity, and cosmology
intersect to make the destruction of a related group of people the
only option to maintain cohesion and viability into the future
for the group as a whole. The internal consistency of the acts
over hundreds of years provides insight into what makes these
extreme acts of violence so powerful.
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Conclusion
These data provide nuance and a deeper perspective into
thinking about the ways that violence and masculinity are
integrated parts within the larger whole. We need research
questions and strategies that will help identify the culturally
speciﬁc characteristics of masculinities and violence and examine how these intersect with and are embedded in other realms
of life, such as female roles, subsistence activities, health status,
technologies, climate change, migration, power structures, and
political-economic processes.
These case studies have revealed underlying proximate
causes of male violence seen in the archaeological and ethnographic record for small-scale and early societies. In all of
these examples, it was theorized with some supporting evidence that highly ritualized forms of culturally sanctioned
violence are related to the formation of particular male identities or masculinities. Violence carried out individually or in
groups not only involves physical trauma to others but also
communicates the role of males in the social order. In many of
these cases, the trauma, destruction, and momentary chaos of
violence is followed by a period of restorative and regenerative
effects on society. In the case of the Hopi and Pueblo, periodic
massacres were utilized to afﬁrm the centrality of males whose
roles were to repair social division and protect and maintain
the status quo. As a whole, the case studies also reveal the
socially integrative dimensions of violence.
In small-scale societies, male violence (both lethal and
nonlethal) is expressed in diverse and complex ways precisely
because it is interlinked with and dependent upon ideologies
associated with what it means to be male. Using the more ﬁnegrained biocultural analyses here for extant and extinct smallscale societies, culturally speciﬁc patterns of male violence
were examined in a more nuanced way. Focusing on the histories and experiences of both male perpetrators and male
victims in small-scale societies revealed that social and ritualized violence is not necessarily considered to be a bad thing
because it can simultaneously be a force for social cohesion
and, in some cases, social transformation. Using an interpretive (poetics) approach that focuses on the meaning of ritualized aspects of male violence provided rich insights into the
social processes governing the intersectionality of masculinity
and violence in different cultural settings. A central conclusion
is that often for humans, the pathway to becoming an adult
male entails perpetrating ritualized and precise forms of violence that then normalize and institutionalize male identities
and masculinities in culturally speciﬁc ways.
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The Animal Inside
Men and Violence
Matthew Gutmann
In societies around the world people seek scientiﬁc conﬁrmation of widespread preconceptions about men and aggression, and we
ﬁnd ourselves riding a perpetual motion hamster wheel of misinformation and cant. Not infrequently, certain populations of men—
poor men, African men, Mexican men, Wall Street men, rural men, urban men—are tagged as especially prone to violence, because
they are purportedly less able and less intent on controlling their supposed primordial male urges to act out hostilities. Using
examples including mass murders in the United States, World War I in Europe, the gender binary at the Vatican, and male suicidality
around the world, we examine popular beliefs about men and violence in a range of cross-cultural contexts that are couched in terms
of nature and animality (and sometimes hormones, Y chromosomes, and evolution) to analyze more closely the components of
gender-based violence and to question the everyday language used to describe presumed inherent qualities of maleness shared by
humans and other animals.

In what used to be called Hispaniola (today Haiti and Santo Domingo) the native population numbered about one hundred
thousand in 1492, but had dropped to two hundred a century later, since people died of horror and disgust at European
civilization even more than of smallpox and physical ill-treatment. (Claude Lévi-Strauss [2012 (1955):75])
This paper examines the tenacious hold that biological extremism about boys and men has on imaginations, seemingly
rooted in experience and scientiﬁc evidence. The language that
is used to describe maleness in a range of registers, including
with regard to male violence, reveals the reality that males are
most often the perpetrators of the most severe forms of aggression, including militarism and war. And it conceals underlying fallacious assumptions about peculiar causal links
between physiology and behavior among male humans and
other animals, which amounts to excessive naturalization of
the extent to which we can generalize about cross-species male
violence.
In the United States in recent decades, debate on the causes
of mass murders has swirled in the media, in government,
and among a broad swath of the population. Given the nearuniversal employment of ﬁrearms in each of these massacres
and an astronomical number of guns in the hands of the public
in the United States, not surprisingly guns, gun culture, and
gun ownership have often been blamed as the primary source
of the problem. Policies proposed to address the mass murder
epidemic have revolved especially around limiting gun licenses
and distribution and making it more difﬁcult to convert guns
into assault weapons. Far less frequently is there discussion
about the fact that in the vast majority of mass murders in the
United States. the perpetrators are young, White, and male.
For our purposes, the fact that almost without exception the
shooters are men is noteworthy for two reasons. One, as is true

of murderers in general, the vast majority are men.1 Two, most
men are not murderers, much less mass murderers. Gender
theorist Raewyn Connell (2000) draws out the implications of
these two facts by writing, “Almost all soldiers are men, but
most men are not soldiers. Though most killers are men, most
men never kill or even commit assault. Though an appalling
number of men do rape, most men do not. . . . There are
many non-violent men in the world. This, too, needs explanation” (22). In every analysis of this problem, it is straightforward and crucial to highlight the fact that virtually all mass
murderers are men. However, why this is the case—why certain men resort to mass murder—is not so easily understood.
One-dimensional, sweeping declarations about inborn violent
qualities of maleness are not helpful, as in statements like “Men
are more aggressive than women.”

War and Male Animal Instincts
The link between manliness and warfare is neither novel nor
remarkable. Historians, philosophers, and poets through the
ages have long borne witness to these associations. But in World
War I something different occurred, as political moralities
1. In the case of murders as opposed to mass murders, most victims
are also men. The signiﬁcance of this demographic fact is often related to
the craven attitudes and conduct of these men in relation to women,
exhibiting a misogyny that repeatedly targets women in crowds.
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around war and masculinity diverged. This happened when, on
basic matters of belligerent behavior, anti-war men and women
rejected the verdict that males were by nature violent. This was a
clear indication of a deeper, radical rupture in conﬂicting images
of man, noteworthy for its tacit challenge to a presumed, naturalized bellicosity that lies at least dormant inside all male
bodies, a rupture that deﬁed simplistic allusions to male animal
instincts. Challenges to shared values regarding ideal types of
modern masculinity in World War I had real consequences for
civilian and soldier, man and woman. And although they did
not suddenly spring forth at the outset of war but represented
the logical progression of social forces and ethics in the modern
era, they called into question popular and literary connections
between masculinity and violence as never before in history.
The backdrop to modern forms of masculine weaponized
violence in the twenty-ﬁrst-century world is militarism and
war; invasion, conquest, and occupation by force of arms is
the standard currency against which other forms of physical
domination can be evaluated. One of the ﬁrst scholars to explore the relationship of masculinity to violence and aggression
was the historian George Mosse (1996), especially in his study
of the creation of modern masculinity in the crucible of World
War I, The Image of Man. From the manly language of war
(words like “pain,” “suffering,” “duty,” “sacriﬁce,” “fortitude,”
“honor,” and “chivalry,” among many others) to the centrality
of modern notions of masculinity in Europe in the rise of fervid
nationalisms, Mosse traced the signiﬁcance of masculinity to
war and anti-war resistance on the continent before, during,
and following that shibboleth-shattering conﬂagration.
Mosse (1996) showed how masculinity was given fuller expression in Europe in World War I, because it was through this
war that “The warrior provides a climax to a concept of manliness inherent in much of the construction of modern [Western] masculinity. . . . The Great War was a masculine event, in
spite of the role it may have played in encouraging the greater
independence of women” (107). It would be a mistake to think
the war erupted fundamentally because of masculinity or maleness, but manliness was a core element mediating and motivating participation in every aspect of the conﬂict, from trench
warfare linking comrades-in-arms to the derring-do of daredevil
pilots whose exploits continued to amaze and enthrall ﬁrst-hand
witnesses and a public all too ready to glorify slaughter in the
name of defense of nation and other righteous causes.
It seemed as if all previous history, and literature, had been
planning for this carnage. As Paul Fussell (1975) noted about
soldierly preparation for the realities of World War I, “The
experiences of a man going up the line to his destiny cannot
help seeming to him like those of a hero of medieval romance if
his imagination has been steeped in actual literary romances or
their equivalent” (146).
Every call to arms, every recruitment poster, and many a war
movie highlights the fearless soldier. Yet, as Andrew Bickford
(2018) notes in general about men at war, “soldiers are fragile,”
which is why “the stress point of all military operations is the
soldiers” (810, 811). Every modern military has sought to win
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the hearts and minds of their press-ganged soldiers. Invariably
this has involved drawing clear, gendered distinctions between
men, between women, and between women and men. In his
study of Freikorpsmen emerging from World War I in Germany, Klaus Theweleit (1987) writes that contemporary views
about men and women were key to unleashing these private
volunteer armies who provided the backbone troops in the rise
of Nazism. Theweleit’s analysis includes the contrast between
“red nurses” and “white nurses”: the former were thought to use
their sexual wiles to seduce and ultimately castrate the young
men, while the young men’s hallowed calling was to defend and
protect the latter, mother and sister ﬁgures all.
Masculine and feminine natures also have often been linked
in wartime to supposed national character types. Again looking at Germany in World War I, Robert Nelson (2002) writes
of a negotiated idea of German comradeship, “a complicated
mixture of both masculine and feminine components. The
stress however was always upon what were considered to be
truly masculine traits: battle-readiness, duty, pride, hard work,
honesty and loyalty” (72). And, in a tortured cognitive conﬂuence between beliefs in inherent ethnic, national traits and
the particularly gendered natures of men and women, Nelson
shows how “The Germanic people were manly, meaning they
were active and independent. The Slavs and the Celts were
womanly, meaning passive, always needing to be told what to
do. . . . The Prussians . . . with a mix of Germanic and Slavic
blood, were perfect at both getting things done, and at taking
orders when need be” (74). What constitutes masculine or
feminine qualities in wartime violence may be viewed ﬂexibly,
but these attributes are never less than unequivocally gendered.
In some ways during the war, perhaps surprisingly even more
pronounced than the divides between warring populations
ﬂying opposing ﬂags, were the intensifying distinctions made
along what we would today call the gender binary. Mosse (1996)
emphasized “the crucial role played by modern masculinity in
upholding the clear division between men and women, so basic
to modern society over the past centuries” (9), thus associating
more explicitly the connection through warfare of men (and not
women) with violence. Nor was this implication left in the realm
of ideas; rather, as Mosse showed, popular connotations and
government policies traced manly aggression and capacity to “a
totality based upon the nature of man’s body” (5). Violence and
aggression were held to be natural elements inherent in the male
physique. They could be controlled and unleashed, but they
could not be removed from the male body any more than other
vital parts of their anatomy.
Other elements central to masculinity and violence were
highlighted by Mosse’s (1996) discussion of warriors in World
War I. He reported that “The manner in which the war was
waged on the western front encouraged the view of war as dependent on a functioning male camaraderie as soldiers fought,
lived together, and died together in the trenches” (108). There
was little need to inquire as to the roots of male camaraderie;
it was easy to appreciate as advantageous given the exigencies
of war, and easy to understand as of a piece with other manly
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experiences documented by Mosse for other male-only venues
in work, sports, entertainment, and government.
That camaraderie was akin to a phrase that decades later
became among the most celebrated terms ever invented by an
anthropologist: “male bonding.” Anthropologist Lionel Tiger
explicitly traced the men’s “need” to bond with each other back
to all-male alliances necessary for group defense in the days of
hunting and gathering, which he in turn claimed had shaped
the evolution of male biology itself.2 Tiger (1984 [1969]) formulated the idea of male bonding to defend his very modern
opinion that “men ‘need’ some haunts and/or occasions which
exclude females” (208), which could also be seen as an obtuse
backlash against modern feminist demands that men participate more in childcare and housework. Biology here appears in
the guise of an evolutionary dictate, just as absolute and universal as any invocation of compulsions and needs carelessly
tracked to molecular triggers.
So although terms like “testosterone” and “Y chromosomes”
were not summoned to provide evidence of virile aggressiveness during World War I—the word testosterone was used for
only the ﬁrst time in 1905—still, Mosse (1996) does draw out
naturalized elements of maleness in the 1910s, for example,
when he paraphrases a passage from a well-received German
war diary of 1920 in which the memoirist Ernst Jünger treats
the war as “a struggle for existence in which man’s animal
instincts were released” (110). Reference to animal instincts
is certainly suggestive of the idea that there exists a fraternity
of males across species for whom conﬂict and combat come
naturally.
There were at least two ways that killing was not countenanced in Mosse’s portrayal of modern masculinity and World
War I. First, by deﬁnition, men waged war for defensive purposes only. Aggression shown toward the enemy was always
explained as at heart a defensive necessity (to save Germany,
France, England; to save the women and children; to save
humanity) rather than a wanton display of unwarranted belligerence, no matter how manly. Second, left-wing opposition
to the war as needless bloodbath launched by elites and conducted by the masses nearly always carried with it a challenge
to fundamental understandings of masculinity and maleness
themselves. Manliness came under close scrutiny in the World
War I period in direct relation to men’s participation in violent
acts on a scale previously unknown in history. It was not just
people killing and dying. It was men butchering and being
butchered.

2. Key premises of Tiger’s historical narrative have since been proved
erroneous. Dyble and colleagues, for example, demonstrate through evidence from the bioarchaeological record “that pair-bonding and increased
sex egalitarianism in human evolutionary history may have had a transformative effect on human social organization” (Dyble et al. 2015:796).
As long as there were plenty of animals—and before agriculture became
the norm, it appears that men and women hunted and gathered together
far more than advocates of innate gender divisions of labor might
fathom.

Current Anthropology

Volume 62, Supplement 23, February 2021

“Most of those who were disillusioned with war,” Mosse
(1996) wrote, “tended to join left-wing movements, and if they
became socialists they were apt not only to reject war but to
question the manliness that had supported the conﬂict” (119).
That did not mean, however, that pro- and anti-war men did
not share parts of an underlying ethos of masculinity. Mosse
insisted that, “for all the difference in the conception of masculinity, the identical ideal of moral purity united these socialists and those who believed in the normative ideal of
manhood; both shared the view that the generally accepted
standards of personal comportment and sexual behavior were
crucial aspects of masculinity. The signiﬁcant difference lay in
the attitude toward political morality, in the acceptance or
rejection of aggression and violence” (121).
Yet as we all know, the matter of what makes man was far
from settled. In fact, a case could be made that the present era is
marked, among other qualities, by a widespread confusion
about masculinity and maleness in relation to issues like violence and sexuality and vigorous arguments revolving around
the language to best capture such social anxieties, bewilderment, and censure of manly aggressions. Gender confusion
does not mean there are not ﬁrm views on gender, but that the
debates over gender in the third decade of the twenty-ﬁrst
century are especially ﬁerce because basic premises—biological, cultural, legal, regional—have been called into question
as seldom before in history.

Conscription
Ideas prevalent in World War I that made the experience in
every respect highly gendered only appear to be artifacts from
a bygone era. For example, in the United States today, in
fundamental ways we ﬁnd bland submission to twisted gender
logic and shallow thinking. In the popular imaginary, scientiﬁc
journals, judicial regulations, and public policy prescriptions,
the US military is regarded as an eminently masculine enterprise; that 15% of the ranks were ﬁlled by women in 2020 made
little difference to anyone along these lines. Nor is this treatment of the military as male begrudging in the least; it is widely
assumed that because of basic natural differences between men
and women, the military could not be otherwise than a paradigmatically masculine institution. To challenge these core
beliefs would require an entirely different understanding of
war, violence, and gender.
Is the military “masculine” and is military violence “masculine”? Yes and no. Clearly, in terms of demographics, the
military is overwhelmingly male. But noting numbers merely
skirts the underlying issue. In terms of historical associations—common and institutional—the military is unquestionably masculine; masculinity, writes Harrison (2003:75), is
the “cementing principle” in the military, and in terms of the
association of violence with men, maleness, and masculinity,
the same. But how are we to view female soldiers in combat?
Are they simply women acting like violent men? That would be
as much of a mistake as calling a male who is tender with
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children a man acting like a tender woman. Without a doubt
it acknowledges that childcare is done by women far more
than men in virtually every social setting on earth.3 But it also
naturalizes tenderness as more inherent in women than men.
Thus we must consider the possibility, not yet realized but potential, of a “degendered” militarism, just as we might someday
experience degendered childcare.4
For the same reasons, we should be wary of naturalizing the
military, violence, and men. Rather, as Bickford (2011:40)
argues, “the importance of theorizing the militarization of men
and society as an intentional process” requires that we not view
military masculinities and the masculinity of militarization
primarily as the result of some narrowly conceived evolution,
biology, or chemistry: men are not compelled to war because of
their maleness but because they decide to make war.
Problematic assumptions about maleness can also take the
form of bizarrely forcing only men to perform certain duties
like serving in the armed forces of the United States in time of
war. Whenever I ask a lecture hall of students at my university
how many of them had to ﬁle special government papers when
they turned 18, roughly half the students who are US citizens
report that they registered with the Selective Service System. No
one is surprised that those who raise their hands are exclusively
male, and that no female in the class had (or could have) registered for a potential future military draft.5 It does not seem
bizarre to them whatsoever.
It is not only conservative thinkers who accept that males
alone should register, owing to a supposedly greater inherent
aptitude for aggressiveness in males, among other qualities. We
cannot, or should not, assume that such notions properly belong solely to reactionaries and ignoramuses. Progressive, welleducated, and thoughtful people are also often perfectly content to abide by certain laws, regulations, and customs that are
based on no more than an unconscious acquiescence to “biobabble,” beliefs that upon closer examination ought to ring a
cautionary alarm about public policies based on shoddy and
biased convictions regarding men and aggression.
Registration for conscription in the United States and dozens of other countries around the world is exclusively male
3. This is despite the criminally high rate of sexual harassment and assault of women in enlisted and ofﬁcer ranks, and the impunity with which it
is carried out, further evidence of the masculine triumphalism of the military. For a contemporary counterexample on parenting, see Thao’s (2015)
study of migrating women and stay-at-home fathers in Vietnam.
4. On a personal note, and combining the issues of masculinity, violent occurrences, and parenthood, among my ﬁrst memories of being
male was when I learned a code of honor I might someday have to obey. I
have no idea why boys thought about this—perhaps it was a remnant of
World War II military masculinities—but we all bragged that if we were
ever on a sinking ship, each of us would have to offer the ﬁrst seats in
lifeboats to women and children. Females bear children, and we males do
not. Hardly a situation we often faced, we nonetheless pledged to each
other that we would so sacriﬁce our lives for future babies.
5. Indeed, in some states in the United States, males cannot get a
driver’s license unless they provide evidence of having registered.
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because of an underlying perception of historical experience and
standards—when men, with their brute upper-body strength,
wielded shields, swords, and such. Yet gender dimorphism, the
average difference in male and female bodies, is not all that
dramatic, and in history as today there are plenty of women who
are more athletic and stronger than plenty of men. Unquestioned compliance by males with the statutes requiring registration and conscription for military service are also based on
taken-for-granted attitudes about the gendered nature of human violence.
There is also a more insidious side to military service in the
United States, superﬁcially the opposite of compulsory registration for a potential draft. Since the advent of the AllVolunteer Force (AVF) following the Vietnam War, but with
historical roots going back to the French levée en masse initiated in 1793, the expectation is both that able-bodied young
men will serve in the military as the highest order of public
service and that those who volunteer for service have, by deﬁnition, chosen to do so of their own free will. Such voluntarism
speaks to the requirement that soldiers in the modern era must
at some level not only accept their participation in the violence
of war but must do so with some enthusiasm. When modern
armies have not been able to count on the willing collaboration
of their troops, desertions, mutinies, and rebellions have occurred. Besides, willing participation also means that if things
do not work out for you, you have no one to blame but yourself.
Because of widespread beliefs in a direct, biological connection
between aggression and maleness (and not femaleness), when
young men fail in their military tours it is more often a sign of a
man coming up short, while for a young woman it is more
easily understood as someone trying to ﬁt where she does not
belong.
The gender binary, the primeval view of fundamental differences in men and women regardless of historical period or
place on Earth, like the capacity to kill, is at the center of debates
regarding gender, gender confusion, and gender renegotiation.

Confusion at the Vatican: The Gender Binary
In English there is a subset of the saying “boys will be boys”
made up of catchphrases used to describe aggression among
males: “Take it like a man,” “It takes balls,” “Man up,” “Grow a
pair.” In Spanish-speaking countries it is common to hear
phrases like “Ser hombre de verdad,” “Tener muchos huevos,”
“Con huevos,” “Llevar los pantalones.” Special reference to male
testicles as the seat of something especially masculine and
manly is no coincidence. In Chinese a popular way of afﬁrming
that men will do what men will do is, “You can’t stop a dog from
eating shit.”6 Each quip implies a male assertiveness that, if and
when necessary, can get physical.
A key to understanding language that naturalizes linkages
between maleness and violence is the gender binary. Without
the gender binary to explain male (and female) behavior,
6. Gou gaibuliao chi shi (狗改不了吃屎).
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actions and ideas become degendered, loosened from a reﬂexive
insinuation of them into one or another gender category. The
gender binary has become in the opening decades of the
twenty-ﬁrst century a lightning rod expression around which
fundamental late-modern debates regarding gender, sexuality,
and sex champion the ﬁxed or ﬂexible, and as if, instead of
ontogeny being recapitulated by phylogeny, gender ontology is
recapitulated by male or female physiology. Gender confusion
is rampant.
In a discussion meant to elevate the place of sexuality in
moments of historical upheaval, feminist theorist Gayle Rubin
(1984:4) talked about a “renegotiation” of erotic life, comparing
it to great religious disputes in centuries past. Popular renegotiation is occurring in the contemporary world with respect
to not only sexuality but also the issues of gender and genderbased violence, including what masculinity and maleness have
to do with violence and aggression. During periods of acute
and widespread social debate, and dislocation, maleness and
femaleness become vessels through which broader issues of
what is natural and good get funneled.
Not only is this a period of renegotiation over gender and
the gender binary, but challenges and changes around these
issues are occurring in a rapid and intense fashion. Attempts to
deconstruct the gender binary may be perceived as a threat to
certain religious doctrine as well as scientists more wedded
to conceptual frameworks like evolutionary psychology. A case
in point: In 2019, the Vatican produced a document, “ ‘Male
and female He created them’: Towards a Path of Dialogue on
the Question of Gender Theory in Education,” authored on behalf of the Vatican by one Giuseppe Cardinal Versaldi, Prefect,
and one Archbishop Angelo Vincenzo Zani, Secretary.
“On the Question of Gender Theory” was written to stanch
the pandemic of gender confusion among the church’s 1.2 billion parishioners in the world. Aimed at parents, students,
school leaders and personnel, bishops, priests, religious and ecclesial movements, associations of the lay faithful, and other
relevant bodies (see Versaldi and Zani 2019:6), this treatise faithfully defended the gender binary as God given, and afﬁrmed
that all talk of gender bending went against modern medicine
and science (13).
With citations to major statements by current and recent
popes (especially John Paul II, Benedict, and Francis) to bolster
its declarations on male, female, and gender theory, one of the
more curious elements in the Vatican document is that the
discipline of anthropology—as a body of work and a conceptual framework for understanding the gendered world—is
given the central role as a major obstacle and a potential solution to reinstating the gender binary. For the Vatican authors, the restoration of the gender binary is a goal for both
spiritual and material reasons: it represents the word of God
and, Versaldi and Zani stress, the gender binary is good because it is scientiﬁcally, biologically incontrovertible.
The authors of the Vatican screed certainly know how to
drop key words into their discussion. Terms from gender theory
in anthropology and more generally are sprinkled throughout
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the text, words and phrases like “transgenderism,” “queer,”
“ﬂuid,” “ﬂexible,” “patriarchy,” “masculine mentality,” “third
gender,” “polyamory,” “intersex,” “sexual indeterminacy,” “in
vitro fertilization and surrogate mothers,” and “complementarity.”7 The crux of the argument is that anthropology in the
twentieth century, and especially in the 1990s, promoted the
idea that gender is merely a social construction and that, not
only can you be whatever you want, but what you want can
reasonably change anytime you feel like it (Versaldi and Zani
2019:3, 7, 8). This relativism was mistaken, according to the
Vatican authors, because it separated sex from gender, meaning here that because gender is ultimately dependent on the
real, incontestable, material world of sex (about which the
Vatican and “biological and medical science” agree), we must
continue to stress the radically different natures of males and
females.8
The social problems that prompted the Vatican to produce
such an educational tool included not only the need to reassert
“the actual biological difference between male and female” (Versaldi and Zani 2019:12; emphasis in original), not only the dangerous inﬂuence of LGBTQ movements throughout the world,
but also “the decline of the culture of marriage” (2019:23),
and behind that, an insistence on reiterating “the values of
femininity”: “women’s ‘capacity’ for the other” and women’s
“unique understanding of reality” (10; emphasis in original).
The Vatican thus positions itself as the advocate of the
material, natural world, decrying the fact that “Gender theory
(especially in its most radical forms) speaks of a gradual process of denaturalization, that is a move away from nature”
(Versaldi and Zani 2019:11; emphasis in the original). What all
this has to do with men and violence is that by bashing
anthropology’s talk of gender and sexual indeterminacy as too
relativist and insisting on the truth and importance of male
and female bodies and temperaments as fundamentally distinct (if potentially complementary), the gender binary gets
reconsecrated as material reality, and it becomes easier to attribute every form of male behavior, including those related to
violence and aggression, to the natural, immutable physical
world.9 So much for social constructivism.
7. Despite tossing in these words, the authors do not cite any actual
writings from anthropological gender theory. And it is not always clear if
they understand what these terms (including “anthropology”) mean. To
take one representative sentence: “In a growing contraposition between
nature and culture, the propositions of gender theory converge in the
concept of ‘queer,’ which refers to dimensions of sexuality that are extremely ﬂuid, ﬂexible, and as it were, nomadic” (Versaldi and Zani 2019:8).
In addition, the Vatican authors invent a few new terms like “liquidity,”
“gender neuter,” and, as we have seen, “nomadic,” and attribute these to
what they have gleaned from “gender theory.” All in all, attention to gender
theory terms seems more intended to scare readers than to enlighten them.
8. To emphasize this point, the title of the Vatican document is “Male
and female He created them,” not “Man and woman He created them.”
9. “The underlying presuppositions of these theories can be traced
back to a dualistic anthropology, separating body (reduced to the status
of inert matter) from human will, which itself becomes an absolute that
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In an era of widespread gender confusion and turmoil about
what exactly can be expected and attributed to men and women
because of their physiologies, any challenge to the notion that
violence and aggression are especially and inherently male, that
is, a kind of decoupling and degendering of these concepts,
would require an analytic move in the opposite direction, away
from the gender binary. In order for the gender binary to be
disrupted in a fundamental way, the biological resemblance of
human and nonhuman animals must be continually examined
both for its evolutionary pedigree and even more for its ongoing inﬂuence over popular ways of generalizing about the
attitudes, priorities, and practices of human males.

Animality and What Is Natural
Despite the implication in the Vatican tract that anthropology
throughout the twentieth century has maintained a unitary
view on male and female, leaning heavily toward social constructivism and “voluntarism,” anyone mildly engaged with
the discipline knows this is far from the case. What is more,
as the papers in this special issue amply demonstrate, bridging
the biological-cultural anthropological divide has been notoriously vexing. Even when studying ostensibly the same issue
of men, masculinity, maleness, and violence, there is often
sharp contention over basic premises in anthropology, for example, the role of hormones and heredity in human warfare.
Still, the Wenner-Gren symposium and this special issue
would not exist were it not for a desire by colleagues across
subﬁelds of the discipline to not just mind the gap but to ﬁnd
ways to straddle and close it, too.
Few practicing anthropologists practice in three—much less
four—subﬁelds of the discipline.10 Tim Ingold (2013) has
rightly declared that “the opposition between the biological
and the cultural is incoherent” (4). Perhaps one way to address
this incoherence in anthropology is to jointly address problems on which serious, long-term, productive work has been
developed in parallel in anthropological subﬁelds—for example, maleness and violence—and through these efforts attempt
to realize the vision Ingold also sets out, what he calls an “anthropology in the round” (12). Among the great risks we run if
we uncritically see aggressive male behavior, for instance, as
somehow biologically baked in is that we will pathologize
maleness and masculinity to the point that constraining men’s
“natural” impulses becomes the only recourse and the highest
societal aspiration.
Margaret Lock and Vinh-Kim Nguyen (2018) use the term
“entanglement” to describe their synthetic approach to biosocial understanding. They write, for example, of
the entanglement of material bodies with history, environment, culture and politics. Succinctly put, biological differcan manipulate the body as it pleases. This combination of physicalism
and voluntarism gives rise to relativism” (Versaldi and Zani 2019:11).
10. An outstanding exception is Jason de León’s Land of Open Graves
(de León 2015).
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ences between and amongst groups are not the cause, but
rather the effect of biosocial processes. To reiterate: the human body in health and illness is not an ontological given but
a moveable, malleable entity—the elusive product of nature
and culture that refuses to be pinned down. (312)11

A word, too, on the concept and school now known as “the
new materialism” and its so-called turn to matter involving
a rapprochement between nature and culture, a decentering
of the human, and a rejection of theories positing systems,
structures, social formations, and the science of the social in
favor of, in the words of Bruno Latour (2005), “the tracing of
associations” (5; emphasis in original). To take one part of the
new materialism most relevant to males and animality, the
quest to expand the term agency, for example, to nonhuman
animals (as well as sometimes inanimate objects like tools or
skyscrapers or bioengineering) is undoubtedly tapping into a
wellspring of newfound appreciation for the emotional range,
intentionality, and “becomings” of at least nonhuman animals.
It seems a pronouncement of some underlying unity of life and
objects and technologies, as well as a cri de coeur rooted in a
sense of helplessness in any context outside micropolitics.12
In contrast, Lock and Nguyen (2018) continue their discursus on entanglement in all things of nature and culture
with a ﬁrm grounding in the macropolitics of inequality: “Attention to this malleability and to the social and political
contexts in which people live out their lives is crucial,” they
write, adding that, “lacking such an approach, global inequities
and health disparities will increase unabated” (312). We can
and must better recognize similarities across species and the
need for all species to share the earth. That does not, and
11. On “entanglement,” see also Nading (2014). On recent synthetic
work along these lines in anthropology, see Kohn (2007) and Kirksey and
Helmreich (2010).
12. At the same time, with respect to theories of a new materialism, it is
not always clear to me why anyone thinks that attention to relationships,
processes, and networks represents a great leap forward, that simpleminded social constructivism is more than a convenient straw man in this
literature, or how “new” materialism represents a better way of putting the
pieces together than the way Marx addressed the issue of what he termed
mechanical materialism long ago: “The chief defect of all hitherto existing
materialism—that of Feuerbach included—is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the form of the object or of contemplation,
but not as human sensuous activity, practice, not subjectively. Hence it
happened that the active side, in contradistinction to materialism, was
developed by idealism—but only abstractly, since, of course, idealism does
not know real, sensuous activity as such (Marx 1969 [1888]:13; emphasis
in original). The notion that social constructivism doesn’t come close to
explaining the whole world is important but hardly novel, and perhaps
what is occurring is no grander than paying for the idealist sins of social
constructivism. But the notion that we need a new materialism to replace
the stodgy old materialism? We might rather seek ways to build on the
previous work of those who emphasized human sensuous activity and
even the subjective experience of the material. Helpful texts elucidating the
new materialism include Barad (2007); Coole and Frost (2010); and Fox
and Alldred (2017).
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should not, however, lead to a failure to distinguish the vastly
more complex range of human behavior, precisely the malleability and vast range of social and political contexts in which
human animals live out their lives. Further, and to the case
in point, aggression and violence among nonhuman species,
male and female, should never be used in a new materialist
feedback loop to carelessly account for aggression and violence
among human animals. It is one thing to acknowledge similarities and evolutionary origins; it is quite another, potentially
dangerous anthropomorphic leap to extrapolate recklessly
from one species to another.13

The Nature of Gendered Violence against Women
In one of her early papers on the subject of domestic violence,
the leading anthropologist of gender and violence (and a contributor to this special issue) Sally Merry (1997) highlights
widespread attitudes that have long naturalized men being violent toward women. Drawing on a study from Hilo, Hawai‘i,
Merry notes that the criminalization of spouse abuse has
meant, “Battered women are offered legally endowed selves
while men encounter the criminalization of violent behavior
viewed as ‘natural’ to men” (49). Legal interventions are aimed
in part at convincing men “that violence against women is not
part of the natural order of the world” (53). “Discussion among
the men in the [state-mandated program] group tends to naturalize violence, drawing connections between physiological
states (high pressure) and violence as a release of that pressure.
Violence is sometimes described as a natural emanation of
character” (62). “I lived a violent life,” said one participant.
“It is a natural thing for me” (63). “Men . . . discover that the
authority of the court is exercised against their customary
control over women and that their ‘natural’ behaviors are
penalized” (67).
The interplay between ofﬁcial and informal beliefs tying
violence to masculinity and biological maleness is widespread
in the modern era. Whether personnel in the courts and state
apparatus in Hawai‘i subscribed to the notion that men’s naturally violent proclivities needed to be controlled or whether
they dismissed such an explanation for male behavior as specious, the legal deliberations on male violence in Hilo made
natural inclinations a key point of causal reference. We ﬁnd the
same ofﬁcial and spontaneous explanations about men and
violence at play on a far more hideous scale in a study of the
massive numbers of male soldiers who raped women during
the war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) in
the 1990s and 2000s that killed over 5 million people.
Maria Eriksson Baaz and Maria Stern (2009) conducted
almost 200 interviews with ofﬁcers and enlisted men and
women to understand how they themselves viewed these vi13. Direct human-nonhuman anthropomorphic comparisons seem
most exaggerated with respect to aggression and sexuality, for example,
descriptors like “hummingbird prostitutes,” “mallard duck gang rape,”
and “baboon harems” (see Gutmann 2019:79–81).
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olent crimes, in short, Why do soldiers rape? Over and over
they were informed that there were two kinds of rape that had
occurred: “lust rape” and “evil rape.” Lust rapes were spurred
by what were described as male sexual “needs”; evil rapes came
about from men’s need to destroy. Evil rapes fell into the aberrant classiﬁcation, but soldiers and ofﬁcers alike believed
that lust rapes sprang from natural male responses to sexual
deprivation. The latter are of particular interest here.14
Compatibility with nature, natural drives, and animality
abound in these accounts by Congolese armed personnel. Lust
rape, according to Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2009), is characterized as “essentially sexual, driven by the male libido” (497).
The “sexual urge” explanation itself is rooted in beliefs about
underlying biological dispositions that are distinctively male.
“Read in this light, society ‘normally’ acts as a hindrance to
males’ natural bestial sexual behavior” (498). Throughout the
accounts they recorded, such an “understanding of men’s
unassailable sexual needs punctuate the soldier’s [sic] stories”
(498). Indeed, making analogies between animals and rapists
evidently struck a chord with the long-time New York Times
reporter based in East Africa, Jeffrey Gettleman (2007), who
concluded a 2007 piece on rape in the Congo with the following quote from a Congolese physician: “There used to be
a lot of gorillas in there. But now they’ve been replaced by
much more savage beasts.” True, these words came originally
from a local doctor; still, Gettleman chose to highlight this
particular way of framing the problem, complete with gorilla
comparisons and the racist phrase “savage beasts” as a ﬁtting
coda to his article.
The notion of men’s biologies determining their behavior in
uncontrollable ways was central to the rationalizations offered
in this study. “The main ideal of masculinity which the soldiers
drew upon to explain sexual violence was that of the (hetero)
sexually potent male ﬁghter. Male’s ‘sexual need’s’ [sic] emerged
as a given, known, natural driving force which required ‘satisfaction’ from women whose role it is to satisfy these needs,”
write Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2009:505). One male sergeant
told them, “In general, especially at the front it could also be
good [with women soldiers]. Because women are like ﬂowers,
and she could also satisfy my needs [sexually]. When you have
been in a battle it is like a desert, then she could help you with
that” (506). The sergeant seemed to be saying that once the male
soldiers had alleviated their pent-up sexual energy they could
return to their military duties. Using a similar logic rooted in
the notion of stored masculine essence, this is the inverse of a
familiar injunction to male athletes in many parts of the world:
Do not have sex of any kind before a big game, match, competition. Guard your quintessential manly ﬂuids that give you
vitality to dominate others.
14. Evil rape was described as including especially brutal acts of sexual
violence such as mutilations and killing and was said to be more motivated by anger and rage than sexual needs. For the authors of this study,
lust rape in the Congo was similar to the term “recreational rape,” coined
by Cynthia Enloe (2000:111).
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Obviously, beliefs about male sexual needs are not unique to
the Congo. Yet just because ideas are widespread, or even nearuniversal, does not make them true, and in this case should
provoke more questions than resignation. In 1900, the idea
that men were naturally and uniquely suited to political, business, and educational leadership undoubtedly was widespread
as well, but in 2020, despite there being nowhere near gender
equality in national legislatures around the world, few could
explain this fact through biological reasoning.
It might seem surprising that women soldiers interviewed in
the Congo were largely in accord with their male colleagues,
according to Eriksson Baaz and Stern (2009), but it reﬂects
the underlying beliefs about men’s sexuality. Said one female
major, “So, the way our [male] soldiers are raping, it is because
of lack of money. Maybe he has not been with a woman for 3–
4 months and has no money on his pockets. What is he supposed to do?” (510). In the words of a male lieutenant colonel
in the Congolese army, “Physically, men have needs. He cannot go a long time without being with a woman. It is very
difﬁcult to stop him” (509). These beliefs about masculinity,
maleness, and violence are unsurprisingly prevalent across all
sectors of the population in the Congo as elsewhere.
“Women have always been raped in wartime, of course,”
writes Alexandra Stiglmayer (1994:84) about mass rape in
Bosnia-Herzegovina in the early 1990s. Stiglmayer continues,
“Rape seems to be part and parcel of a [male] soldier’s life, a
‘normal’ accompaniment to war. Some people, especially men,
say that soldiers simply need women because they have had to
be ‘chaste’ for such a long time; they say that male sexuality
includes the predisposition to ‘take’ a woman. Yet those are
only the usual excuses for wartime rapes.” Men in that war
were said to have a “predisposition” for rape that came from
their inborn male sexuality.
Stiglmayer (1994) looks more closely at the rationale for
rape, the widespread beliefs and excuses prevalent among the
Serbian soldiers about the reasons for rape of Muslim and
Croat women, the atrocities of rape camps, forced brothels,
and the intentional impregnation of women. “A rape is an
aggressive and humiliating act, as even a soldier knows, or at
least suspects. He rapes because he wants to engage in violence.
He rapes because he wants to demonstrate his power. . . . He
rapes to prove his virility. He rapes because the acquisition of
the female body means a piece of territory conquered. . . . He
rapes because war, a man’s business, has awakened his aggressiveness” (84). Here, too, a man proves his virility through
rape. Here aggressiveness is not foisted upon the innocent
male soldier; it is awakened in him.15
I interviewed a Chilean police commander in 2007 in Haiti,
while he was serving with the United Nations (UN) peacekeepers there, about the crisis in several UN missions known as
“sexual exploitation and abuse.” What Daniel Morales told me
I heard repeated in other ways by military ofﬁcers, police, and

15. See also Olujic (1998).
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civilians in Haiti, “If you put men in a situation where they are
not going to have sex for three months, that is a challenge, but
not insurmountable. If you extend this to six months, well, that
is far more difﬁcult. Beyond this point they become unmanageable” (Gutmann 2019:126). It was a matter of male sexual
hydrology: the men could only be expected to go so long before
they would explode. Therefore the UN paid special attention
to limiting the length of stints that soldiers served without a
rest, and in the case of the Haiti peacekeepers, encouraged
brief breaks in the neighboring Dominican Republic (DR);
what happened in the DR stayed in the DR and was not part of
UN purview or concern.16
Juridical explanations for men’s rape of women as in fundamental ways rooted in biology, and not the attempt by those
men to control and punish women, appear with astonishing
frequency in recent cases in the Global North countries. In a
history of rape, Joanna Bourke writes that in the United States,
Britain, and various other parts of the world, chemical castration continues to be an “option” offered male sex offenders in
exchange for lighter prison sentences. In each case, she notes,
“Invasive procedures like sterilization, castration and lobotomy assumed that rape arose primarily as a result of uncontrollable sexual urges” (Bourke 2007:178). Men so charged are
given this choice with the rationalization that they were driven
to rape because of their testicles, their sperm, their male essentials, and that the only reliable way to assure they never
raped again was to take away or neutralize certain offending
parts of their male anatomies. In these legal discussions of
sterilization of human males, comparisons are sometimes made
to castration among male farm animals leading to more docile
male livestock.
Resemblances between human and nonhuman animals are
the stuff of nature shows, children’s cartoons, verbal invective,
and thoughtful scientiﬁc research. The social use and abuse of
anthropomorphism in general continue to inspire debate for
complex reasons (see, e.g., de Waal 1999; Gutmann 2019:79–
85). Anthropomorphism can provide counterweight to the inﬂuence of creationist thinking, especially in the United States,
by showing the evolutionary origins of all living beings; as
Darwin insisted, we are all animals, and differences are a matter
of degree. Anthropomorphism thrives because sociobiologists
and evolutionary psychologists continue to insist on extreme
forms of neo-Darwinism that minimize the range of human
male behavior and would make the social sciences that study
men and masculinity a branch of biology.17 And anthropomorphism is useful because, after all, men (and women) are
animals. Erika Lorraine Milam (2019:10) writes in her history of
the science of “human nature”:
16. Fussell (1975:293) writes that in World War I, “Prolonged sexual
deprivation will necessitate ofﬁcial brothels—in the Great War, ‘Blue
Lights’ for ofﬁcers, ‘Red Lights’ for Other Ranks” (emphasis added).
17. E. O. Wilson (2000 [1975]) wrote in his magnum opus Sociobiology that he looked forward to a day when “the humanities and social
sciences shrink to specialized branches of biology” (547).
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Only a few voices from inside the academy, or very near it,
gained a recognizable public voice as experts on human
nature, but together they called attention to the rise of animal
behavior as a discipline of note in the postwar life sciences. By
securing intellectual space for expertise in the evolution of
different forms of behavior—territoriality, mating habits,
foraging patterns, etc.—these evolutionists generalized from
their species-speciﬁc knowledge to theorizing the role of
behavior in all animals, including humans.

(humiliated) (Gutmann 2006 [1996]:211). One man I met did
ﬂip the script and described being taunted by his wife, who used
their difference in size (and perhaps intuitive associations of
sexual dimorphism with power) as a trump card. He explained
that while he was physically larger than she, this to him was not
the only relevant factor. “I told her I was scared of her, of her
anger, and she responded, ‘Of me? Who would believe you?
That a big strong guy could be afraid of me?!’ But I did feel
completely undone by her temper and just wanted to run away.”
One way or another, in domestic disputes involving psychological or physical violence that were discussed in these meetings, men’s physiology is a central point of contention.
As part of incorporating the psychological aspects of aggression and violence into our discussion of masculinity, maleness, and violence, we also need to better recognize the vulnerabilities that can trigger and target men. After all, men make
up the vast majority not only of murderers but also the murdered. Yet how to approach talk about male vulnerability in a
discussion of male violence can be problematic. One potential
avenue concerns male suicide. The salience of vulnerability to the
study of men and violence is nowhere more evident than in rates
of suicide worldwide. According to a World Health Organization
report from 2014, “In richer countries, three times as many men
die of suicide than women do, but in low- and middle-income
countries the male-to-female ratio is much lower at 1.5 men to
each woman.” Further, although “suicide rates are highest in
persons aged 70 years or over . . . globally suicide is the second
leading cause of death in 15–29 year-olds” (2014:7).
Silvia Canetto’s (2017) work in particular has developed our
awareness of how certain ideologies of masculinity contribute to
especially high rates of suicide among older White men in the
United States. Her research has shown that “older male suicide
may be enabled by its cultural acceptability, and also by its
masculine connotation. European American men who rigidly
and tenaciously abide to hegemonic-masculinity scripts, particularly the independent . . . or the macho . . . scripts, may be
both least equipped for the challenges of aging, and most vulnerable to the indignities of aging suicide script” (63).18 As in
Émile Durkheim’s (1952 [1897]) classic study of suicide, the
only way to explain why suicide rates are higher in the United
States for White, middle class, older men is to reveal the deep
social pressures that they carry to the grave.
Understanding differential suicide rates for men worldwide
can provide further insights into key factors of masculinity and
violence. Men far outnumber women in successful suicides
globally.19 In an exceptional case, rates of suicide by women in
China until the early twenty-ﬁrst century greatly outnumbered

Studies of masculinity, maleness, and violence should take
special care when drawing parallels between humans and other
animals; animality and beastliness conjure up images of males
out of control, which in turn can inadvertently lead to holding
them less responsible for actions rooted in their inevitable,
inherent “natures.” Boys will be boys, así son, ça, c’est bien les
hommes: recipes for acquiescence to male violence as a thing of
nature.

The Gender of Aggression
In cities as diverse as Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, New Delhi,
Tokyo, Jakarta, Cairo, Shenzhen, and Mexico City there are
separate train carriages for women, at least on some lines at
rush hour. The purpose of the segregation is obvious: to address the widespread problem of sexual assaults by men against
women. Whether viewed as a temporary stopgap or permanent
response to the problem, in many of these cities the women-only
programs have been controversial, and the opposition to them
has originated most often from feminist activists. These women
have obviously not protested against the aim of the social policies to defend women against aggression and violence on their
bodies, but they have objected that these strategies too easily
represent a retreat from addressing the underlying causes of
men assaulting women.
Disagreements over how to handle groping and other forms
of gender-based molestation on the subway systems ultimately
are related to opinions about whether men by nature are prone
to assaulting women, and that more men would if they thought
they could get away with it; or, on the contrary, whether men’s
violence and behavior toward women have too often been
treated with impunity, and those who assault women should
be caught and punished. Public policies around sexual assaults
on public transportation are based on underlying and often
unstated or even unconscious premises about men’s natural
aggressiveness.
Similar to the domestic violence program for men that
Merry studied in Hilo, Hawai‘i, is a series of meetings I have
attended in Mexico City, designed to reform men who had
beaten their wives. I was struck in particular by the ability of
many participants to describe themselves as victims of abuse,
not the victimizers, in their marriages. And they still used the
framework of what was natural and therefore unstoppable. Men
described themselves as having been ninguneado (ignored;
literally, “nothinged”), minimizado (slighted), and humillado
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18. Canetto (2017:58) deﬁnes “hegemonic-masculinity scripts” as “the
strong-and-silent masculinity script and the independent masculinity
script.”
19. More women attempt suicide than men, for reasons that are debated; are male-female differences owing to intent, method, or bad statistics on women?
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those of men, especially in rural areas (see Phillips, Liu, and
Zhang 1999). These ratios have, however, dramatically changed
since 2000, with male suicides rising and female suicides declining, most of all in the cities (see Sun et al. 2013). In both
situations—with higher suicide rates for women and then an
evening out in rates by gender—socioeconomic and not psychological factors such as depression are “the dominant element
in most suicides occurring in China” (Phillips, Liu, and Zhang
1999:44). Among the causes involved in this recent shift, researchers have pointed expressly to new challenges faced by
men in urban areas as they age.
What are the social conditions that have provided the context for rising suicides among older men in China? After 1978,
in post-Reform China, the Iron Rice Bowl of relative job and
retirement security was for all intents and purposes wiped out,
meaning a growing precarity for tens of millions of men who
had prided themselves as able to provide for their families.
Mass migration to the cities (over 250 million people in 20 years
by some estimates) meant kinship ties to those who could care
for the new urban elderly became more tenuous. Suicide among
older men in urban China is not just a matter of social dislocations; but these ﬁgure centrally to any coherent analysis of
the problem.
Are any of these conditions relevant to the plague of mass
murders in the United States? Again, guns and mental illness
may be common explanations, but they avoid harder questions
related to masculinity, maleness, and violence. Why they occur
in the United States more than anywhere else on earth is certainly gun related and not just a matter of mental dispositions.
Gun ownership may be higher in the United States, but it is not
negligible in a host of other countries ranging from Saudi
Arabia to Finland to Uruguay to Switzerland. And in no other
country on earth does mental illness manifest in repeated mass
murders.
When thinking about masculinity and violence, why so
often are discussions limited to individual psychologies? What
of the fact that for young men in the United States—and their
fathers, grandfathers, and great-grandfathers—the last century has been one of endless wars, military expansion, invasions, occupations, and armed triumphalism? Fifteen percent
of the US armed forces are made up of women, but as an institution the military is 100% masculine, male, and designed
for manly violence. The impact of growing up male in a society
that has long maintained a de facto permanent war footing is
vital to any analysis of mass murders in the United States. The
fact that the vast majority of mass murderers in the United
States are not only young males but White can surely be attributed to that sector of the young male population in the
United States that feels most emboldened and empowered from
those who govern to impose their will on others by employing
violent methods.
In order to understand what aggression is we need is to ask,
How is it gendered? In what contexts and to what extent are
violence and aggression in general associated with men and/or
speciﬁc men? Are there certain forms of violence more linked
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with certain men or women? The very terms here stretch anthropological sympathies to the extreme, both because they
mean such different things to different people and because
there exists such a span of behavior associated with males of
the human species.
But generalizations if not universals can and should be
drawn. As Connell (2005) counsels, “Masculinities, as socially
constructed conﬁgurations of gender practice, are also created
through a historical process with a global dimension. The oldstyle ethnographic research that located gender patterns purely
in a local context is inadequate to the reality” (1805). Connell
points out that through the historical processes of colonialism
and globalization, the spread of Western commercial culture,
transnational corporations, international communication systems, global mass media, and international state structures like
the United Nations, “Local gender orders now interact not
only with gender orders of other local societies but also with
the gender order of the global arena” (1804). The global circulation of rationalizations, explanations, excuses, and provocations around men and violence may resonate in part because of the power and suasion of biology to explain and
excuse male behavior.
The naturalization of maleness using biological and other
scientiﬁc language (testosterone, chromosomes, heredity, evolution) is a relatively recent phenomenon, although admittedly
various iterations of the gender binary have roots that can be
traced back to antiquity in Europe, China, India, Africa, and
elsewhere. Contemporary and global pseudoscience understandings of maleness represent a discursive currency with
which people from Nanjing to South Bend conduct their daily
lives. The currency is weighted by a special animal consistency
premised on the notion that humans are simply running along
one branch of a bestial afﬁnities continuum. Karl Marx had
some prescient words on the subject. Overall an enthusiastic
supporter of Darwin, Marx (1980 [1862]) nonetheless wrote
to Friedrich Engels on June 18, 1862, “It is remarkable how
Darwin rediscovered, among the beasts and plants, the society
of England with its division of labor, competition, opening
up new markets, ‘inventions,’ and Malthusian ‘struggle for
existence’ . . . , reminiscent of Hegel’s Phenomenology, in which
civil society ﬁgures as an ‘intellectual animal kingdom,’
whereas, in Darwin, the animal kingdom ﬁgures in civil society” (381).
Repeated reference to the patterns of behavior among
nonhuman male animals and the utilization of the gender
binary as the key framework of analysis for understanding
male humans become mutually reinforcing. Our shared animality becomes explanatory rather than simply referential. To
be sure, the use of animal metaphors and descriptions of female humans as involuntarily governed by their biologies have
long been ubiquitous. The difference is not that language
naturalizing males is unique but, rather, that enormous and
justiﬁed attention has been paid in recent decades to reject
and discard language that pins human females helplessly to
biologically restrictive qualities. This is still far less true for
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men, which is particularly why more language disturbance is
needed on masculinity, maleness, and violence.
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