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Abstract
In bringing about progressive change in gender relations it is strategically sensible
to portray change as also being beneficial for men themselves. This thesis argues that the
best-known theory of masculinity, by R.W. Connell, is unable to foster progressive change
among men because its interpretation of Gramsci’s hegemony theorises gender relations
as arising only from patriarchy. I use Laclau and Mouffe’s post-structuralist account of
hegemony to highlight how general processes of meaning-creation become stabilised via
activism into discourses, out of which the material structures of social life are created
when people take up subject positions in discourses. Goffman’s interactionist notion of
‘frames’ is used to describe how social life proceeds as multiple discourses in social action,
while personal identity is ‘assembled’ from multiple discoursive subject positions.
This view is used to re-frame the gender phenomena described by Connell as the
discourse of patriarchy, albeit a major and long-established discourse among several
discourses dealing with gender. Connell’s ‘masculinities’ describe only the variety of
men’s relationships in the discourse of patriarchy, while ‘hegemonic masculinity’ is the
privileged subject position ‘men’ in that discourse. The multi-discourse view of social life
draws attention to several vectors of major change in the discourse of patriarchy, as well
as suggesting the possibilities for significant change in men’s gender identity. Finally I
argue that most men’s current experience of gender is better described as an impasse for
men between the discourses of patriarchy and feminism, that the entire range of men’s
activism can be seen as responses to this impasse rather than as merely support for or
rejection of patriarchy, and that progressive change among men can be fostered by a reappraisal of notions of legitimacy and equality arising in the discourses of patriarchy and
feminism.
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