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Cis. het. male,
check my privilege at the door.
How can I speak; by what right?
Stereotypically patriarchal destiny.
Educated, Western, and white.
My view has no weight
in this debate.

Experience mainstreamed,
voice not required.
Media pre-saturated -
guilt of the many
imprinted upon me.

Could be the poster boy -
attributed attitudes,
projected performative platitudes.
Memories of vagrancy,
violence, and poverty,
dismissed as hypocrisy.
Privilege present from birth.


Cis. het. male,
check my privilege at the door.
I was hungry and homeless,
but nothing was stopping me
from cashing advantage
of pure masculinity.

Should have been stronger,
aggressive, competitive,
demanded my birth right,
been willing to fight.
No place for sympathy.
Should have been easy.
Scraps of advantage
from tables of patriarchy.

Empathy simply an impossibility
for one such as me.
A decade of beatings
for assumed sexuality,
but I can’t comprehend
how incredibly scary
it would feel to be born as the target intended.


I invited it.
I could have prevented it.
Simply change clothes, style, and personality.
No right or expectation of sympathy -
the pain is my price to resist masculinity.
A tourist to one side,
a warning the other.
Universal disgust at advantages squandered.

Cis. het. male,
check my privilege at the door.
Accept responsibility,
as is required of me,
when her mood changed abruptly.
Expectations were clear
nobody wants to hear
a grown man cry.

With all of this privilege,
there can be no alternative -
guilt unspecified, better apologise.
Her sudden anger, no smoke without fire.
I must have done something -
everyone knew.

Twice her size,
with male advantage.
Nobody hears a big man try
to explain why he didn’t hit back,
defend or restrain.
Safe ground to laugh, to mock, ignore -
move on, there’s nothing to say here.
The black eyes and bruises,
split lips still bleeding,
a telephone smashed
in those same teeth, cracked
decades before for effeminate sins.

Possessions remaining
once her son stole his due,
(his masculine right as the man of the house)
meet hammer.

I bleed as he kicks where I lay.
Who wears the trousers?
Why not fight back?
Male aggression assumed, subsumed
in imaginings of lies or betrayals.

Why not just leave?
Go back to the streets?
Conjure a home with my manly entitlement?
In candid honesty, I forgot the possibility.

Found alive, institutionalised,
infantilised, dissocialised.
Her daughter begs me, save myself.
Mother absent with another.
I knew of course… I was her driver.


But nobody needs a grown man’s story
reflecting a reality
reserved for femininity
by fists of real men
who sleep soundly at night,
never flinching or fleeing
sharp words.


Commentary

Writing poetry about gender issues or marginalised sexuality is problematic as a cisgender, heterosexual, male. It would be inappropriate and presumptive to write about the lived experience of other demographics. There has never been a society where heterosexual males were disadvantaged by gender or sexuality. However, writing about these issues from my own perspective risks embracing hegemonic patriarchy or presenting a virtue-signalling apology.
In Connell’s theory of masculinities, I am framed as ‘subordinate’ within the hegemonic hierarchy, but even this observation feels like appropriation of gender marginalisation, since I have the option of being ‘complicit’.[footnoteRef:1] I am not a ‘victim’ of subordinacy. It results from conscious resistance of toxic tropes from an undeniably advantageous position. [1:  Raewyn Connell, Masculinities (Sydney: Polity Press, 1995), p.76.] 

A Guardian op-ed published while I was working on ‘Sharp Words’, observed that homophobia is ‘principally about policing the boundaries of masculinity’.[footnoteRef:2] In this way, patriarchy is damaging to men despite social privilege. This is also evident in reactions to Depp v Heard, which veer from misogyny to mockery of male domestic abuse, without acknowledging the cognitive dissonance required to reconcile these positions. [2:  Owen Jones, ‘Why Homophobia Against Straight Men Matters’, Guardian, 17 May 2022, section Opinion: LGBT rights, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/may/17/homophobia-against-straight-men-lgbtq [accessed 30 May 2022].] 

To approach this poetically, I focussed on the impact of performative masculinity on personal trauma. I am experientially familiar with social responses to ‘perceptive discrimination’ and male domestic abuse survival.[footnoteRef:3] Such discourse is often viewed as invalidation of the wider disempowerment faced by marginalised groups. While it is true that conforming more closely to expected performative masculinity could have protected me, this seems regressive and symptomatic of complicity. [3:  Equality Act 2010, c. 2. (London: The Stationary Office, 2010), https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/section/19 [accessed 30 May 2022].] 

I intended to write a performance poem using an evolving rhythmic scansion with inconsistent rhyme patterns, owing more to the beat than the structure on the page, acknowledging influences from Lawin Bulatao and Allen Ginsberg. I hoped that the performative presentation could undermine preconceptions regarding intent. I strove to present an attack on the empathic isolation toxic masculinity imposes on men, rather than a fatuous complaint about imagined de-platforming.
I wrote three parts, framed by repeated reminders of social privilege. The first part acknowledges the disproportionate representation of my demographic, and the view of masculine gender non-conformity as self-harm. The second section concerns homophobic attacks I experienced throughout the 1980s-90s. I acknowledge Jones’ assertion that ‘homophobic bullying is an existential question for a queer person in a way it isn’t for a straight person’.
The final part recalls my experience of domestic abuse, and the reactions I have received when talking about it. There is a presumption, from all demographics, that masculinity should be utilised to control the situation. This attitude was contemporaneously evident in jokes about my obvious injuries, with expectation that I should laugh along. This demonstrates how insidious gender assumptions are. I end with an acknowledgement that domestic abuse remains a gendered issue, for which I blame ‘complicit masculinity’.
While audiences have been predominantly supportive, trial performances have demonstrated potential for misunderstanding (see Appendix). A poem is primarily communication and unfortunately this piece demonstrably does not always succeed.



Appendix
Audience responses

1: (Male presenting presumed cis., unknown sexuality, Generation X+, British) Very favourable response.
2: (Female presenting non-binary, bisexual, Millennial, with close emotional ties to me, British) Took the refrain and qualifications as ironic and complaining. Described the refrain as ‘sounding Incel’.
3: (Female presenting presumed cis., unknown sexuality, Generation Y+, British) Initially took the refrain as a complaint but understood and empathised by the end.
4: (Cis. male, gay, Baby Boomer, British) Very empathic response, viewed the piece purely as lived experience, and heart-warmingly discussed my experiences of homophobic violence.
5: (Mixed genders/ages/sexualities, mostly Indian and American, online audience) Very positive response.
6: (Mixed genders/ages/sexualities, mostly American, online audience) Mostly positive, apart from one cis-male Baby Boomer (sexuality unknown), who said I should have called it ‘Cancelled’.
This last response was by far the most upsetting. I felt obliged to point out to him that I had just read the poem to an international audience, so my viewpoint had hardly been cancelled. Reservations about upsetting or offending marginalised people were purely my own; nobody pressured me to consider that, but this response underlined the scope for misunderstandings of intent.
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