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110 PART TWO Boyhood

relationships with other males, and developing a
positive sense of self.
Although several of the interviewed youths
experienced same-sex attractions as arising
abruptly and unexpectedly, for the vast majority
these feelings emerged as gradual, inevitable, and
not particolarly surprising. In this seuse, these
findings are at odds with the therne of this book—
diversity in developmental patterns. Few if any
youths believed that they could control the direc-
tion of their sexual feelings and no youth believed
that he ultimately chose his sexual orientation or
sexual attractions, The incorporation of the vari-
ous masculine and feminine behavioral patterns
was felt by youths to be less a matter of choice
than an experienced naturalness that was derived
from their biological heritage and, less commoly,
from early socialization processes beyond their
control. On his emerging sexuality, one youth re-
fected, “It was like being visited by an old friend.”
This awareness may have emerged early or late,
surfaced gradually or arrived instantaneously, felt
normai or wrong, motivated sexual activity or
abstinence—but it was one aspect of the self that
was present without invitation, Future develop-
ment [...] was simply an unfolding of that
which was already present, with puberty playing
a crucial furning point for many youths in clari-
fying for them that their homosensuality had a
sexual component. From this awareness often
loomed first sexual encounters, which occurred
during the earliest years of childhood or waited
until young adulthood. They too were interpreted
by the youths in diverse ways, thus having a dif-
ferential impact on the eventual incarporation of
a gay or bisexual identity.

Notes

1. See early account in A. P. Bell, M. 5. Weinberg,
and 3, K. Hammersmith (1981), Sexwal Preference: its
Development in Men and Women (Bloomington, IN: In-
diana University Press). For data on gay youths see
G. Herdt and A. Boxer (1993), Children of Horizons:
How Gay and Lesbian Teens Are Leading a New Way Our

of the Closet (Boston: Beacon) and R. C. Savin-Williams

- (1990), Gay and Lesbian Youth: Expressions of Identity
" (New York: Hemisphere).
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3. For a review of studies using these measures, see
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R. C. Savin-Williams and K. M. Cohen (Eds.), The
Lives of Lesbians, Gays, and Bisexuals: Children to Adulis,
pp. 71-93 (Fort Worth, TX; Harcourt Brace); R.
Green (1987), The “Sissy Boy Syudrome” and the Devel-
opwient of Homosexuality (New Haven: Yale University
Press); G. Phillips and R. Over (1992), “Adult Sexual
Orientation in Relation to Memories of Chiidhood
Gender Conforming and Gender Nonconforming Be-
haviors,” Archives of Sexual Behavior, 21, 543-558; and
B. Zuger (1984), “Early Efferninate Behavior in Boys:
QOutcome and Significance for Homosexuality,” Jour-
nal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 172, 90-97,

6. From R. A. Tsay (1989), Being Homosexual: (Gay
Men and Their Developinent (New York: Farrar Straus
Grove).

7. See sources in notes 1 and 4.

8. Experimental evidence is supplied in K. J. Zucker,
D. N. Wilson-Smith, J, A. Kurita, and A. Stern (1993,
"Children's Appraisals for Sex-Typed Behavior in their
Peers,” Sex Roles, 33, 703725, )

9. See references in notes 4 and 3.

Ma;kmg a Name for Yourself:
Transgressive Acts and Gender Performance

Though girls as well as boys infringe the rules, the
pverwhelming majority of violations in every sin-

“gle category; from misbehavior to obscenity, are

by males. In a disturbing tautology, transgressive
behavior is that which constitutes masculinity.
Consequently, African American males in the
very act of identification, of signifying masculin-
ity, are likely to be breaking rules.

I use the concept of sex/gender not to denote
the existence of a stable, unitary category that
reflects the presence of fundamental, natural bio-
logical difference, but as a socially constructed
category whose form and meaning fvary] cultur-
ally and historically,. We come to know ourselves
and to recognize others as of a different sex
through an overdetermined complex process in-
herent in every sphere of social life at the ideolog-
ical and discursive level, through social structures
and institutional arrangements, as well as through
the micropolitics of social interactions.' We take
sex difference for granted, as a natural form of
difference as we look for it, recognize it, celebrate
it; this very repetition of the “fact” of difference
produces and confirms its existence. Indeed, as-
suming sex/gender difference and identifying as
one or the other gender is a precursor of being
culturally recognizable as “human.”

While all these modes of constituting gen-
der as difference were palpable in the kids' world,
in the following analysis of sex/gender as a

From Bad Boys: Public Schiools in the Making of Biack
Masculinity, by Ann Ferguson. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2000. @ University of Michigan. Reprinted
with permission.

heightened and highly charged resource for self-
fashioning and making a name for oneself, the
phenomenological approach developed by eth-
nomethodologists and by peststructuralist feri-
nist Judith Butler is the most productive one to
build on. Here gender is conceptualized as some-
thing we do in a performance that is both individ-
ually and socially meaningful. We signal our
gender identification through an ongeoing per-
formance of normative acts that are ritually
specific, drawing on well-worked-over, sociohis-
torical scripts and easily recognizable scenarios.’
Butler's emphasis on the coerced and coer-
cive nature of these performances is especially
useful. Her work points out that the enactment of
sex difference is neither voluntary nor arbitrary in
form but is a compulsory requirement of social
life. Gender acts follow sociohistorical scripts
that are policed through the exercise of repres-
sion and taboo. The consequences of an inade-
quate or bad performance are significant, ranging
from ostracism and stigmatization to imprison-
ment and death, What 1 want to emphasize in the
discussion that follows are the rewards that attach
to this playing out of roles; for males, the enact-
ment of masculinity is also a thoroughly embod-
ied display of physical and social power,
Identification as masculine through gender
acts, within this framework, is not simply a mat-
ter of imitation or modeling, but is betier under-
stood as a highly strategic attachment to a social
category that has political effects. This attachment
involves narratives of the self and of Other, con-
structed within and through fantasy and imagina-
tion, as well as through repetitious, referential acts.
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The performance signals the individual as socially
connected, embedded in a collective membership
that always references relations of power.

- African American boys at Rosa Parks School -

use three key constitutive strategies of masculin-
ity in the embrace of the masculine “we” as a
maode of self-expression. These strategies speak to
and about power. The first is that of heterosexual
power, always marked as male. Alain’s graffiti
become the centerpiece of this discussion. The
second involves classroom performances that en-

gage and disrupt the normal direction of the flow

of power. The third strategy involves practices of
“fighting.” All three invoke a “process of iter-
ability, a regularized and constrained repetition
of norms,” in doing gender, constitute masculin-
ity as a natural, essential, corporeal style; and
involve imaginary, fantasmatic identifications.’

These three strategies often lead to trouble,
but by engaging them a boy can also make a name
for himself as a real boy, the Geod Bad Boy ofa
national fantasy. All three illustrate and under-
line the way that normative male practices take on
a different, more sinister inflection when carried
out by African American boys. Race makes a sig-
nificant difference both in the form of the perfor-
mance as well as its meaning for the audience of
adult authority figures and children for whom it
is played.

Heterosexual Power: Alain’s Graffiti

One group of transgressions specifically involves
behavior that expresses sexual curiosity and
attraction. These offenses are designated as “per-
sonal violations” and given more serious punish-
ment. Inscribed in these interactions are social
meanings about refations of power between the
sexes as well as assumptions about male and fe-
male difference at the level of the physical and
biological as well as the representational. It is as-
sumed that females are sexually passive, unlikely
to be initiators of sexual passes, while males are
naturally active sexual actors with strong sexual
drives. Another assumption is that the feminine is

a contaminated, stigmatizing category in the sex/
gender hierarchy. "
Typically, personal violations involved phys-

ical touching of'a heterosexual nature where males-

were the “perpetrators” and females the “victims.”
A few examples from the school files remind us
ol some of the “normal” displays of sexual inter-
est at this age.

* Boy was cited with “chasing a girl down the
halt” [punishment: two days in the Jailhouse].

» Boy pulled a female classmate’s pants down

during recess [punishment: one and a half.

days in the Jailhouse].
= Boy got in trouble for, “touching girl on pri-
vate parts. She did not like” [punishment: a
day in the Jailhouse]. ' '
« Boy was cited for “forcing girl's hand be-
tween his legs” [punishment: two and a half
days in the Jailhouse].

In one highly revealing case, 2 male was cast
as the “victim” when he was verbally assaulted
by another boy who called him a girl. The teacher
described the “insult” and her response to it on
the referral form in these words:

During the lesson, Jonas called Ahmed a girl
and said he wasn't staying after school for de-
tention because “S" [another boy] had done the
same thing, Siace that didn’t make it ok for
anyone to speak this way [ am requesting an
hour of detention for Jonas. I have no knowl-
edge of “S” saying so in my presence.

This form of insult is not unusual. When
boys want to show supreme contempt for another
boy they call him a girl or liken his behavior to fe-
male behavior. What is more troubling is that
adults capitulate in this stigmatization. The female
teacher takes for granted that a comment in which
a boy is called a girl is a symbolic attack, suffi-
ciently derogatory to merit punishment. All the
participants in the classroom exchange witness
the uncritical acknowledgment of adult authority
to a gender order of female debasement.

Of course, this is not news to them. Boys and
girls understand the meaning of being male and
being female in the field of power; the binary

opposition of male/female is always one that
expresses a norm, maleness, and its constitutive
outside, femaleness. In a conversation with a
group of boys, one of them asserted and then was
supported by others that “a boy can be a girl, but
a girl can never be a boy."” Boys can be teased,
controlled, punished by being accused of being “a
girl.” A boy faces the degradation of “being sis-
sified,” being unmanned, transferred to the de-
graded category of female. Girls can be teased
about being a tomboy. But this is not the same.
To take on qualities of being male is the access to
and performance of power. So females must now
fashion themselves in terms of male qualities to
partake of that power. Enactments of masculinity
signal value, superiority, power.

Let us return to Alain, the 11-year-old boy
who while cooling off and writing lines as a pun-
ishment in the antechamber of the Punishing
Room, writes on the table in front of him: “Write
20 times. I will stop fucking 10 cent teachers and
this five cent class. Fuck you. Ho! Ho! Yes Baby.”
Alain’s message can be read in a number of ways.
The most obvious way is the one of the school. A
child has broken several rules in one fell swoop
and must be punished: he has written on school
property (punishable); he has used an obscenity
(punishable); he has committed an especially de-
fiant and disrespectful act because he is already
in the Punishing Room and therefore knows his
message is likely to be read {punishable). Alain is
sent home both as a signal to him and to the
other witnesses as well as to the students and
adults who will hear it through the scheol
grapevine that he cannot get away with such fla-
grant misbehavior.

An alternative reading looks at the content
of the message itself and the form that Alain’s
anger takes at being sent to the Punishing Room.
Alain's anger is being vented against his teacher
and the school itself, expressing his rejection, his
disidentification with school that he devalues as
monetarily virtually worthless. His message ex-
presses his anger through an assertion of sexual
power—to fuck or not to fuck—one sure way that
a male can conjure up the fantasmatic as well as

ARTICLE 10 Making a Name for Yourself 113

the physical specter of domination over a female
of any ape. His assertion of this power mocks the
authority of the teacher to give him orders to write
lines. His use of “baby” reverses (ke relations of
power, teacher to pupil, adult to child; Alain allies
himself through and with power as the school/
teacher becomes “female,” pasitioned as a sex
object, as powerless, passive, infantilized. He po-
sitions himsell as powerful through identification
with and as the embodiment of male power as he
disidentifies with school. At this moment, Alain
is not just a child, a young boy, but taking the po-
sition of “male™ as a strategic resource for enact-
ing power, for being powerful. At the same time,
this positioning draws the admiring, titillated at-
tention of his peers.

These moments of sex trouble exemplify
some of the aspects of the performance of sex/
gender difference that is naturalized through what
is deemed punishable as well as punishment prac-
tices. Judging from the discipline records, girls do
not commit sexual violations. It is as if by their
very nature they are incapable. To be female is
to be powerless, victimizable, chased down the
hallway, an object to be acted upon with force,
whose hand can be seized and placed between
male legs. To be female is also to be sexually pas-
sive, coy, the “chaste” rather than the chaser, in
relation to male sexual aggressiveness. In reality,
I observed girls who chased boys and who inter-
acted with them physically. Girls, in fact, did
“pants” boys, but these acts went unreported by
the boys. For them to report and therefore risk ap-
pearing to be victimized by a girl publicly would
be a humiliating outcome that would only under-
mine their masculinity. In the production of nat-
ural difference, boys' performances work as they
confirm that they are active pursuers, highly sex-
ualized actors who must be punished to learn to
keep their burgeoning sexuality under control.
There is a reward for the behavior even if it may
be punished as a violation. In the case of African
American boys, sex trouble is treated as egre-
gious conduct.

African American males have historically
been constructed as hypersexualized within the
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national imagination. Compounding this is the
process of the adultification of their behavior. Inti-
mations of sexuality on their part, especially when
directed toward girls who are bused in—white

girls front middleé-class families—are deaft with ag

grave transgressions with serious consequences.

Power Reversals: Class Acts

Performance is a routine part of classroom work.
Students are called upon to perform in classes by
teachers to show off their prowess or demonstrate
their ineptitude or lack of preparation: They dre
required to read passages aloud, for example, be-
fore a highly critical audience of their peers. This
display is teacher initiated and reflects the official
curricula; they are command performances with
well-scripted roles, predictable in the outcome of
who has and gets respect, who is in control, who
succeeds, who fails,

Another kind of performance is the sponta-
neous outbreaks initiated by the pupils generally
defined under the category of “disruption” by the
school. These encompass a variety of actions that
punctuate and disrupt the order of the day. Dur-
ing the schoo! year about two-thirds of these vio-
lations were initiated by boys and a third by girls.
Here are some examples from the discipline files
of girls being “disruptive":

* Disruptive in class—laughing, provoking
others to join her. Purposely writing wrong
answers, being very sassy, demanding every-
one’s attention.

* Constantly talking; interrupting; crumpling
paper after paper; loud.

Some examples of boys' disruption:

+ Constant noise, indian whoops, face hiccups,
rapping.

* Chanting during quiet time—didn’t clean up
during art [punishment: detention],

* Joking, shouting out, uncooperative, disrup-
tive during lesson.

From the perspective of kids, what the school
characterizes as “disruption” on the referral slips

is often a form of performance of the self comedy,
. drama, melodrama become moments for self
expression and display. Disruption adds some
_lively spice to the school day; it injects laughter, .. .

drama, excitement, a delicious unpredictability
to the classroom routine through spontaneous,
improvisational outbursts that add flavor to the
bland events,

In spite of its improvisational appearance,
most performance is highly ritualized with its own
script, timing, and roles. Teachers as well as stu-
dents engage in the ritual and play their parts,
Some kids are regular star performers. Other kids
are audience. However, when a substitute is in
charge of the class and the risk of being marked as
a troublemaker is minimal, even the most timid
kids “act up.” These rituals circulate impoertant ex-
tracurricular knowledge about relations of power.

These dramatic moments are sites for the
presentation of a potent masculine presence in
the classroom. The Good Bad Boy of our expec-
tations engages power, takes risks, makes the class
laugh, and the teacher smile. Performances mark
boundaries of “essential difference”—risk taking,
brinkmanship. The open and public defiance of
the teacher in order to get a langh, make things

happen, take center stage, be admired, is a re-
source for doing masculinity.

These acts are especially meaningful for
those children who have already been marginal-
ized as outside of the community of “good,” hard-
working students. For the boys already labeled as
troublemakers, taking control of the spotlight and
turning it on oneself so that one can shine, high-
lights, for a change, one's strengths and talents.
Already caught in the limelight, these kids puton
a stirring performance.

Reggie, one of the Troublemakers, prides
himself on being witty and sharp, a talented per-
former. He aspires to two careers: one is becoming
a Supreme Court justice, the other an actor. He
had recently played the role of Caliban in the
school production of The Tempest that he described
excitedly to me;

Talways try to get the main characters in the
story "cause [ might turn out to be an actor be-

cause I'm really good at acting and I've already
did some acting. Shakespeare! See ] got a good
part. I was Caliban. I had to wear the black suit.
Black pants and top. Caliban was a beast! In
the little picture that we saw, he looks like the

. the . .. [searching for image] the beast of
Notre Dame The one that rings the bells like

Jing! fing! fing!

Here is one official school activity where
Reggie gets to show off something that he is
“good at.” He is also proud to point out that this
is not just a role in any play, but one in a play by
Shakespeare. Here his own reward, which is not
just doing something that he is good at, but doing
it publicly so that he can receive the attention and
respect of adults and peers, coincides with the
school's educational agenda of creating an inter-
est in Shakespeare among children.

Reggie also plays for an audience in the
classroom, where he gets in trouble for disrup-
tion. He describes one of the moments for me em-
bellished with a comic imitation of the teacher's
female voice and his own swaggering demeanor
as he tells the story:

The teacher says [he mimics a high-pitched
fussy voice], “You not the teacher of this class.”
And then T say [adopts a sprightly cheeky tone],
“Oh, yes L am,” Then she say, “No, you're not,
and if you got a problem, you can just leave.” I
say, “Okay” and leave.

This performance, like others I witnessed, are
strategies for positioning oneself in the center of
the room in a face-off with the teacher, the most

powerful person up to that moment. Fundamental

to the performance is engagement with power; au-
thority is teased, challenged, even occasionally
toppled from its secure heights for brief moments.
Children-generated theatrics allow the teasing
challenge of adult power that can expose its chinks
and weaknesses. The staged moments heighten
tension, test limits, vent emotions, perform acts of
courage. For Reggie to have capitulated to the
teacher’s ultimatum would have been to lose what
he perceives as the edge in the struggle. In addi-
tion, he has won his escape from the classroom.
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Horace describes his challenge to the
teacher’s authority in a summer school math class:

Just before the end of the period he wrote some
of our names on the board and said, “Whoever
taught these students when they were young
must have been dumb.” So I said, “Oh, I didn't
remember that was you teaching me in the first
grade.” Everyone in the room cracked up. I was
laughing so hard, I was on the floor. He sent
me to the office.

Horace is engaging the teacher in a verbal ex-
change with a comeback to an insult rather than
just passively taking it. In this riposte, Horace not
only makes his peers laugh at the teacher, but he
also defuses the insult through a quick reversal.
The audience in the room, raised on TV sitcom
repartee and canned laughter, is hard to impress,
so the wisecrack, the rejoinder, must be swift and
sharp. Not everyone can get a faugh at the teach-
ers’ expense, and to be topped by the teacher
would be humiliating, success brings acknowledg-
ment, confirmaticn, applause from one's peers.
For Horace, this is a success story, a moment of
gratification in a day that brings few his way.

The tone of the engagement with power and
the identity of the actor is highly consequential in
terms of whether a performance is overlooked by
the teacher or becomes the object of punishment.
In a study of a Texas high school, Foley docu-
ments similar speech performances.* He describes
how both teacher and students collaborate to de-
vise classroom rituals and “games” to help pass
the time given the context of routinized, alienat-
ing classroorm work. He observes that upper-mid-
die-class male Anglo students derail boring
lessons by manipulating teachers through subtle
“making out” games without getting in trouble.
In contrast, low-income male Hispanic students,
who were more likely to challenge teachers openly
in these games, were punished. Foley concluded
that one of the important lessons learned by all
participants in these ritual games was that the sub-
tle manipulation of authority was a much more
effective way of getting your way than openly
confronting power.
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Style becomes a decisive factor in who gets
in trouble. I am reminded of comments made by
one of the student specialists at Rosa Parks who

explained the high rate of black kids getting in. .

trouble by remarking on their different style of
rule breaking: “The white kids are sneaky, black
kids are more open.”

So why are the black kids “more open” in
their confrontations with power? Why not be re-
ally *smart"” and adopt a style of masculinity that
allows them to engage in these rituals that spice
the school day and help pass time, but carry less

risk of trouble becatise it is within certain muti-""

ally understood limits?

These rituals are not merely a way to pass
time, but are also a site for constituting a gen-
dered racial subjectivity. For African American
boys, the performance of masculinity invokes
cultural conventions of speech performance that
draw on a black repertoire. Verbal performance is
an important medium for black males to establish
a reputation, make a name for yourself, and
achieve status.” Smitherman points out that black
talk in general is

a funetional dynamic that is simultaneously a
mechanism for learning about life and the
world and a vehicle for achieving group recog-
nition. Even in what appears to be only casual
conversation, whoever speaks is highly con-
scious of the fact that his personality is on ex-
hibit and his status at stake.®

Oral performance has a special sigmficance
in black culture for the expression of masculinity.
Harper points out that verbal performance func-
tions as an identifying marker for masculinity only
when it is delivered in the vernacular and that “a
too-evident facility in white idiom can quickly
identify one as a white-identified uncle Tom who
must also be therefore weak, effeminate, and prob-
ably a fag.”” Though the speech performances
that I witnessed were not always delivered in the
strict vernacular, the nonverbal, bodity component

accompanying it was always delivered in a man-
ner that was the flashy, boldly flamboyant popular

style essential to a good performance. The body
language and spoken idiom openly engage power
in a provocative competitive way. To be indirect,
“sly,” would not be performing masculinity. ..

This nonstandard mode of self-representa-
tion epitomizes the very form the schoot seeks to
exclude and eradicate. It is a masculine enactment
of defiance played in a black key that is bound for
punishment. Moreover, the process of adultifica-
tion translates the encounter from a simple verbal
clash with an impertinent child into one inter-
preted as an intimidating threat.

Thotigh few white girls in the'school were re-
ferred to the office for disruptive behavior, a sig-
nificant number of African American girls staged
performances, talked back to teachers, challenged
authority, and were punished. But there was a
difference with the cultural framing of their en-
actments and those of the boys. The bottom line
of Horace's story was that “everyone in the room
cracked up.” He engaged authority through a
self-produced public spectacle with an eye for an
audience that is at home with the cultural icon of
the Good Bad Boy as well as the “real black
man.” Boys expect to get attention. Girls vie for
attention too, but it is perceived as illegitimate
behavior. As the teacher described it in the refer-
ral form, the girl is “demanding attention.” The
prevailing cultural framework denies her the rights
for dramatic public display.

Male and female classroom performance is
different in another respect. Girls are not rewarded
with the same kind of applause or recoguition by
peers or by teachers. Their performance is side-
lined; it is not given center stage. Teachers are
more likely to “turn a blind eye” to such a display
rather than call attention to it, for girls are seen as
individuals who operate in cliques at most and
are unlikely to foment insurrection in the room.
Neither the moral nor the pragmatic principle
prods teachers to take action. The behavior is not
taken seriously; it is rated as “sassy” rather than
symptomatic of a more dangerous disorder. In
some classrooms, in fact, risk taking and *“feisti-
ness” on the part of girls is subtly encouraged

given the prevailing belief that what they need is
to become more visible, more assertive in the
classroom. The notion is that signs of self-assertion
on_their part should be encouraged rather than
squelched.

Disruptive acts have a complex, mulftifac-
eted set of meanings for the male Troublemakers
themselves. Performance as an expression of
hlack masculinity is a production of a powerful
subjectivity to be reckoned with, to be applauded,
respect and ovation are in a context where none
is forthcoming. The boys' anger and frustration
as well as fear motivate the challenge to authority.
Troublemakers act and speak out as stigmatized
outsiders. :

Ritual Performances of Masculinity:
Fighting

Each year a substantial number of kids at Rosa
Parks get into trouble for fighting. Tt is the most
frequent offense for which they are referred to the
Punishing Room. Significantly, the vast majority
of the offenders are African American males.?

The schoo! has an official position on fight-
ing; it is the wrong way to handle any situation,
at any time, no matter what. Schoois have good
reasons for banning fights: kids can get hurt and
when fights happen they sully the atmosphere of
order, making the school seem like a place of dan-
ger, of violence.

The prescribed routine for schoolchildren to
handie situations that might turn inte a fight is to
tell an adult who is then suppoesed to take care of
the problem. This routine ignores the unofficial
masculine code that if someone hits you, you
should solve the problem yourself rather than
showing weakness and calling an adult to inter-
vene, However, it is expected that girls with a
problem will seek out an adult for assistance.
Girls are assumed to be physicaily weaker, less
aggressive, more vulnerable, more needy of self-
protection; they must attach themselves to adult
(or male) power to survive. This normative gen-
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der distinction, in how to handle both problems
of a sexual nature and physical aggression, oper-
ates as a “proof” of a physical and dispositional
gender nature rather than behavior produced
through discourses and practices that constitute
sex difference.

Referrals of males to the Punishing Room,
therefore, are cases where the unofficial masculine
code for problem resolution has prevailed. Telling
an adult is anathema to these youth. According
to their own codes, the act of “telling” is danger-
ous for a number of reasons. The most practical
of these sets it as a statement to the “whole world”
that you are unable to deal with a situation on
your own-—t0 take care of yourself—an admission
that can have disastrous ramifications when adult
authority is absent. This is evident from the stance
of a Troublemaker who questions the practical
application of the official code by invoking knowl-
edge of the proper male response when one is “at-
tacked” that is shared with the male smudent
specialist charged with enforcing the regulation:
“I said, ‘Mr. B, if somebody came up and hit you,
what would you do? ‘Well,” he says, ‘We're not
talking about me right now, see.” That’s the kind
of attitude they have. It’s all like on you.”

Another reason mentioned by boys for not re-
lying on a teacher to take care of a fight situation
is that adults are not seen as having any real power
to effectively change the relations among kids:

1f someone keep messing with you, like if some-
one just keep on and you tell them to leave you
alone, then you tell the teacher. The teacher
can’t do anything about it because, see, she can’t
hit you or nothing. Only thing she can do is tell
them to stop. But then he keep on doing it. You
have no choice but to hit ’erm. You already told
him once to stop.

This belief extends to a distrust of authority
figures by these young offenders. The assump-
tion that afl the children see authority figures
such as teachers, police, and psychologists as act-
ing on their behalf and trust they will act fairly
may be true of middle- and upper-class children
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brought up to expect protection from authority
figures in society. This is not the case with many
of the children at the school. Their mistrust of au-
thority is rooted in the historical and locally
come from living in a largely black and impover-
ished neighborhood.

Fighting becomes, therefore, a powerful
spectacle through which to explore trouble as a
site for the construction of manhood. The prac-
tice takes place along a continuum that ranges
from play—spontaneous outbreaks of pummel-

ing and wrestling in fan, ritualistic. play. that. .

shows off “cool” moves seen on video games, on
TV, or in movies—to serious, angry socking,
punching, fistfighting. A description of some of
these activities and an analysis of what they mean
provides the opportunity for us to delve under the
surface of the ritualized, discrete acts that make
up a socially recognizable fight even into the psy-
chic, emotional, sensuous aspects of gender per-
formativity. The -circular, interactive flow
between fantasmatic images, internal psycholog-
ical processes, and physical acts suggest the dy-
namics of attachment of masculine identification.

Fighting is one of the social practices that
add tension, drama, and spice to the routine of
the school day. Pushing, grabbing, shoving, kicle-
ing, karate chopping, wrestling, fistfighting en-
gage the body and the mind. Fighting is about
play and games, about anger and pain, about hurt
feelings, about “messing around.” To the specta-
tor, a fight can look like serious combat, yet when
the combatants are separated by an adult, they
claim, “We were only playing.” In fact, a single
fight event can move along the continuum from
play to serious blows in a matter of seconds. As
one of the boys explained, “You get hurt and you
lose your temper.”

Fighting is typically treated as Synonymous
with “aggression” or “violence,” terms that al
ready encode the moral, definitional frame that
obscures the contradictory ways that the practice,
in all its manifestations, is used in our society.
We, as good citizens, can distance ourselves fom
aggressive and violent behavior. “Violence” as

discourse constructs “fighting” as pathological,
Symptomatic of asocial, dangerous tendencies,
even though the practice of “fighting” and the

_discourses that constitute this practice as “nor-

mal,” are in fact taken for granted as ritualized
resources for “doing” masculinity in the contem-
pordry United States,

The word fighting encompasses the “nor-
mal” as well as the pathological. It allows the
range of meanings that the children, specifically
the boys whom I interviewed and observed, as
well as some of the girls, bring to the practice.

One experience that it is apern to is the sensuous,

highly charged embodied experience before, dur-
ing, and after fighting; the elating experience of
“losing oneself” that I heard described in fight
stories.

War Stories

I began thinking about fights soon after I started
Interviews with the Troublemakers and heard
“fight stories.” Unlike the impoverished and re-
tuctantly told accounts of the school day, these
stories were vivid, elaborate descriptions of bod-
ies, mental states, and turbulent emotional feel-
ings. They were stirring, memorable moments in
the tedious school routine.

Horace described a fight with an older boy
who had kept picking on him. He told me about
the incident as he was explaining how he had
broken a finger one day when we were trading
“broken bones” stories.

When I broke this finger right here it really
hurted. I hit somebody in the face. Tt was
Charles. T hit him in the face. You know the
cafeteria and how you walk down to go to the
cafeteria. Right there, That’s where it hap-
pened. Charles picked me up and put me on the
wall, slapped me on the wall, and dropped me.
It hurt. It hurt bad. T got mad because he used
to be messing with me for a long time so I just
swung as hard as I could, closed my eyes, and
just pow, hit him in the face. But I did like a
roundhouse swing instead of doing it straight
and it got the index finger of my right hand. So
it was right there, started right here, and all

aropund this part [he is showing me the back of
his hand] it hurt. It was swollen. QOooh! It was
like this! But Charles, he got hurt too. The next
day I came to school T had a cast on my finger

and he had a bandage on his ear. It was kinda
funny, we just looked at each other and smiled.

The thing that most surprised and intrigued
me about Horace's story was that he specifically
recalled seeing Charles the next day and that they
had looked at each other and smiled. Was this a
glance of recognition, of humor, of recoliection of
something pleasing, of all those things? The mem-
ory of the ekchanged smile derailed my initial as-
sumption that fighting was purely instrumental,
This original formulation said that boys fight be-
cause they have to fight in order to protect them-
seives from getting beaten up on the playground.
Fighting from this instrumental perspective is a
purely survival practice. Boys do fight to stave off
the need to fight in the future, to stop the harass-
ment from other boys on the playground and in
the streets. However, this explains only a small
group of boys who live in certain environments;
it relegates fighting to the realm of the poor, the
deviant, the delinquent, the pathological. This
position fails to address these physical clashes as
the central normative practice in the preparation
of bodies, of mental stances, of self.reference for
manhood and as the most effective form of conflict
resolution in the realm of popular culture and in-
ternational relations.

1 listened closely to the stories to try to make
sense of behavior that was so outside of my own
experience, yet so familiar a part of the landscape
of physical fear and vulnerability that I as a female
walked around with every day. I asked school
adults about their own memories of school and
fighting, T was not surprised to find that few
women seemed to recall physical fights at school,
though they had many stories of boys who teased
them or girlfriends whom they were always “fight-
ing" with. This resonated with my own experi-
ence. I was struck, however, by the fact that all
of the men whom I talked to had had to position
themselves in some way with regard to fighting,
Twas also struck that several of these men framed
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the memory of fighting in their past as a signifi-
cant learning experience.

Male adults in school recall fighting them-
selves, but in the context both of school rutes and
of hindsight argue that they now know better. One
of the student specialists admitted that he used to
fight a lot. T found it significant that he saw “fight-
ing” as the way he “learned”:

T'used to fight a [ot. [Pause.] I used to fight a [ot
and T used to be real stubbomn and silent. T
wouldn't say anything to anybody. It would
cause me a lot of problems, but that’s just the
way I learned.

The after-school martial arts instructor also
admitted to fighting a fot when he was younger:

There were so many that I had as a kid that it’s
hard to remember all of them and how they
worked out. But yes, I did have a lot of argu-
ments and fights. A lot of times I would lose
my temper, which is what kids normally do,
they lose their temper, and before they have a
chance to work things out they begin punching
and kicldng each other. Right? Well I did a lot
of those things so [ know from experience those
are not the best thing to do.

As Iexplored the meaning of fighting I began
to wonder how I, as female, had come to be
shaped so fighting was not a part of my own cor-
poreal or mental repertoire. A conversation with
my brother reminded me of a long forgotten self
that could fight, physically, ruthlessly, inflict
hurt, cause tears. “We were always fighting,” he
recalled. “You used to beat me up.” Memories of
these encounters came back. I am standing with
a tuft of my brother’s hair in my hand, Ririous
tears in my eyes. Full of hate for him. Kicking,
scratching, socking, feeling no pain. Where had
this physical power gone? I became “ladylike,” re-
pressing my anger, limiting my physical contact
to shows of affection, fearful. I wondered about
the meaning of being female in a society in which
to be female is to be always conscious of men's
physical power and to consciously chart one’s
everyday routines to avoid becoming a victim of
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this power, but to never learn the bodily and men-
tal pleasure of fighting back.

Bodily Preparations:

Pain and Pleasure

Fighting is first and foremost a bodily practice. T
think about fighting and physical closeness as I
stand observing the playground at recess noticing
a group of three boys, bodies entangled, arms and
legs flailing. In another area, two boys are standing

Iocked closely in a wrestling embrace, Children

seem to gravitate toward physical contact with
each other. For boys, a close, enraptured body
contact is only legitimate when they are positiored
as in a fight. Tt is shocking that this bodily close-
ness between boys would be frowned on, discour-
aged if it were read as affection. Even boys who
never get in trouble for “fighting” can be seen en-
gaging each other through the posturing and mim-
ing, the grappling of playfight encounters,

This play can lead to “real” fghts. The thin
line between play and anger is crossed as bodies
become vulnerable, hurt, and tempers are lost.
One of the white boys in the school who was in
trouble for fighting describes the progression this
way:

Well we were messing with each other and
when it went too far, he started hitting me and
then I hit him back and then it just got into a
fight. It was sorta like a game between me, him
and Thomas, How I would get on Thomas's
back an—he's a big guy—and Stephen would
try to hit me and I would wanta hit him back. So
when Thomas left it sorta contirued and I forgot
which one of us wanted to stop—but one of us
wanted to stop and the other one wouldn’t.

Fighting is about testing and proving your
bodily power over another person, both to your-
seif and to others thraugh the ability to “huart”
someone as well as to experience “hurt.”

HORACE: You know Claude. He's a bad boy in the
school. When | was in the fifth grade, he was in
the fifth grade. 1 intercepted his pass and he

threw the ball at my head and then I said,
“You're mad,” and T twisted the ball on the
floor, T said, “Watch this,” and yknow spiraled
__iton the floor, and he kicked it and it hit my leg

and I said, “Claude, if you hit me one more time
with the ball or anything I'm going to hurt you."”
He said. “What if you do?” 1 said, “Okay, you
expect me not to do anything, right?” He said,
“Nope.” Then I just pow, pow, pow, and I got
him on the floor and then I got him on his back.
T wanted to hurt him badly but T couldn't.

ANN: Why coulda’t you?

. HORACE: Tdidn't want to get in trouble, And if .

did really hurt him it wouldn't prove anything
anyway. But it did. Tt proved that I could hurt
him and ke didn’t mess with me anymore.

Pain is an integral part of Fghting. Sometimes
it is the reason for lashing out in anger. This de-
scription by Wendell also captures the loss of self
control experienced at the moment of the fight:

Sometimes it starts by capping or by somebody
slams you down or somebody throws a bullet
at you. You know what a bullet is, don't you?
[He chuckles delightedly because I think of a
bullet from a gun.] The bullet I am talking about
is a footballl You throw it with all your might
and it hits somebody. It just very fast and they
call it bultets. You off-guard and they throw it
at your head, and bullets they throw with all
their might so it hurts. Then that sorta gets you
alt pissed off. Then what happens is, you kinda
like, “Why you threw it?” ** "Cause I wanted to.
Like, 507" “So you not going to do that to me.”
Then: “So you going to do something about it?”
Real smart. " Yeah!" And then you tap the per-
son on the shoulder and your mind goes black
and then sinveeeee [a noise and hand signal that
demonstrates the evaporation of thought] you
go at it. And you don't stop until the teacher
cames and stops it.

Fighting is a mechanism for preparing mas-
culinized bodies through the playful exercise of
bodily moves and postures and the routinized re-
hearsal of sequences and chains of stances of
readiness, attack, and defense. Here it is crucial
to emphasize that while many boys in the school

never ever engage in an actual physical fight with
another boy or girl during school hours, the ma-
jority engage in some form of body enactments of
fantasized “fight” scenarios. They have observed
boys and men on TV, in the movies, in video
games, on the street, in the playground adopting
these stances.

These drills simultaneously prepare and cul-
tivate the mental states in which corporeal styles
are grounded. So for instance, boys are initiated
into the protocol of enduring physical pain and
mental anguish—"like a man"—through early
and small infusions of the toxic substance itself in
play fights. The practice of fighting is the site for
a hot-wiring together of physical pain and plea-
sure, as components of masculinity as play and
bodily hurt inevitably coincide.

Consequently, it also engages powerful emo-
tions. Lindsey described the feelings he experi-
enced prior to getting into a fight:

Sometimes it’s play. And sometimes it's real.
But that's only sometimes, because they can just
suddenly make you angry and then, it’s like they
take control of your mind. Like they manipu-
late your mind if you angry. Little by little you
just lose it and you get in a temper.

One of the white boys in the scheol who
had gotten in trouble for fighting described his
thoughts and feelings preceding a fight and the
moment of “just going black” in a loss of self:

My mind would probably be going through how
I would do this. If I would stop it now or if
would follow through with it. But once the fight
actually happens I sort of go black and just fght
'em.

Fighting is a practice, like sports, that is so
symbolically “masculine” that expressions of
emotion or behavior that might call one’s man-
hood into question are allowed without danger of
jeopardizing one’s manliness. Even crying is a
permissible expression of “masculinity” under
these circumstances. One of the boys who told me
he never cried, corrected himself:
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But if I be mad, I cry. Like if I get into a fight
or something like that, T cry because I lose my
temper and get so mad. But sometimes, [ play
footbali-and if I cry that mean I'm ready to
tumble—throw the ball to me because I'm

going,

Fighting in school is a space in which boys can
feel free to do emotional worl.? In a social practice
that is so incontrovertibly coded as masculine,
behaviors marked as feminine, such as crving,
can be called upon as powerful wellsprings for
action.

One of the questions that I asked all the boys
about fighting came out of my own ignorance. My
query was posed in terms of identity work around
the winning and losing of fights. Did you ever
win a fight? Did you ever lose a fight? How did
you feel when you lost? How did you feel when
you won? I found the answers slippery, unex-
pected, contradictory. I had anticipated that
winning would be described in proud and boast-
ful ways, as success stories. But there seemed to
be a surprising refuctance to embellish victory. T
learned that I was missing the point by posing the
question the way I had in terms of winning and
losing. Trey enlightened me when he explained
that what was at stake was not winning or losing
per se but in learning about the self:

Twon a lot of fights. You know you won when
they start crying and stuff or when they stop and
leave. I lost fights. Then you feel a little okay.
At least you lost. I mean lile you ain’t goin’
win every fight. At least you fought back instead
of just standing there and letting them hit you.

Another boy expressed the function that
fighting played in establishing yourself as being a
particular kind of respectable person:

It's probably like dumb, but if somebody wants
to fight me, T mean, I doa't care even if T know
Tcan’t beat 'em. I won't stop if they don't stop.
I'mean I'm not scared to fight anybody. I'm not
a coward. I don’t let anybody punk me around,
If you let people punk you around, other peo-
ples want to punk you arcund.
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Proving yourself to others is like a game, a kind
of competition:

Me and Leslie used to fight because we used.to. ..

be the biggest boys, but now we don’t care any-
more. We used to get friends and try and fight
each other. I fought him at Baldwin school all
the time. We stopped about the fifth grade [the
previous year]. Just got tired, I guess.

Standing and proving yourself today can be
insurance against future harassment in the yard
as you make a name for yourself through readi-

ness to fight: “Like if somebody put their hands

on you, then you have to, you have to hit them
back. Because otherwise you going be beat up on
for the rest of your life.”

Eddie, who has avoided fights because he
does not want to get in trouble, is now seen as a
target for anyone to beat up, according to one of
his friends, who characterized Eddie’s predica-
ment this way: “He can’t fight. He can’t fight. Every
girl, every boy in the whole school fixing to beat
him up. Badly. They could beat him up badly.”

Eddie explains his own perspective on how
he has come to actually lose a reputation,

Yeah, T won a fight in preschaol. Like some-
body this tall [his gesture indicates a very tall
someone] I had to go like this [reaches up to
demonstrate] so I could hit him. He was alder
than me. He was the preschool bully. Till I
mess him up.

But Eddie’s parents came down hard on him
for getting in trouble for fighting in elementary
school:

Yeah, I last fights. See when I got to Rosa
Parks my parents told me not to fight unless
had to—so I lost my face. "Cause I was so used
to telling them to stop, don’t fight, don’t fight.

In constructing the sell through fight stories,
it is not admirable to represent oneself as the ag-
gressor or initiator in a fight, All the boys whom
1 talked to about fighting presented themselves as
responding to a physical attack that had to be an-
swered in a decisive way. No one presented hirn-
self as a “bully,” though I knew that Horace had

that reputation. Yet he told me that “only fights
1 been in is if they hit me first.” ’
There are, however, times when it is legiti-

Tiate to be the initiator; When verbal provocation------

is sufficient. This is when “family™ has been in-
sulted. Talking about “your momma” is tanta-
mount to throwing down the gauntlet:

Mostly 1 get in fights if somebody talk about
my grandfather because he's dead. And I
loved my grandfather more than 1 love any-
body and then he died. [Tears are in Jabari’s
_eyes as we talk,] That's why 1 try to tell peo-
ple before they get ready to say anything, I'm
like, “Tlon't say anything about my grandfa-
ther, 'cause if you say something about him,
I'm goin' hit you.”™ :

The boys talked about how they learned to
fight. How one learns to fight and what one learns
about the meaning of fighting—why fight,
fight or not to fight—involved both racial identity
and class positioning. Ricky and Duane, two of
the Schoolboys, have been enrolled by their par-
ents in martial arts classes. Fighting remains a
necessary accoutrement of masculinity that is
“schooled,” not a “natural” acquisition of doing.
As such, it becomes a marlker of higher class po-
sition. Fighting takes place in an institutionalized
arena rather than spontancously in just any set-
ting. The mind seems to control the body here,
rather than vice versa.

Horace, on the other hand, like the majority
of boys with whom 1 talked, explained that he had
learned to fight through observation and practice:

I watched people. Like when I was younger,
like T used to look up to people. Istill do. [ look
up to people and they knew how to fight so 1
just watched them. I just like saw people fight
on TV, you know. Boxing and stuff.

Another boy told me that he thought kids
learned to fight “probably from theirselves. Like
their mom probably say, if somebody hit you, hit
them back.” This advice about proper behavior is
grounded in the socialization practices that are
brought into school as ways of responding to
confrontations.

Gender Practice and Identification

Fighting acts reproduce notions of essentially dif-
ferent gendered natures and the forms in which
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The Power of Women and the Subversion of Conmmnity,
ed. Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James (Bristol,
England: Falling Wali Press, 1973); Catharine Al
MacKinnon, Feminisnt Unimodified: Discourses o Life

this “difference” is grounded. Though class malkes
some difference in when, how, and under what
conditions it takes place, Fghting is the hegemonic
representation of masculinity. Inscribed in the
male body—whether individual males fight or
nat, abjure fighting or not—is the potential for
this unleashing of physical power. By the same
token, fighting for girls is considered an aberra-
tion, something to be explained.

Girls do get in fights at school. Boys asserted
that girls can fight, even that “sometimes they get
in fights easier. Because they got more attitude.”
Indeed, girls do make a name for themselves this
way. One of the girls at Rosa Parks was in trou-
ble several times during the school year for fight-
ing. Most of her scrapes were with the boys who
tiked to tease her because she was very tall for her
age. This, however, was not assumed fo be reflec-
tive of her “femaleness” but of her individuality.
Mr. Sobers, for example, when I asked him about
her, made a point of this singularity rather than
explaining her in terms of race, class, or gender:
“(h, Stephanie is just Stephanie.”

Notes

1. Here are a very few examples of the enormous
body of work concerned with the production of gen-
der differences in the last two decades. At the ideo-
logical and discursive level see Mullings, “Images,
Tdeology™; Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender:
Essays onn Theory, Film, and Fiction (Bioomington: In-
diana University Press, 1987); and Michele Barrett,
Wamen'’s Oppressionr Today: Problemns in Marxist Feniriist
Analysis (London: New Left Books, 198(). For
processes of social structure and institutional arrange-
ments see R. W. Connell et al., Making the Difference:
Scheals, Families, and Secial Division (London: George
Allen and Unwin, 1982); Mararosa Dalla Costa,
“Women and the Subversion of the Community,” in

‘and L (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987).
For micropolitics see Arlie Russell Hochschild, The
Second Shift: Working Parents and tie Revolution at Hotne
(New York: Viking, 1989); Donna Eder, Catherine
Colleen Evans, and Stephen Parker, Schoo! Talk: Gen-
der and Adolescent Culture (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rut-
gers University Press, 1995); and Candace West and
Don H. Zimmerman, “Doing Gender,” Gender & So-
ciety T, no. 2 (1987).

2. Judith Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender
Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Fem-
inist Theory,” Theatre Journal 40, no. 4 (1988).

3. Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive
Linits of “Sex™ (New York: Routledge, 1993}, 95.

4. Douglas E. Foley, Learning Capitalist Culture: Deep
i1 the Heart of Tejas (Philadelphia: University of Penn-
sylvania, 1990).

5. Geneva Smitherman, Talbin end Testifyin: Lan-
guage of Black America (Detroit: Wayne State Univer-
sity Press, 1977); Lawrence Levine, Black Culture and
Bluck Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from
Stavery to Freedom (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1977); Philip Brian Harper, dre We Not Men?
Masculine Anxiety and the Problem of African-American
Kdentiry (New Yorl: Oxford University Press, 18496);
Keith Gilyard, Voices of the Self A Study of Language
Comperence (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1991).

6. Smitherman, Talkin and Testifyin, 80.
7. Harper, Are We Nor Men? 11,

8. One-guarter of the 1,252 referrals to the Punishing
Room were for fighting; four-fifths of the incidents
involved boys, nine out of ten of whom were African
Americans. All except three of the girls who were in
fights were black.

9. Arlie Russelt Hochschild, The Managed Heart: Com-
mercialization of Hisman Feeling (Berkeley and Los An-
geles: University of California Press, [983).
Hochschild explores the feeling rules that guide and
govern our own emotional disptays as well as how we
interpret the emotional expression of others.




