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Abstract 

In 1990s America, masculinity was infamously pronounced in crisis. Hollywood 

cinema replicated this anxiety about gender identity with an influx of films which 

questioned the malleability of masculinity in a specific rhetoric of disguise, pretence, 

and masquerade. Masculinity in America has suffered through endless cycles of crisis 

both on and off screen. At its core, crisis is a panicked response to a changing political 

landscape, particularly changing gender relations. Cultural critics tend to conclude that 

the phrase ‘crisis’ is used so that masculinity may appeal for its oppression as much as 

minority identities; masculinity is confirmed and reinstated by paradoxically 

announcing its loss. But what exactly is being lost here? Why are attempts to incite 

cultural change about what it means to be a man vocalised in a language of loss and 

victimisation that this specific term ‘crisis’ implies? Such a response comes in the form 

of a key question which drives the decade onscreen: what makes a real man? I believe 

that masculinity’s invocation of crisis is due to an inability to reconcile a need for 

change with its insistence on invoking the rhetoric of ‘the real’ to define itself. Crisis 

cinema of the 1990s has been extensively studied, yet the action genre remains 

noticeably absent from this discussion (with the exception of David Fincher’s Fight 

Club). I propose that 1990s action cinema offers a unique interaction with masculinity 

crises wherein gender is specifically done, performed, or actioned through the motif of 

masquerade. In this thesis I ask whether gender masquerade reinforces or challenges the 

primacy of hegemonic masculinity in four action films (Point Break, Face/Off, Fight 

Club, and The Matrix) when put in the context of gender crises. I use Judith Butler’s 

theory of gender as a performative act in tandem with R. W. Connell’s theories of 

masculinities and hegemonic masculinity as frameworks for understanding the 

depiction of masculinity crises in the aforementioned four films. This thesis concludes 
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that Point Break, Face/Off, Fight Club, and The Matrix demonstrate that the real 

anxiety for masculinity is an ontological crisis; action cinema incites a reworking of the 

definition of hegemonic masculinity to account for its ability to mask and displace its 

own contradictions so as to appear natural or innate and enjoy cultural invisibility as a 

construction. Ultimately, this thesis reveals that gender masquerade does not always 

challenge the legitimation of patriarchy and may actually work to secure masculinity’s 

primacy and continuation.  
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“I wear the mask – it does not wear me.”  

– The Man in the Iron Mask (1998)  

 

 

Introduction: The Men in Masks 

A Kind of Action 

In 1993, action-cinema scholar, Yvonne Tasker, famously lamented that action 

films are regarded as “Dumb movies for dumb people…the most ‘Neanderthal’, the 

most irredeemably macho of Hollywood products” (“Dumb Movies” 242). Such a 

sentiment carries into the present day, with action cinema being seen as a shoot ’em up 

and cash ’em in type of genre both in the academy and amongst the general movie-

going population. Take James M. Welsh’s comments, for example:    

Action-adventure spectacles are testosterone movies designed to 

match the interest of juvenile audiences – far-fetched, overstated, 

male-driven, often cartoonish, depending mainly on special-effects 

wizardry and hyped-up soundtracks. At best, such films are ‘movies’; 

at worst, they are products designed by committees of writers and 

armies of technicians with one goal in mind: building a bigger 

spectacle in order to generate millions of box-office dollars (169).  

 

Clearly these films seem to inherently privilege doing over thinking, brawn over brains, 

and spectacle over narrative. I agree with Welsh. I am, however, more inclined to see 

the scholarly merit in thinking about doing or, more precisely, ‘acting’. For “gender is a 

kind of action” (Gender Trouble 112), argues Judith Butler, using a choice of words 

that could not be more apt for this thesis.  

This is the very crux of my argument: the action genre actions masculinity. 

Consider the reflections of action star, Keanu Reeves: “I’m Mickey Mouse; they don’t 
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know who’s inside the suit”. Recalling Welsh’s use of the word ‘cartoonish’ to describe 

action cinema, perhaps there is something of academic significance to be said here that 

he is missing. Reeves’ metaphor of the suit as a kind of masquerade, a decorative layer 

concealing an unknowable or even a non-identity, is a valuable window through which 

we can perceive and scrutinise the relationship between action cinema and masculinity. 

It is my purpose in this thesis to demonstrate that the relationship between masculinity 

and action cinema is self-conscious. Rather than take the action genre for granted as a 

so-called masculine or male genre without actually unpacking what kind of masculinity 

is on show, this thesis will explicitly account for the link between gender and genre. 

 

The Origins of Action Cinema 

Action cinema is stereotypically invested in representing masculine men. Stella 

Bruzzi argues that “Frequently…spectacular ‘men’s cinema’ uses style and mise-en-

scéne to convey masculinity, not merely to represent it” (5). Citing action cinema in 

particular, Bruzzi speaks of a need to both uncouple the term ‘masculinity’ from men 

and to then unpack what is meant when certain films are coded as ‘male’:   

The development of a ‘masculine aesthetic’ differs from the 

deployment of stylistic elements to express masculinity; it is a 

language, a set of underlying principles, a mode of communication 

and a series of signs, tropes and aesthetic features that collectively 

assists an understanding or definition of ‘masculinity’ in cinema (94).  

 

A key trope and aesthetic feature that Bruzzi highlights is movement (166). The sheer 

kinaesthetic spectacle of action cinema – from bullets whirring through the air to 

rhythmic hand-to-hand combat sequences and walls of fire blazing across the sky – is 

testament to the genre’s inclusion under the wider heading of men’s cinema. Similarly, 

Rikke Schubart identifies acceleration as a central theme in all action cinema – 
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acceleration meaning not only speed but “a transformation of body” (198). I would 

extend Bruzzi and Schubart’s thinking to reconceptualise movement not just 

kinaesthetically but in terms of embodiment; that is, movement, like gender, as a kind 

of becoming. How exactly do these male action heroes become masculine? A 

“genealogy” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 23) of action-film masculinity is what 

must be undertaken in order to disrupt the so-called naturalness of the white male hero. 

I ask in this thesis how men’s identities and genders move, transform, and shape 

themselves in the action genre.  

Defining the parameters or characteristics of an action film may help to explain 

why and how the genre became associated with men and masculinity. First and 

foremost, Tasker draws on Brian Taves’ study of historical adventure fiction to argue 

that action cinema is “a transgeneric way of telling a story rather than specific story 

elements” (“Introduction” 8). Tasker’s phrasing implies that action is more a style of 

storytelling or a mode that is multigeneric rather than static. Subgenres which make up 

contemporary action cinema are crime and urban action, fantasy (science-fiction or 

horror), and war or military movies (Tasker, “Introduction” 4). No matter the subgenre, 

most action-cinema scholars agree that the genre can largely be defined by its violent 

spectacle (Leitch 111; Kirkham and Thumin 12; Gallagher 58; Dyer, “Action” 8; Neale, 

“Hollywood Genre” 71). Violent spectacle is often accomplished in these films by 

putting male heroes through trials and suffering so that they may prove their 

masculinity. For instance, Predator (1987) pits Dutch Schaefer against a seemingly 

indestructible alien invader, thereby asserting the supremacy of the United States army 

forces. As Richard Dyer notes, violence (as the ultimate expression of freedom of 

bodily movement through one’s environment) becomes coded as male in this genre 

(“Action” 8). In this sense, it would seem that the action genre is largely conservative in 
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its narrative trajectory and wider themes. But Paul Smith argues that even the most 

conservative action film can leave “hysterical residues” (80) – that is, there must always 

be a fending off of male hysteria. I contend that what is actually being fended off is the 

male hero’s realisation that his masculinity is a performance; if masculinity must be 

proven, must be consciously acted out through the crucible that is action cinema, then it 

is hardly biological or natural.  

The origins of action cinema can be found in sensational melodrama. Already, 

the gendered connotations in such an approach take shape; frequently, critical debate 

situates action as ‘male’ or ‘masculine’ and melodrama as ‘female’ or ‘feminine’ 

(Tasker, “Introduction” 5). Janet Staiger notes that some subgenres of action cinema, 

notably noir and the superhero film, use a version of the ‘fallen woman’ plot (in this 

case, a ‘fallen man’) (16). Staiger elaborates:  

In the fallen man formula, plot devices lure a man into wayward paths 

because of his lack of control. These lures may be drink or gambling 

or even blind ambition; they are often sex, perhaps motivated as 

derived from a femme fatale tricking, seducing, or forcing the man 

into his wayward path…An important part of the fallen-man plot is 

that pathos of suffering that in recent years has laid itself upon the 

beautifully sculpted naked body of the male victim-hero/star (16; 

emphasis added).  

 

I have emphasized two key points in Staiger’s description: the male hero’s lack of 

control and his suffering. Lack of control, particularly over one’s identity, is often a 

measure of hero and villain in action cinema, particularly in the superhero subgenre. 

The hero manages the gap between his ‘self’ and the ‘self in mask’ effectively where 

the villain allows his other self to take over completely thus negatively transforming 

him from the man he once was into a monster (consider Batman and the Joker in 

Batman [1989] or Spider Man and the Lizard in The Amazing Spider-Man [2012]). 

Suffering, my second point, becomes a way of mitigating identity transformation. It is 
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vital for the male body in action cinema to be seen to be suffering because then there is 

justifiable cause for its protection. Hence, because Bruce Wayne/Batman and Peter 

Parker/Spider Man both suffer with the loss of parental figures, they quite literally 

retain their humanity; put simply, Batman never loses himself by transforming into a 

real bat, nor Spider Man to a real spider. The humanity of straight, white male bodies is 

upheld and defined through suffering. It is academically fruitful to account for action’s 

origins in melodrama, but if we consider Tasker’s previous definition – that action is 

first and foremost a mode of storytelling – it becomes possible to resist falling into the 

trap of calling action cinema male and melodrama female. Gender is instead a way of 

telling a story, rather than what defines the story.  

The action genre as we understand it today began taking form in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s. It was in this time that ‘action’ in American cinema shifted focus from 

both foreign battlegrounds in combat pictures to the frontier of the Western film and 

moved towards emphasising the figure of the singular action hero (Lichtenfield 2). In 

other words, action in this time was more so conceptualised in terms of environment or 

arena, like Spartacus’ (1960) colosseum. But Mark Gallagher cites the 1960s James 

Bond films as exemplary of the movie-going public’s new fascination with the idea of 

the lone action hero that we are more familiar with today (9). The Bond films define 

masculinity as style; 007 is nothing without his suit and gadgets. But, most 

significantly, with the Bond model of masculinity emerges the idea of masculinity as 

performance. As a gentleman spy, espionage is one of Bond’s key abilities. With 

Bond’s emphasis on good breeding and luxurious accessories, these films demonstrate 

how gender performance can work in service of conservative politics. But changes in 

Hollywood filmmaking in the late 1960s and early 1970s would modify the Bond 

model. Studios acknowledged countercultural audiences and accordingly, masculinity 
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in this time would oscillate between support for and rebellion against authority and the 

status quo (Gallagher 10). Fred Pfeil summarises Hollywood action cinema’s political 

values in the 1970s: 

The mass audience for Hollywood product was in the 1970s offered a 

choice between two kinds of anti-establishment film: a ‘left’ version, 

in which the protagonist uncovers an evil conspiracy of power elites, 

and is usually defeated and killed before he can publicise or contest it 

in any effective way; and a ‘right’ version, in which the established 

authorities are so corrupt and/or impotent that they leave the hero no 

choice but to wage his own war against the scum who threaten him, 

his family, and/or All That Is Decent from below (4).  

 

American action cinema in the 1960s and 1970s widened the range of acceptable male 

types of identity (a clear response to the Vietnam War and the general social unrest it 

would cause in wider American culture). Indeed, the Vietnam War would be a recurring 

theme once action cinema grew and prospered in the 1980s. 

 

The 1980s in American Culture and Cinema 

Action-cinema theorist, Susan Jeffords, argues that the Reagan presidency was a 

key cultural shift which would come to influence and categorise the genre in the 1980s 

(Hard Bodies 3). Reagan’s career and eventual image within the White House was 

paved by his past experiences as a Hollywood actor. Jeffords concludes that the Reagan 

era was an era of bodies (Hard Bodies 24). Most importantly, Reagan (as a former 

popular film star) knew better than most that controlling the story of the body was 

pivotal in managing national ideologies and policies. Plotting the narrative of the body 

determines which bodies are acceptable and which are deviant, which in turn limits 

whose bodies get paid, fed, medicated, represented, or not. Bodies under the Reagan 

presidency were divided into two narratives: firstly, the “soft body” (Jeffords, Hard 
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Bodies 25) – the body that contracted sexually transmitted infections (notably, AIDS), 

that endangered foetuses, that abused drugs or otherwise consumed illicit substances, 

and that represented wider immorality – and, secondly, “the hard body” (Jeffords, Hard 

Bodies 25) – the body that was hardworking, that performed labour, and that strongly 

and determinedly served its country. The New Right equated individual actions with 

national narratives. The gendered, racial, and sexual connotations here are hard to 

ignore; soft, deviant bodies were female, of colour, and queer in direct contrast to hard, 

acceptable bodies that were, like Reagan, straight, white, able-bodied, and male. 

American action cinema in the 1980s equated the hard body with heroism. In the 

decade’s most profitable blockbusters – Die Hard (1988), RoboCop (1987), First Blood 

(1982), The Terminator (1984), Lethal Weapon (1987), and the Indiana Jones (1981-

1989) trilogy – the hero is defined by a focus on the body, thus writing a national 

narrative resolving in the idea that an ‘American’ is a strong, straight, white male (the 

aftermath of the Vietnam war again rears its head as a clear anxiety here). Jeffords 

summarises: “The depiction of the indefatigable, muscular, and invincible masculine 

body became the linchpin of the Reagan imaginary” (Hard Bodies 25). The Reagan 

presidency would come to influence film as much as film influenced the Reagan 

presidency, and both President and cinema’s discourses around bodies would soon 

shape Hollywood ideologies about the relationship between manhood, family, and the 

nation in the 1980s. 

  American cinema in the 1980s was concerned with bodies, most importantly 

the familial body and the national body. The key issue for manhood in these films was 

the relationship between father and son. Robin Wood, in his summary of American 

cinema during the Reagan presidency, identifies the family as pivotal to structuring 

films of any genre during the 1980s. Some of the “dominant tendencies” (R. Wood 1) 
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of 1980s Hollywood were to utilise an Oedipal trajectory to restore the law and 

authority of the father (both biological and symbolic), subordinate and expel the wife 

and mother figure, and reconstruct the spectator as a son or male child (R. Wood 3-5). 

Consider the evolution of the Skywalker family’s relationship from ‘Darth Vader’, 

merciless villain in 1977’s A New Hope, to ‘Anakin Skywalker’, self-sacrificing, 

misunderstood father figure in 1983’s Return of the Jedi. Further in the case of Return 

of the Jedi, and other action or adventure films of the decade such as Indiana Jones and 

the Last Crusade (1989), the hero wins and good is restored only if the son dedicates 

himself to the father, not just in terms of the family bond but all the father represents as 

well (law and patriarchy, for instance). As it was in cinema, so it was with Reagan; he 

knew that his ideologies and policies would only continue with an appropriate heir 

(George H. W. Bush). The New Right’s emphasis on ‘family values’ came to mean 

more than simply which parent should stay home with the children or the restriction of 

sexual education for high schoolers; “it provides the ideational paradigm for the very 

structure of mainstream social narratives in the 1980s, as fathers and sons pass on the 

stories of national identities, agendas, and futures” (Jeffords, Hard Bodies 90).  

“Reaganite entertainment” (Barker 175) which featured those said identities, 

agendas, and futures was ultimately filtered through a conservative lens. The dominant 

codes which structured the genre at this time must be accounted for, since “the action-

adventure genre as we know it today emerged in the early 1980s” (Webb and Browne 

81). Both Jennifer Barker and Richard Sparks identify that 1980s action films establish 

a male, American individualist hero with a distinctly anti-establishment feeling (175; 

357). Overall, and though there are some exceptions, 1980s action heroes are populist 

heroes. For example, as Sparks clarifies, Die Hard’s police are ineffective, almost 

obstructive, and First Blood’s government has used and abused its military veteran. In 
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both Die Hard and First Blood, it is up to the lone hero to do what his affiliated 

institution cannot (that is, defeat the enemy and restore truth, justice, and the American 

way). On the surface, it would seem that action cinema of the 1980s was critiquing the 

abuse of power that such institutions wage or protesting for changes to the status quo. 

But the truth is far less radical. As Jeffords points out, the purpose of the lone hero’s 

journey and suffering in these films is not to call for the abolishment of corrupt 

institutions but to instead demonstrate that the system has diverted from its original 

purpose and mission (defender of the straight, white average Joe) and needs to change 

back (“Terminated” 16). For neither Die Hard nor Robocop ever conclude that the 

police as an institution are unnecessary, just currently misdirected. Likewise, the Rambo 

films never argue for abolishing the military, nor Top Gun (1986) the navy, but instead 

suggest that these institutions do away with the few bad apples that are spoiling an 

otherwise effective mission. Again, as it was in action cinema, so too for the Reagan 

presidency; Reagan’s intention and motivation, as a kind of real-life lone action hero, 

was never to do away with the government but to make it work and shift focus back 

onto the ‘everyman’. The purpose of action cinema in the 1980s is to, paradoxically, 

highlight the extraordinariness of the everyman. Hence Jeffords introduces the idea of 

the hard body.  

The hard-body film, also called “muscular cinema” by Tasker (Spectacular 

Bodies 1), is the defining subgenre of 1980s action cinema. The subgenre is closely 

associated with stars like Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, and Jean Claude 

van Damme who represent a new type of hero in action cinema: the bodybuilder hero. 

Drawing on both Jeffords and Tasker’s works, Drew Ayers identifies three distinct 

cycles of bodybuilder or hard-bodied heroes from the 1980s. First is the “developing 

hard body” (46) in which a man must be moulded, beaten, or trained from soft body to 
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hard. In RoboCop, for example, Alexander Murphy is murdered by a gang of criminals 

and transfers his body to a cyborg. The focus of RoboCop as a developing hard body 

film is Murphy learning to hone his physical skills with his new exoskeleton; the 

masculine body must be subject to often painful training in order to emerge victorious. 

Second is the “repressed hard body” (48) which details the rediscovery of the hard body 

by a man turned soft by wider society (very often represented by a corporate/business 

culture). Consider First Blood, wherein Rambo goes from a reserved and peaceful man 

in the face of danger to unstoppable soldier. Similarly to Robocop, Rambo’s attention is 

on the transformation of the male body as it is subject to spectacular violence. The third 

and final cycle is the “fully-formed hard body” (49) wherein the male hero is depicted 

as hard through and through (he starts the film unquestionably as a hard-body hero and 

ends the film this way too). For example, Predator delights in showing off the bulging 

muscles and impressive weaponry of Dutch Schaefer in various spectacular action 

sequences from beginning to end. Like RoboCop and First Blood, the point of Predator 

as fully-formed hard body film is to again prove the masculinity of its hero by 

entrenching him in various dangers. My point in citing Ayers’ cycles of the hard-body 

film is to demonstrate how action cinema’s ultimate goal is to subject its male hero to 

suffering in order to test and eventually prove his prowess and supremacy.  

It should already be evident that the hard body is a mode of gender performance, 

one that Phillipa Gates rightly describes as a kind of “comic-book masculinity” 

(Detecting Men 149). Much critical work has been done on this subject of the hard 

body. Dyer, citing the films of Arnold Schwarzenegger as an example, says that while 

“Muscularity is the sign of power-natural, achieved, phallic [masculinity]” (“Don’t 

Look” 68), the hard body betrays the extent to which the body must be ‘built’ up, 

tested, and achieved. Barbara Creed agrees, positing that the hard body is a hysterical, 
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parodic assertion of masculinity, when she says that “[Arnold Schwarzenegger and 

Sylvester Stallone] are simulacra of an exaggerated masculinity, the original completely 

lost to sight, a casualty of the failure of the paternal signifier and the current crisis in 

master narratives” (65). Synthesising both Dyer and Creed, Thomas Johanssen 

concludes that the hard body is thus reflective of masculine anxieties about defining the 

body (97). The hard body in action cinema is “a symbolic expression of the fight 

against ambivalence and ambiguity inherent in modernity” (Johanssen 98). Though 

much critical work has been done on analysing the bodies of hard-body heroes in 1980s 

action cinema, very little attention is paid to the enemies or villains in these films who, I 

believe, reflect a similar anxiety about the site of the body. While the hard body is a 

performance, it is one that is naturalised through discourses of the body; the body of the 

enemy, on the other hand, explicitly draws attention to and cites gender performance 

and bodily fluidity as power. For instance, the Predator is a shape shifter (able to render 

his body visible or invisible at will), the Terminator is a cyborg (a machine disguised as 

and imitating a human being), the Joker is an alter ego who is so disfigured that there is 

no longer a man inside the clown suit (he is the clown suit), and even in Rambo: First 

Blood Part II (1985) the hero’s hate is reserved in the narrative resolution for Murdock, 

a covert operative, the man who appears one way but acts another and in doing so 

‘betrays’ American soldiers far more than even the enemy who imprisons and tortures 

them. Gender performance in 1980s action cinema is divided into a dichotomy of good 

and evil based on whether the body naturalises performance (the hard-body hero) or 

performs naturalness (the villain/monster/enemy). But does this formula continue in 

action cinema of the 1990s? 

 

1990s America 
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 The defining feature of American culture in the 1990s was an ever-straining 

anxiety about the gap between authenticity and imitation, what William Palmer calls the 

gap between ‘real’ life and ‘reel’ life (2). Consider the following cultural developments: 

public debates about gender in the 1990s increasingly featured men rather than women 

as masculinity was infamously pronounced in ‘crisis’ and the question of what makes a 

‘real man’ came to the fore (Emig and Rowland 6). In 1998, Pfizer introduced Viagra, a 

drug advertised to chemically increase sexual performance (a clear double entendre) for 

men. In the early 1990s, discourses of consumption gradually focused on the visual, and 

men’s magazines proliferated a more image-conscious type of masculinity which led to 

the introduction of the idea of the New Mani, closely linked to the image of the 

metrosexual man (Hatty 162). Throughout the decade, the term ‘postmodernism’ spread 

from the academy and entered and became popular in public discourse, becoming 

common enough to be seen even in newspapers and on locally-broadcast news stations 

(Palmer 2). And, finally, the relationship between violence on-screen and real-life 

violence was constantly in question throughout the decade, culminating in the 

Columbine High School massacre in 1999 with the shooters, both adolescent boys, 

citing the gruesome motif of singer Marilyn Manson as inspiration for their crime 

(Sparks 350). Overall, Palmer labels the 1990s in America “the decade of spin” (39): 

It became the decade in which most people would believe anything, 

some people realised that they could believe nothing, and the rest 

settled for defining belief as a constantly ongoing dialogue with 

versions of truth. It was the decade when society reached a state of 

ethical impasse where lies and truth became correspondents (42).  

 

Such a time is the enveloping chaos of an empty centre, like the tornado in 1996’s 

action-thriller Twister says Palmer (39), and America in the 1990s was certainly 

spiralling. Particularly, two major events stand out as defining and influencing the 
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decade of spin: the Clinton Presidency and the publication of Robert Bly’s Iron John: 

Men and Masculinity.  

 Against this cultural backdrop of truth and fiction being thrown into doubt, the 

Clinton Presidency merely served to exacerbate American society’s anxiety. Though 

the election of Ronald Reagan in the previous decade had accustomed Americans to the 

idea of “entertainer-in-chief” (Palmer 81), Reagan’s mode of masculinity, as explained 

previously, was grounded and naturalised in ontological discourses of the hard, virile, 

impenetrable male body. Clinton, however, merely confused this image; “Broken yet 

strong, sensitive but tough, Clinton was the model of a conflicted masculinity 

characteristics of the ’90s” (Malin 7). This culminated in the iconic image of the cigar 

that would become associated with Clinton himself after his affair with Monica 

Lewinsky (the cigar was used as a phallic sex toy). The cigar was the phallus that 

Clinton so desperately wanted to wield yet could only ever adopt as simulacra. This 

idea, that America’s president had a role to play and a persona to uphold was Reagan’s 

strength where it was Clinton’s downfall; Reagan played his part seamlessly whereas 

Clinton was subsumed into it. In other words, where Reagan was a ‘real man’, Clinton 

was a New Man, perfectly encapsulating America’s ‘crisis’ of new masculinities.  

‘Crisis’ was certainly the issue of the decade for men and masculinities. Though 

the publication of Iron John in 1990 attempted to explain and solve the problem of 

‘crisis’ for masculinities, Bly’s manifesto merely exacerbated masculine feelings of 

entitled anxiety about a changing America. After the great strides made by feminist, 

queer, and civil rights activists in the 1990s, straight, white, male Americans were 

asking where they would fit into the identity politics equation. Bly’s book provided both 

an answer and a catharsis: a men’s movement (again, movement proves to be a 

recurring theme for men and masculinity). Well, more a men’s retreat. Iron John 
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instructed men to get away from it all for a weekend and go out into nature for a 

camping retreat, a bonding experience where they would vent their frustrations with 

likeminded fellows. And Bly diagnosed that American men were frustrated by the 

following conditions: firstly, and most significantly, the rejection of essentialist 

understandings of sex and gender; secondly, the feminisation of American culture under 

capitalism, which transformed wild men of the past into image-conscious, desk-bound 

nerds; thirdly, and closely related to the previous point, the overbearing presence of 

mothers combined with the absence of fathers and father figures (consider the 

instability of Clinton’s image as president again, for example); and, finally, the loss of 

heroic, warrior, and/or hunter archetypes in preindustrial patriarchy (Kaufman and 

Kimmel 264). Overall, Bly’s Iron John managed to capture a collective emotional 

detachment that men were experiencing, but offered a solution to attack the 

systematically oppressed (women) instead of the system itself. As Pfeil points out:  

Bly manages to acknowledge the damaging effects of that emotional 

distance and numbness which pervades so many white men’s lives 

and has so often been remarked and analysed by feminism, while not 

only refusing any common cause with women by at least partially 

extolling that damage as part of the process of making real men (173; 

emphasis added). 

 

Rather than inciting a progressive future for masculinities outside of patriarchal gender 

roles, Bly insists on recovering a conservative past – again, a retreat both literally and 

metaphorically. Further broadening the retreat metaphor, the overall consequence of 

Iron John demonstrates the pervasiveness of hegemonic masculinity; if masculinities 

can change, they can also change back. Once again, American culture in the 1990s was 

plagued by the division between change and reality, performance and authenticity, the 

‘reel’ and the ‘real’.  
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This theme was also replicated in the academy during the 1990s. Claire King 

identifies that discourses of trauma flourished in American scholarship published during 

the 1990s (“Free Falls” 79). Particularly within the humanities, trauma theory gained 

prominence. In fact, journals Screen and Cultural Critique both dedicated special issues 

to the academic study of trauma in the mid- to late 1990s. Included under the umbrella 

term ‘trauma’ were discourses of masculinity in ‘crisis’; this is where I situate my work. 

Butler’s seminal Gender Trouble was also published in 1990, setting up the decade for 

analyses of ‘acting out’ gender and introducing the term ‘performative’, though looking 

through scholarly discussions of masculinity ‘crisis’ as a kind of trauma, almost no 

critical work can be found that brings together ‘crisis’ theory and theories of gender 

masquerade. Sally Robinson is one of the few scholars to do so, acknowledging that: 

Announcements of crisis, both direct and indirect, are performative, in 

the sense that naming a situation crisis puts into play a set of 

discursive conventions and tropes that condition the meanings that 

event will have. A crisis is ‘real’ when its rhetorical strategies can be 

discerned and its effects charted; the reality of a particular crisis 

depends less on hard evidence of actual social trauma or do-or-die 

decision-making than on the power of language, of metaphors and 

images, to convincingly represent that sense of trauma and turning 

point (Marked Men 10).  

 

The end goal of ‘crisis’ as a kind of trauma and gender performance, I argue, is gaining 

access to the ‘real’. When trauma is represented on screen it is shown as a problem to 

be solved; that is, through trauma, men find out what is ‘really’ important (C. King, 

“Free Falls” 97). For instance, in 1997’s Titanic, Jack’s homelessness and poverty are 

deified as gifts for ‘really’ seeing people’s true nature or making each day ‘really’ 

count. Such a ‘crisis’ is rendered through art; a gifted artist, Jack is able to see people so 

clearly that his drawings are almost life-like. The combination of ‘crisis’ and 

performance in tandem produces and secures the ‘real’ for straight, white masculinity. 



16 

 

In addition to Titanic, American film in the 1990s frequently utilises gender 

performance to ask about the nature of reality and the real. 

 

The Decade of Masquerade 

Unsurprisingly then, American film in the 1990s was obsessed with gender and 

identity performance. The existential question – who am I, really? – drives the decade 

on screen. Images of disguise, pretence, costuming, masking, self-discovery, and even 

simply walking in another’s shoes abound in Hollywood cinema of the 1990s – indeed, 

of any genre. From animated films (Aladdin disguising himself as ‘Prince Ali Ababwa’ 

in Aladdin [1992], Mulan pretending to be ‘Ping’ to fight in the Chinese army in Mulan 

[1998], or Jack Skellington usurping the identity of Santa Claus on Christmas Eve in 

The Nightmare Before Christmas [1993]), to children’s movies (long-lost identical 

twins Annie James and Hallie Parker going undercover as each other and swapping 

lives in The Parent Trap [1998] or Daniel Hillard posing as nanny-extraordinaire 

‘Euphegenia’ Doubtfire in Mrs. Doubtfire [1993]), to comedies (Stanley Ipkiss 

transforming into a superhero-esque cartoon character when he finds and puts on an 

enchanted mask in The Mask [1994] or Albert Goldman disguising himself in drag to 

pass as Armand Goldman’s wife in The Birdcage [1996]), to horror (the numerous plot 

twists that almost every character is pretending to be someone they are not in the 

remake of House on Haunted Hill [1999] or Maggie Burroughs learning of her real 

identity as ‘Katherine Krueger’ in Freddy’s Dead: The Final Nightmare [1991]), to 

science fiction (Vincent Freeman hiding his identity through masking his genetic make 

up with another man’s in Gattaca [1997] or John Murdoch recovering from amnesia 

and discovering he possess psychokinesis and the ability to ‘tune’ reality at will in Dark 
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City [1998]), to romance (Viola de Lesseps disguising herself in drag as ‘Thomas Kent’ 

in order to perform on stage in Elizabethan England in Shakespeare in Love [1998] or 

Vivian Ward, a sex worker playing the role of girlfriend to Edward Lewis in Pretty 

Woman [1990]), and, most importantly, action, but more on that later. No other decade 

in film history has so strongly and continuously asserted that gendered identity is not 

static or innate but, rather, can be exchanged, costumed, sold, staged, passed, swapped, 

doubled, split, performed, usurped, traded, masked, played, built, copied, produced, 

mimicked, or actioned.  

 Despite my brief rundown of identity performance in key genres of American 

film in the 1990s in the previous paragraph, almost no critical work accounts for the 

1990s as a decade of masquerade. Individual films are certainly studied through the lens 

of Butlerian gender performance and weighed against a cultural backdrop of the notion 

of reality crumbling, but no scholarly material has yet labelled the 1990s as I have done. 

For instance, consider Kelly Farrell’s analysis of Mrs. Doubtfire which concludes that 

increasing discourses around men and family in the 1990s lead to an on-screen 

obsession with men performing maternity (271-273). Similarly, David Greven finds that 

in the 1990s Hollywood produces “a split masculinity, which performed traditional 

roles of gendered identity… as the result of an ongoing conflict between narcissistic and 

masochistic modes of masculine performance, a conflict through which the New Male 

subjectivity emerges” (16-18), citing films such as Interview with the Vampire (1994), 

My Own Private Idaho (1991), and A Few Good Men (1992), to name some examples 

(127). Vimal John and Aysha Viswamohan brand the decade as one of existential crisis 

that looks inward for questions of identity, race, sex, and gender (278). Palmer and Jon 

Lewis both account for the decade’s obsession with “self-reflexive metamovies about 

the theatre and television and creative imagination” (Palmer 16) in films such as The 



18 

 

Truman Show (1998) and Pleasantville (1998). But in 1999 when Shakespeare in Love 

won Best Picture over 1998’s Elizabeth, Saving Private Ryan, La Vita è Bella (Life is 

Beautiful), and The Thin Red Line, a turning point occurred. Shakespeare in Love shows 

the performance of gender, sexuality, and class in the forbidden romance between 

William Shakespeare and Viola de Lesseps. It was not just, as Lewis claims, an instance 

of self-reflexivity with “The studios [viewing] the centenary as an occasion for 

nostalgia and self-congratulation” (1), but a real cultural and cinematic shift – “the 

carnivalization of literature” (122) in Mikhail Bakhtin’s terms – in terms of thinking 

about the chaos of gender and identity in a vocabulary of pageantry, performance, and 

masquerade that had occurred as the decade progressed. A question now presents itself: 

if gender performance is evident across all genres and is not exclusively restricted to 

either male or female characters, then why action cinema, men, and masculinity? 

 The 1990s in film was a “virtual national seminar about men, masculinity and 

power” (Kimmel, Manhood in America 159). But these films offered an increasingly 

different image of masculine power than the 1980s. Pfeil denotes 1991 as “the Year of 

Living Sensitively” (37) for men in film, the phrase playing on 1982’s The Year of 

Living Dangerously. Film in the 1990s often focused on the process of transformation 

for men, notably from an angry, distant form of machismo to a gentle, loving kind of 

New Man. Jeffords’s analysis of Beauty and the Beast (1991) is the perfect example: 

[The Beast] is the New Man, the one who can transform himself from 

the hardened, muscle-bound, domineering man of the eighties into the 

considerate, loving, and self-sacrificing man of the nineties. His 

appearance is more than a horrific guise that repels pretty women; it is 

instead a burden, one that he must carry until he is set free, free to be 

the man he truly can be. The body that is strong, protective, imposing, 

domineering, and overpowering – this is not, as it was for Rambo, a 

gift but a curse. It is as if, the Beast’s story might suggest, masculinity 

has been betrayed by its own cultural imagery; what men thought they 

were supposed to be –strong, protective, powerful, commanding – has 
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somehow backfired and become their own evil curse (Hard Bodies 

153).  

 

Yet, and because of ‘crisis’ driving the American cultural imagination, masculine 

power was (paradoxically) expressed through the rhetoric of victimisation. Masculinity 

scholar Michael Meadows identifies that in the 1990s men saw themselves as victims of 

“absent fathers, of a contaminating and encompassing ‘femininity,’ and of angry 

feminists and insubordinate wives and girlfriends” (10). So, returning to Beauty and the 

Beast, it is significant that the prince is only transformed into the Beast because of an 

Enchantress. Pfeil’s “Year of Living Sensitively” (37) highlights what bell hooks terms 

the “most frightening” aspect of the men’s movement, namely, “the depoliticisation of 

the struggle to end sexism and sexist oppression, and the replacing of that struggle with 

a focus on personal self-actualisation” (qtd. in Meadows 10). Sensitivity is not so much 

a diversion from toxic masculinity as it is a newfound tool for claiming structural 

oppression and victimisation.        

 Action cinema in the 1990s likewise featured this new, sensitive man. 

Gallagher, Tasker, and Jeffords all find that, alongside this image of the New Man, 

images of nurturing family men were the key trope in action films of the 1990s (45; 

“The Family” 252; “Terminated” 245). In these films, the theme of futurity for 

masculinities becomes apparent. Jeffords points out that “Rather than be impressed at 

the size of these men’s muscles and the ingenuity of their violences, audiences are to 

admire their emotional commitments and the ingenuity of their sacrifices, sacrifices that 

are being made…for their future” (“Terminated” 259; emphasis added). While these 

New Men may appear physically very different from their hard-bodied counterparts of 

the 1980s, their legacy remains the same. Brenton Malin points out that “Although 

these ‘90s men may be, at times, markedly different from their masculine forefathers, 
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they nonetheless illustrate much of their same fears, though often in a more subtly new 

male form” (20). True Lies (1994) is the example par excellence. Starring Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, the film immediately harkens back to the 1980s, except now the hard-

bodied hero must keep his daring adventures undercover for the sake of, or perhaps in 

spite of (the film never resolves this tension), his family. Aside from the clear anxiety 

about women and any sexuality that threatens the heteronormative nuclear family, the 

key fear for 1990s action heroes is their future; in most, if not all, literature on action 

cinema released in the 1990s, the family is the key way for masculinities to duplicate, 

perpetuate, and secure the future of patriarchyii.  

When Hollywood cinema of any genre asserts the primacy of the familial body 

and its relationship to the national body, particularly in the father/son dynamic, these 

films betray cultural anxieties about the “continuation” (Tincknell and Chambers 149) 

of men and masculinity. As Sarah Edge notes that “the ‘New Man’s’ desires for 

continuation of himself (eternal life) can only be achieved through the ‘natural’ pairing 

of father/son and thus the continuation of patriarchal society, which the demands of the 

feminist movement [have] clearly threatened” (78). The law of the father can only 

continue if he bears a son to carry on his legacy. But there is a problem. How do we 

account for 1990s action films that do not feature the family unit or the father/son 

relationship? How can we explain 1990s action films where the family are used and 

discarded, pushed aside in favour of relationships between other men, vehemently and 

violently denied, or simply do not appear at all? How do these men secure their 

patriarchal privileges? I do not believe that films which omit the father/son dynamic are 

any less concerned with the continuation of masculinities and the legitimation of 

patriarchy than those that feature or uphold this family relationship. On the contrary, 

these men have a different means for achieving the same end.  
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How Hegemonic Masculinity Secures its Continuation – Some Theories 

i. Abject Hegemony 

In 2009, King published an article about David Fincher’s action-thriller Fight Club 

(1999) wherein she contends that masculinity reproduces through a process of 

“abjection” (Kristeva 1). Fight Club is one of the aforementioned action films from the 

1990s which do not feature the family unit; in fact, the family in Fight Club is violently 

rejected and, like the numerous black eyes, scars, and wounds which characterise 

Fincher’s men within the titular Fight Club, is a gaping, absent centre. Violence is at the 

crux of King’s argument. King summarises her findings: 

Experienced as transgressive and ambiguous, the abject body 

‘beseeches and pulverises,’ compelling and disturbing those that 

encounter its disruptions. Within Fight Club, abject male bodies 

function not only as the chief objects of (troubled) desire and (uneasy) 

identification but also operate as synecdoches for the abject nature of 

white masculinity as it is imagined and performed in American 

culture. Just as the men of Fight Club –  especially The Narrator 

(Edward Norton) and Tyler Durden (Brad Pitt ) – experience pleasure 

and privilege from their ability to transgress and cross borders, 

hegemonic white masculinity benefits from its ability to remain 

amalgamated and diffuse (“Both Ways” 367). 

 

King’s concept of an abject hegemony demonstrates the ideological process by which 

contradiction and ‘crisis’ are not so much a threat to masculinity’s ontological security 

but, rather, situates men as both victim and victimiser, oppressed and culturally exalted. 

Straight, white masculinity secures its continuation and power by, paradoxically, 

representing itself as bloodied, wounded, and injured –masculinity as an abject body is 

allowed to “be everything” (C. King, “Both Ways” 380). I propose to take off from one 

pivotal point of phrasing in King’s article: “…while the dominant fiction that constructs 

hegemonic white masculinity may claim to be one of inviolable, impenetrable, closed-
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off male bodies, this phallic narrative more precisely serves as a ‘cover’ for 

masculinity’s dependence on openness, instability, and ambiguity” (C. King, “Both 

Ways” 370-371; emphasis added). As I will argue in this thesis, rather than ‘abjection’, 

hegemonic masculinity instead secures its continuation by a process of 

covering/masking. I propose to literalise the vocabulary of masking and performance 

that extant scholarship uses to describe masculinity (note that King specifically formats 

the word ‘cover’ in quotation marks). Where King and I come to a similar conclusion, I 

believe that my argument about gender masquerade is able to account for how 

hegemonic masculinity obfuscates its shortcomings and contradictions.  

ii. Masculine Incoherence  

Where King cites ‘abjection’ as the process by which hegemonic masculinity 

perpetuates itself unheeded, Casey Kelly cites ‘incoherence’. In his article on 2014’s 

action-biography, Foxcatcher, Kelly uses the term ‘incoherence’ to propose that “White 

masculinity is maintained by laying claim to both hegemony and victimisation, a 

delicate performance that would appear difficult to sustain where core contradictions 

are embodied in the same subject” (162-163). Discussing the representation of 

masculinity in ‘crisis’ in Foxcatcher, Kelly situates his argument in discourses of 

trauma. Kelly explains:  

This reading provides insights into the politics of Hollywood’s 

wounded man: a melancholic subject who revels in victimhood to 

disavow responsibility for the corrosive effects of hegemonic 

masculinity. His ambivalent attachment to perceived trauma prevents 

him from overcoming feelings of loss, as it is the illusory demand to 

be made whole again that underwrites the case for masculinity’s 

recovery (163). 

 

As a film about boxing, Foxcatcher suggests that, in order for straight, white 

masculinity to perpetuate itself, the site of trauma or injury must be revisited and won 



23 

 

over in a performative arena – that is, by stepping into the boxing ring time and time 

again, facing new and more difficult opponents before a cheering crowd. Though 

Foxcatcher was released outside of the 1990s I still believe that Kelly’s argument is a 

useful exploration of hegemonic masculinity in ‘crisis’ because he is, like King, able to 

account for how: 

This ambivalent performance of masculinity passes as both natural 

and immutable, in part, because white men are strategically positioned 

as an invisible centre by which all Others are marked as different. Yet, 

masculinity is constructed through a series of delicate performances, 

particularly where the conflict between primacy and marginality is 

concerned. White masculinity must have it both ways by remaining 

diffuse, evasive, and nimble to lay claim to multiple and contradictory 

subject positions at once (165-166). 

 

Discussing action films of the 1990s necessitates a more specific approach that Kelly 

only hints at when he concludes that “the filmmaker’s effort to parse the distinction 

between material and superficial wounds reifies the experience of ‘authentic’ trauma as 

a legitimate expression of aggrieved white manhood (163; emphasis added). The 

connection between discourses of the real and masculinity in ‘crisis’ is not accounted 

for. Hence, my argument differs from Kelly’s in two key ways: firstly, the crux of my 

findings is specifically the gap between artifice and reality and, secondly, I do so 

through a vocabulary of masking and masquerade as opposed to Kelly’s ‘incoherence’.  

iii. Double-protagonist Films 

Greven proposed a new kind of framework for understanding male-to-male 

relationships in cinema, citing a number of action films. Naming films that will appear 

in this thesis such as Point Break (1991), Face/Off (1997), and Fight Club, Greven 

explores what he terms ‘double protagonist films’ – that is:  

The new kind of manhood film in which two stars share and compete 

over narrative power...Each male star doubles the other, in their battle 
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over narrative dominance, sexual objects, and audience sympathy. 

Several of these films pit the protagonists against each other, but 

several of them demonstrate the merging of the two central  

males into one; always the males are complementary halves of a dyad 

that suggests not two individuals but two warring halves of one 

consciousness, a psychic doubling...in masculine terms (128-129).  

 

Greven’s theory comes as an antithesis to a popular subgenre in action cinema, the 

buddy film. Where Cynthia Fuchs argues that homoerotic tension in buddy films exists 

between two male “partners” (194), two heroes who work together, Greven’s double 

protagonist film cites homoeroticism between a lone male hero and his 

enemy/nemesis/opponent. For example, if Point Break were a traditional buddy film, 

the focus of the film’s masculine relationship would be on Johnny Utah and his partner 

Angelo Pappas; but, instead, as a double protagonist film, Point Break is concerned 

with the homoerotic relationship between Utah and Bodhi, a cop and his perpetrator. 

The subgenre’s insistence on splitting and doubling of masculinities, like King’s 

‘abjection’ and Kelly’s ‘incoherence’, actually works to consolidate and reproduce 

masculinity as whole and unified (Greven 134). Greven uses the framework of the 

double protagonist film to conclude that “recent Hollywood history is therefore most 

accurately understood as an agon between narcissistic and masochistic modes of 

masculine subjectivity for narrative dominance” (139). Greven goes on to cite the myth 

of Narcissus and Echo to explain how double protagonist films work out the battle for 

narrative dominance (138). Instead, I propose that double protagonist films reveal how 

scholarly understandings of masculinities can be extended to explore the plurality of 

masculinities within the same body (that is, embodying different and conflicting kinds 

of masculinity simultaneously). Rather than assign the myth of Narcissus and Echo to 

each double protagonist, I instead explore the men in these films as the conflict between 

New Men and hegemonic notions of ‘real men’. 
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iv. Hegemonic Masquerade 

I propose an alternative to King, Kelly, and Greven’s theories in order to account for 

how hegemonic masculinity is able to reproduce in 1990s action cinema without 

representing the heteronormative family unit or the father/son dynamic. As David 

Gutterman points out, “The metaphor of performance provides an explanatory 

framework for understanding the contingency of identity” (223); but why stop at 

metaphor? Can masquerade not encapsulate a very real process by which masculine 

identity shifts, changes, and reproduces? I suggest that hegemonic masculinity is not 

just a performance, but specifically a masquerade, able to change its face to adapt to the 

times and conditions of a particular culture (of ‘crisis’). Masquerade is a valuable 

window through which to perceive masculinity in ‘crisis’ because each condition bares 

a unique relationship to the concept of the real; in short, hegemonic masculinity defines 

‘real men’ and ‘crisis’ as a response to masculinity in a process of flux, that is, of 

perhaps ‘unreal’ men. Masquerade explicitly draws on the gap between artifice and 

reality that hegemonic masculinity in ‘crisis’ draws upon in order to produce a gender 

hierarchy. By studying images of men and masculinity in disguise in 1990s action 

films, I believe it is possible to uncover a process by which hegemonic masculinity both 

splits and then doubles itself. To be in a mask is to split the subject as well as double it, 

like a cell that multiplies by dividing. Hence, I disagree with Jefford’s conclusion that 

“masculinity is reproducing itself in [the 1990s] through inversion rather than 

duplication” (157); though the New Man does look inward, the very idea that he has an 

inward that contrasts to an outward, like a mask and a person underneath, demonstrates 

in the first place that what is actually happening is a process of multiplying by division. 

I suggest that masquerade may be able to naturalise this process of continuation. At first 

glance, this seems paradoxical - how could explicitly citing gender performance 
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through a literal image of a mask naturalise or make invisible the process by which 

hegemonic masculinity secures its power? But, as Butler says, “there are clearly 

workings of gender that do not ‘show’ in what is performed as gender” (“Melancholy 

Gender” 31). Masquerade literalises this process; I will demonstrate through an analysis 

of 1990s action films not only that masculinity is a performance but that, one step 

further, the active masculine also actually performs and what it performs is naturalness. 

As Malin says, “masculinity is an invisible but very real social construction” (3) and I 

would extend this phrasing to suggest that invisibility or naturalness is key to the 

definition of masculinity. I propose a new definition of hegemonic masculinity: that is, 

the construction of masculinity that masquerades as a gender ontology, or, simply, 

masculinities which perform or disguise themselves as naturalness.  

 

Masculinity and the Problem of Definition 

Masculinity itself in any genre is still taken for granted as natural in wider film 

scholarship. Since the publication of Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 

Cinema” in 1975, film theory has concluded that masculinity means activity, 

voyeurism, sadism, and narrative, whereas femininity means passivity, “to-be-looked-

at-ness” (Mulvey 11), masochism, and spectacle. And, all too often, this binary is 

justified in cinema. However, the consequence of Mulvey’s analysis of visual pleasure 

is an outpouring of criticism for films which represent female bodies as merely erotic 

objects without actually arguing for how masculinity, in turn, is represented as the 

active voyeur. How are the privileges of activity and subjectivity constructed in film, 

not just thematically but technically also, aside from being in contrast to (feminine) 

passivity? When masculinity becomes invisible in academic debate, Steven Cohan and 
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Ina Rae Hark argue, critics risk “reinforcing the apparent effacement of the masculine 

as a social construction in American culture” (3). It is the goal of this thesis to centre 

masculinity, not to uphold its dominance but to critique its inner workings and expose 

them as not a given but, rather, a performance. In other words, my project in this thesis 

is to talk about masculinity, define it, and, therefore, unmask it. 

Talking about masculinity remains a contentious activity which I would like to 

defend. What does it mean to talk about men and masculinity, especially in relation to 

film and film studies? Often it seems like cinema cannot stop talking about men. Men’s 

lives, identities, and experiences make up the bulk of contemporary American cinema 

(and, I would add, not just on camera but behind it also) often at the expense of 

women’s representation and participation in film. The problem of oversaturating 

cinema with representations of men is so pervasive that even the Bechdel test, a method 

of evaluating the representation of women on-screen based upon what their characters 

talk about and whether they are even named (Bechdel 22), identifies that when women 

are on-screen they seldom talk about anything that is not a man. In this case, talking 

about men and masculinity is synonymous with upholding a phallocentric status quo. 

But this is not what I mean when I say that we need to talk about masculinity. In this 

thesis, I am concerned with explaining masculinity as a practice in the system of gender 

relations. To clarify further, if women were the majority perpetrators of rape, war, or 

domestic violence, the discourses surrounding these instances of violence would be 

vastly different because women are understood as collectively having a gender; by 

contrast, war is not a ‘male problem’, it just is. The same can be said for masculinity: it 

requires silence and invisibility to perpetuate. The first rule of Fight Club from David 

Fincher’s film is that its members do not talk about the club. Despite the urgency of this 

rule being ingrained in its all-male members (so much so that the club’s second rule 
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echoes the first verbatim), Fight Clubs spread and expand across America. When I talk 

about straight, white masculinity specifically, I aim to remove its privilege of cultural 

invisibility. 

Michael Kimmel argues that Western patriarchy understands masculinity as 

“eternal, a timeless essence…innate…a transcendent tangible property” (“Masculinity 

as Homophobia” 119). Invisibility defines masculinity and this condition is only 

exacerbated when we consider the intersection of straight, white masculinity. Dyer 

defines whiteness as “nothing in particular…no content” (White 9). Similarly, Wheeler 

Dixon defines straightness as “something that doesn’t really exist” (1).  Like 

masculinity, straightness and whiteness do not so much occur as they transcend. They 

are not spoken about; they do the talking. To define masculinity, whiteness, or 

straightness is to speak the unspeakable in patriarchal culture. In order to challenge 

these assumptions that are deeply rooted in biological essentialism, this thesis will 

follow from Kimmel’s definition of masculinity as:  

A constantly changing collection of meanings…Manhood is neither 

static nor timeless; it is historical. Manhood is not the manifestation of 

an inner essence; it is socially constructed. Manhood does not bubble 

up to consciousness from our biological makeup; it is created in 

culture” (“Masculinity as Homophobia” 120). 

 

To give a single definition of masculinity that could apply at all times throughout 

history and across all cultures would be impossible. The version of masculinity that this 

thesis will define is straight, white male American masculinity in the specific context of 

‘crisis’ during the 1990s as represented on film. I do so in order to follow on from the 

aforementioned works which ultimately aim to make whiteness and straightness 

“strange” (Dyer, White 10) rather than a taken for granted phenomenon. I define 

masculinity as a construct which masquerades as a gender ontology or biological entity.  
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Furthermore, I would like to account for my use of the term ‘masculinity’. In 

this thesis, I will mostly be exploring masculinity as it is performed in straight, white, 

men. This is not always the case in wider scholarship. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

points out: 

And when something is about masculinity, it is not always ‘about 

men’. I think it is important to drive a wedge in, early and often and if 

possible conclusively, between the two topics, masculinity and men 

whose relation to one another it is so difficult not to presume (“Boy 

George” 12). 

 

For instance, Jack Halberstam’s Female Masculinity is, as its title suggests, an apt 

sociological exploration of masculine women. Similarly, Sherrie A. Inness’ Action 

Chicks and Jeffrey A. Brown’s Beyond Bombshells both interrogate the stereotype of 

the action hero as straight, white male by focusing their analyses on masculine women, 

queer women, and women of colour. It is not my intention to use terms such as 

‘masculinity’, ‘manhood’, and/or ‘men’ interchangeably. My project is instead an 

exploration of how men create, become, and, most importantly, act masculine. Because 

if, as Sedgwick argues, patriarchy means “relationships between men” (Between Men 

25) then a study of how men inhabit and use masculinity is a valuable tool in exposing 

the inner workings of a male-dominated time and culture. By exposing the most 

powerful, most centred identity categories as social constructs, I aim to unmask men as 

performers of masculinity.  

 

The Films  

As I will demonstrate in Chapter One, gender masquerade, masculinity, and 

gender crises are uniquely bound. Hegemonic masculinity and ‘crisis’ have in common 
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a dependence on the rhetoric of the real for definition; this condition explains, as this 

chapter will argue, why masculinity is technically always in ‘crisis’ and why the notion 

of gender crises is never applied to femininities. The purpose of my first chapter is to 

make a case for bringing together masculinity ‘crises’ and gender masquerade. The 

critical field seldom links the two together, the exception being Robinson’s notable 

Marked Men which analyses masculinity ‘crisis’ through Butlerian gender performance 

theory. In this chapter I intend to take Robinson’s findings a step further; I will 

demonstrate that masculinity in ‘crisis’ is simultaneously a performance and a panic 

about gender performance (versus gender essentialism). I link Robinson’s findings with 

R. W. Connell’s theories of masculinities and hegemonic masculinity in order to 

unmask masculinity as a social construction but, more specifically, one that thrives in 

contradiction despite its insistence on biological determinism. Exposing the 

contradictions of masculinity in ‘crisis’ is a key aspect of my first chapter, and this 

analysis sets up my conclusion that masculinity is defined by the performance of 

naturalness. What is at stake for masculinity in defining itself through contradiction is 

the legitimation of patriarchy – that is, ‘real men’ or hegemonic masculinities staying at 

the centre of the patriarchal stage. Furthermore, the very phrase, ‘real men’, will come 

under scrutiny in my first chapter. Used both in the academy and colloquially, the 

phrase ‘real men’ often goes unexamined and unaccounted for. I argue in this chapter, 

through Jean Baudrillard’s concept of simulacra, that the phrase actually privileges the 

notion of ‘the real’ rather than ‘men’, as exemplified by the gap between the phallus 

(the ideal) and the penis (the site). I will then go on to detail theories of masquerade, 

from Butler, to Jacques Lacan, to Joan Riviere in order to situate my argument within 

the wider field. I do so because this thesis must account for the paradoxes of 

masculinity and, so long as the overarching goal of hegemony is to mask and displace 
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its own contradictions, an examination of gender masquerade is the most effective 

vehicle by which to unmask this insidious process.  

In this thesis, I will analyse four American action films released across the 

1990s: Kathryn Bigelow’s Point Break, John Woo’s Face/Off, David Fincher’s Fight 

Club, and Lana and Lilly Wachowski’siii The Matrix (1999). Each film has been chosen 

for, firstly, its date of release (the four films encompassing a spread from the early, to 

mid, to late 1990s), secondly, its subgenre (Point Break and Face/Off are cop-action 

films, Fight Club is an action-thriller, and The Matrix is a sci-fi-action film), thirdly, its 

representation of masculinity in ‘crisis’, and, finally, its depiction of straight, white, 

masculinity as disguise, costume, mask, or performance. Images of masquerade, 

disguise, pretence, and doubling abound in these films: from F.B.I. agent Johnny Utah 

going undercover to infiltrate a gang of surfers in Point Break, to Sean Archer and 

Castor Troy literally wearing each other’s faces in Face/Off, to the Narrator’siv 

realisation that he is and has been Tyler Durden all along in Fight Club, and, finally, to 

Thomas Anderson’s journey in becoming his superhero-like alter ego, Neo, in The 

Matrix. I will examine each text in chronological order of date of release because, as 

action cinema grows over the course of the 1990s, masculinity likewise experiences 

profound changes; in the early to mid-1990s, as exemplified in Point Break and 

Face/Off, masculinity is defined through identification with another and thus it is 

doubling which becomes the central process for securing hegemonic masculinity’s 

continuation. But, by the latter part of the decade, as represented in Fight Club and The 

Matrix, this process of identification becomes far more literal – that is, rather than just 

seeing himself in another person, the male lead is now himself split into two conflicting 

halves. As I will demonstrate, what masculine men learn across the 1990s is that gender 

performance, once seemingly at odds with a biological essentialist masculinity, is 
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actually useful and necessary to retaining dominance and power within patriarchy. In 

other words, splitting may actually be these films’ solution to its characters’ masculinity 

crises; masculinity becomes whole through splitting, singular through doubling, and 

natural through gender performance. Each text asks the essential question that fuels 

masculinity crises – what really makes a man? – and they do so specifically through 

these representations of masquerade.  

 It is first important to note that this thesis is concerned with the representation 

of masculinities (onscreen) as opposed to the experiences of real-life masculine men. 

This thesis deals with how cinema represents real-life phenomena, including types of 

masculinities (such as New Men) and gender ‘crises’. Masculinity is traditionally 

studied in sociology and gender studies disciplines, using qualitative data from men and 

boys as case studies in understanding masculinities, but a cultural studies perspective is 

nonetheless vital. Films are cultural products that can be understood not just 

aesthetically but “economically and institutionally” (S. Murray 16) as well. This 

understanding becomes particularly important for a discussion of the directors involved 

in creating the four films studied in this thesis (only one out of five is a straight, white 

male). Though box office earnings are by no means an absolute measure of a film’s 

success, it remains a valuable tool for gauging what audiences are paying to see. Action 

cinema is (and always has been) a booming business, particularly in the Blockbuster era 

of cinema (1975 and beyond). For instance, the combined total box office earnings for 

the four films detailed in this thesis currently stand at 1.4 billion dollars (Box Office 

Mojo). Considering the numerous subgenres of action films as well (for instance, 

westerns, superhero films, buddy-cop action, heist films, war films, disaster films, and 

beyond), the genre is both aesthetically and economically valuable in Hollywood. The 

representation of masculinities is just as valuable as those real-life experiences of 
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manhood detailed in sociological accounts of sex and gender because, clearly, 

audiences want to see action. 

Point Break represents masculinity through fictional discourses of law and 

order, specifically an F.B.I agent ‘going undercover’ as a metaphor for hegemonic 

masculinity having to masquerade as another kind of masculinity (in this case, New-

Man masculinity). In Chapter Two, I will examine Bigelow’s cop-action film as a 

masculinity ‘crisis’ text, though it is never accounted for as such in the field. But Point 

Break channels masculinity in ‘crisis’ as a text that is ultimately about movement – that 

is, about becoming, changing, transforming, and, most of all, acting. I will begin 

Chapter Two with an examination of what kinds of masculinities are on show in Point 

Break and the relationship each has to gender performance. In line with the film’s 

concern about change, I will ask how these masculinities and their unique performances 

grow over the course of the film. Point Break asks where power and privilege lie in 

relation to masculinity and to what extent masquerade assists or denies hegemonic 

dominance. While the metaphor of ‘going undercover’ at first glance suggests an 

anxious handling of masquerade, the key project of Point Break is to build to a 

resolution that would seem to conclude that what makes a ‘real man’ is, paradoxically, 

the ability to adapt and change. I also examine the metaphor of ‘going undercover’ 

through the lens of gender passing; I take this metaphor further to mean ‘winning out’ 

in the film’s logic (as in, to pass a test). To what extent does passing the test of 

performance uphold the status quo in Point Break? As a film about police and 

criminals, the film is a valuable window through which to see gender as a hierarchy that 

is built and defined by masquerade. To this end, I employ Riviere’s theory of 

masquerade as a kind of gender theft to account for Point Break’s ‘cops and robbers’ 

logic. Ultimately, in this chapter I will examine masquerade not just at the level of plot 
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and character, but at the level of the director and genre also. The significance of ‘action’ 

to the text demonstrates that Point Break is a self-conscious action film. 

If Point Break is a self-conscious action film, Face/Off takes this premise to its 

extreme. Another cop-action film, Face/Off is likewise concerned with the practice of 

masquerade within the institution of law and order. But where Point Break is about a 

cop coming to understand his criminal, Face/Off extends this process in a film about an 

agent and his perpetrator surgically swapping faces and, along with it, their lives, 

cultures, and identities. Where Point Break’s metaphor for masculine masquerade is 

‘going undercover’, Face/Off’s version is, as its title might suggest, ‘saving face’ – 

quite literally; the plot revolves around Archer (the agent) trying to get his face back 

from Troy (the criminal) and vice versa. In this chapter, I will argue that Face/Off 

represents the ‘crisis’ of masculinity in two men of a similar identity (where Point 

Break shows the conflict between ‘real men’ and New Men, Face/Off represents a battle 

between hegemonic masculinity at different ends of the spectrum). Face/Off is 

constructed through dichotomies such as acting out/internalising, fun/trauma, and 

violence/sensitivity to the end that the film is able to represent the similarities in 

difference and the difference in similarities. Face/Off is a complex text that can be read 

in multiple and contradictory ways. The film neither advocates for nor fights against the 

continuation of hegemonic masculinity, but instead works to represent it as a 

contradiction. The film thrives in paradox, conflict, and contradiction, its masculine 

subjects being no exception. But much of the extant scholarship on Face/Off does not 

account for the film’s use of parody; Face/Off is all too often taken for granted as a 

mindless action film – too violent, too explosive. But director John Woo’s style 

performs a self-conscious acting out of action; Face/Off ‘blows up’ and hyperbolises 

both action genre clichés and masculine identities to their most extreme in order to 
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unmask and critique their shortcomings. As in my previous chapter, a key question I 

will pose of the film is the relationship between masculine masquerade and the 

representation of the institution of law and order. Riviere’s notion of criminality is 

likewise applicable to Face/Off. Ultimately, Face/Off is concerned with the 

carnivalesque in its depiction of both action and masculinities and is highly aware of the 

relationship between the two.  

David Fincher’s action-thriller, Fight Club, shifts the depiction of masculinities 

from identification with another to images of alter egos. In other words, where Point 

Break’s Johnny Utah comes to understand Bodhi and Face/Off’s Sean Archer learns 

from Castor Troy, the Narrator idolises Tyler Durden and, in the film’s iconic plot 

twist, it is revealed that the Narrator was actually Tyler Durden all along. In Fight Club, 

it is the fantasy man that is the more ‘real’ depiction of manhood, in contrast to the 

Narrator’s start as a New Man par excellence at the film’s introduction. And it is Fight 

Club’s New Man that is deeply in ‘crisis’; the film asks about the relationship between 

‘genuine’ manhood and consumer capitalism. I argue that, where Point Break and 

Face/Off express their masculine angst onto a single other, Fight Club extends its 

anxiety to wider American culture in the late 1990s. Capitalist culture – particularly the 

consumerist obsession with shopping and material goods – is conflated with femininity 

and ornamentation and is represented as fake and phony in the film (in contrast to 

masculine realness and individuality). Fight Club readily admits that multiple modes of 

existence are available to masculinities, but ultimately suggests that these new and 

evolving forms of masculinity are dangerous and must be eradicated; to what extent, I 

ask in this chapter, does the film suggest that masculinity exists outside of culture 

itself? I explore how Fight Club creates a gender hierarchy that is specifically based on 

the characters’ relationships to the real. I am particularly interested in the film’s 
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representation of masculine violence. Aside from the male-on-male beatings dished out 

in the titular Fight Clubs, the film is violently misogynistic in its depiction of women 

encroaching on public space and I will demonstrate how such misogyny is crafted in a 

vocabulary of authenticity versus fakery. In this chapter, I will ask how this 

development in the representation of split masculinities serves to merely perpetuate and 

advance hegemonic masculinity. Fight Club proves a valuable case study in 

demonstrating how even the most seemingly natural conditions of identity are actually a 

masquerade.  

The Matrix is the final film which this thesis will interrogate. Like Fight Club, 

The Matrix is concerned with alter egos rather than others. The film ultimately purports 

that Thomas Anderson’s alter ego, Neo, is who he is really meant to be. Where Fight 

Club represents this premise as a plot twist in the film’s conclusion, The Matrix makes 

masculine becoming its central premise, completing the arc from the early 1990s to the 

late 1990s. In this chapter, I will explore where The Matrix assigns value in terms of the 

battle between authenticity and artifice. Like Fight Club, The Matrix contrasts 

masculine individuality with a wider feminised culture, one that is distinctly capitalist 

and technological. I will argue that the project of masculinity in The Matrix is not so 

much a destruction of this phoney, capitalistic culture (like Fight Club) but more a 

reclamation of culture by and for masculinities; the film concludes, as I will 

demonstrate, that masculinities should dictate what constitutes the real rather than the 

real dictating what constitutes masculinities. Furthermore, I will show in this chapter 

how these masculinities are articulated through the metaphor of gender masquerade, 

where two seemingly incompatible identities (Thomas Anderson and Neo) can merge 

and blend to create something new (the One). Of particular importance in this chapter is 

the film’s use of pastiche – not just in terms of genre and intertextual references but also 
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gender. I will argue that pastiche, the blending together of two separate elements to 

create something new, is a metaphor for masculine masquerade in The Matrix. This 

chapter will ask to what extent the ‘crisis’ of masculinity is resolved within The Matrix 

as a text released at the turn of the century and set in an imagined future. Where Fight 

Club asserts a need for masculinities to exist outside of culture, I show how The Matrix 

similarly advocates for masculinities to exist outside of time. As with Face/Off, I also 

suggest that The Matrix is a paradoxical text which at once advocates for a kind of 

androgyny while, at the same time, centres straight, white masculinity. As I do 

throughout this thesis, I will ask how The Matrix uses and represents masquerade in 

order to secure the continuation of hegemonic masculinities. 
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Chapter One: Men of ‘Crisis’  

Masculinity in America has suffered through endless cycles of ‘crises’, both on 

and off screen, without resolution. The phrase ‘masculinity crisis’ itself has become a 

kind of buzzword in film scholarship to describe any kind of angst about what it means 

to be a man. Angst, wounding, suffering, and masochism are by and large the most 

common traits around which film studies structures masculinity’s narrative of ‘crisis’, 

and this idea has certainly yielded much needed work into the ways in which this 

narrative of victimisation is an attempt by men to claim marginalisation at the level 

experienced by women, people of colour, and queer people (Meadows 10). It is vital to 

analyse why masculinity becomes visible at the cultural level specifically through 

adopting a masochistic position, but the critical field tends to take for granted what 

exactly is dying/suffering/being wounded during these cultural moments. As Kaja 

Silverman describes, “the male subject…cannot avow his masochism without calling 

into question his identification with the masculine position” (“Masochism” 36). So, any 

account of men and masochism necessarily questions what it means to be masculine 

and this narrative of ‘crisis’ is no exception. In this way, it is significant to note that 

Sigmund Freud describes masochism as “the carrying out of the phantasies in play” 

(162); put simply, masochism is something of a performance. The performance of 

masculinity in ‘crisis’ is the gap I wish to fill throughout this chapter. What is 

ultimately under threat in times of ‘crisis’ is not so much individual men but rather 

masculinity’s place as an invisible, taken for granted, authentic or ‘real’ category of 

identity. In other words, I believe that arguments which conclude that “masochistic 

spectacles of heroically suffering white men have become perhaps the key trope in 

recent Hollywood action cinema” (Fradley 239) are but the first step in unpacking 



39 

 

‘crisis’; I suggest looking at an ontological ‘crisis’, where masculinity itself is 

constituted by these announcements of suffering and wounding (where masochism 

becomes the means rather than the end). The idea that ‘crisis’ is performed is not new in 

the critical field, however, an explicit link between images of gender performance and 

‘crisis’ has never been drawn (rather, as stated, masochism tends to be the central image 

which exposes ‘crisis’ as a performative act). If notions of authenticity and, more 

broadly, the ‘real self’ of masculinity is what is actually suffering in times of ‘crisis’, 

why not look at masculinity as mask, costume, or masquerade? 

The phenomenon of ‘crisis’ demonstrates that masculinity as a social category 

proves rich for analysis in the context of gender masquerade, though the critical field 

seldom applies the two concepts together. And because gender masquerade has its 

theoretical roots in explaining the cultural construction of femininity (Riviere 306), any 

explicit interrogation into masculinity through masquerade often results in an implicit 

feminisation of the male masquerade when, in actuality, even the most toxic or 

culturally-exalted forms of masculinity are no less a performance than marginalised 

identities (Cohan, “The Spy” 58). In fact, the very etymology of ‘masculinity’ translates 

to masking, where “masculinity means ‘mask (for) anality’. In particular, mas is a 

shortened form of the Latin masca for mask…Culus is the classic Latin term for anus” 

(Hock 96). Furthermore, masculinity studies struggle to explain masculinity, its 

practices and its characteristics, without a vocabulary of masking, as Roger Horrocks’ 

interrogation into ‘crisis’ perfectly exemplifies:  

Manhood as we know it in our society requires such a self-destructive 

identity, a deeply masochistic self-denial, a shrinkage of the self, a 

turning away from whole areas of life, that the man who obeys the 

demands of masculinity has become only half-human...This is the 

cryptic message of masculinity: don’t accept who you are. Conceal 

your weakness, your tears, your fear of death, your love for others. 

Conceal your impotence. Conceal your potency. Fake your behaviour. 
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Dominate others, then you can fool everyone, especially yourself, that 

you feel powerful (25).  

 

This chapter will make explicit the link between masculinity and masquerade; although 

cultural critics such as Horrocks do construct masculinity through a language of 

masking, explicit images of masking (such as going undercover or leading a double life) 

in cinematic portrayals of masculinity are rarely considered as objects of analysis. 

Masculine masquerade more often than not is applied to analyse the phenomenon of 

stardom, where the star, their star-persona, and on-screen characters are considered 

something of an “intertext” (Dyer, Heavenly Bodies 3) in order to demonstrate that a 

star persona is as much a masquerade as the characters they portray. Regardless, out of 

the context of the theatre or the musical, masculinity in studies of visual media seems to 

retain its status of taken-for-granted naturalness in contrast to femininity. The 

overarching question this chapter seeks to answer is: what is the connection between 

‘crisis’ and masquerade and to what extent does gender performance allow for new 

understandings about masculine subjectivity?  

Ultimately, this chapter serves to make a connection between masculinity 

theory, performance theory, and ‘crisis’ as socio-cultural context in 1990s postmodern 

America. The crux of my argument throughout is essentially an understanding of 

‘crisis’ as both a performative act and a panic about gender performativity and, 

therefore, this chapter sets up a rationale for viewing masculinity through the lens of 

masquerade theory (which, as I will discuss, marks an important distinction from 

performance when considered in the context of masculinity’s narrative of ‘the real’). 

Centring on Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity, throughout this chapter I will 

deconstruct what exactly makes a ‘real man’ (e.g. heterosexuality and abjection of the 

feminine) and then demonstrate, through Butler’s theory of gender as a performative 
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act, that such aspects all tend to be constituted through some kind of performance, 

masquerade or, at least, a ‘putting on’ of identity. I will also examine three theories of 

gender masquerade – Riviere’s “Womanliness as a Masquerade”, Lacan’s “The 

Signification of the Phallus, and Mary Ann Doane’s “Film and the Masquerade: 

Theorising the Female Spectator”. Riviere and Lacan both feature in Butler’s Gender 

Trouble. I do so in order to refine my theoretical background and examine the nuances 

which the term ‘masquerade’ denotes. These nuances demonstrate that there is hardly a 

feature of masculine subjectivity (whether relating to embodiment, the phallus, or social 

expectations of masculinity) which does not harken back to notions of ‘the real’, 

authenticity, and invisibility while at the same time evoking ideas about the new, 

façades, and visibility. As I examine these contradictions, I build towards a conclusion 

that sees masquerade in an as yet unexamined way in which ‘crisis’ accomplishes its 

ultimate goal of securing the continuation of masculinities and, from here, considers 

whether the performance of hegemonic masculinities in particular critiques or 

reinforces essentialism. Overall, I wish to highlight the importance of the wider project 

of unmasking masculinity as an identity which is performatively constituted and the 

product of cultural, social, and historical forces; the study of masculinity is still in its 

infancy, yet men have no history of themselves as a social category and, instead, we 

speak of only ‘the human experience’ or ‘universal truths’. I believe that ‘crisis’ is 

finally the phenomenon which forces men to think of themselves as having (and 

performing) a gender. 

Firstly, the way in which academia describes and treats ‘crisis’ is important to 

consider. Indeed, it is appropriate to situate the term ‘crisis’ in quotation marks, but not, 

as some recent scholarship has attempted, in order to refute the existence or relevance 

of such a cultural phenomenon. Whether ‘crisis’ is real or imagined and whether its 
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effects bring about progressive or regressive social change are arguments which 

Robinson says “miss the point” (Marked Men 3) by leaving little room for a critical 

interrogation of the term itself. And since male ‘crises’ are all too frequently understood 

in academia as resulting from the growing influence of minority movements (as if it is 

not men that represent themselves in ‘crisis’), any use of the term, or any attempt to 

rename ‘crisis’ as Donna Peberdy does to “angst” (8), should be interrogated. Put 

simply, it is necessary for this thesis to format the word in such a way to incite 

questioning about what this phenomenon is actually accomplishing by being called 

‘crisis’; to take the phrase for granted would seem to imply that ‘crisis’ is a neutral 

term, rather than one which is discursively constructed. Instead, the rhetoric of 

masculinity ‘crisis’ is ideologically loaded to impose a vocabulary of victimisation, 

wounding, danger, and, ultimately, uncertainty.  

Clearly, cultural images of ‘crisis’ in recent memory exemplify that, time and 

time again, straight, white, masculinity has proclaimed itself in a kind of gender trouble. 

Consider the emblematic ‘man in the grey suit’ concealing a cultural unhappiness with 

1950s corporate male roles, to the burning complaints of President Nixon’s ‘silent 

majority’ in the late-1960s, to the 1970s men’s liberationist movement, to the 

conservative and explicitly anti-feminist ‘wild man’ identity in the 1980s. It is 

significant that these images of masculinity can differ so greatly yet remain thematically 

grouped under the umbrella term ‘crisis’; the meanings and conditions of images of 

masculine identity have been constantly renegotiated across twentieth-century America, 

but, strangely, ‘crisis’ has not. In other words, masculinity has always been in flux, but 

by calling this fluctuation ‘crisis’, masculinity reveals that it is always anxious about 

this very process. In this way, when masculinity becomes “defined by its dysfunction” 

(Walsh 4) it is necessary to pose the question whether masculinity can be understood or 
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studied without an effective unpacking of ‘crisis’, for what the term ultimately creates is 

a problematic conflation of victimisation and fear with the notion of change.  

 The negative association of masculinity with change ultimately produces the 

rhetoric of ‘crisis’. For masculinities, ‘crisis’ has less to do with outrage at the new and 

evolving forms masculinity may take across differing cultural contexts. As David 

Buchbinder describes, ‘crisis’ is a kind of hysteria around men rather than in men 

(where women, by contrast, are stereotypically heralded as inherently disordered) 

(Masculinities and Identities 10). Instead, the real threat is of social, cultural, and/or 

political change itself, perceived as an attack and translated into feelings of loss or 

victimhood. One of the first cultural critics to notice this trend in masculinities’ 

attitudes towards itself was Pam Cook in her 1982 article on Martin Scorsese’s Raging 

Bull (1980). Cook’s analysis of the male body as a site of objectification and 

identification as it moves towards a loss of power in Raging Bull, demonstrates that 

“…whatever the positive value placed on change…the breakdown involves loss, and 

that loss is mourned” (45-46), ultimately concluding that “masculinity is put into crisis 

so that we can mourn its loss” (40). What exactly is being lost here? Does masculinity’s 

anxious handling of ambiguity not divulge a pre-existing certainty? In Western culture, 

the language of masculinity uses a vocabulary of truth to describe itself. Connell argues 

that “mass culture generally assumes there is a fixed, true masculinity beneath the ebb 

and flow of daily life. We hear of ‘real men’, ‘natural man’, the ‘deep masculine’… 

(45). The rhetoric of ‘crisis’ becomes something that straight white men use to negotiate 

shifting images of masculinity, each of them as real or true as the one that preceded it; 

in other words, men do change, “but only in order to hold on to power, not to relinquish 

it” (Chapman 235). The vocabulary of truth and actuality surrounding masculinities 

expose that what is at stake in the phenomenon of ‘crisis’ is “the legitimation of 
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patriarchy” (Connell 226; original emphasis), the cultural authority to define the real 

and the human within the field of identity politics.  

During moments of ‘crisis’, masculinity “[tends] to search for the timeless and 

eternal” (Kimmel, Manhood in America 3) to the extent that the discourse of ‘real men’ 

actually refers to a cultural ideal or, in the words of Connell, hegemonic type of 

masculinity. Furthering her argument about so called ‘true masculinity’, Connell 

describes the existence of multiple kinds of masculinity (in competition) at any given 

moment in culture. The most culturally acceptable form of masculinity, what Connell 

terms “hegemonic masculinity” (77), makes up the top of the hierarchy while 

homosexual and non-white masculinities form the bottom and are termed by Connell as 

“marginalised masculinities” (78). Connell derives the concept of hegemony from 

Antonio Gramsci’s theory of class relations – referring to “the cultural dynamic by 

which a group claims and sustains a leading position in social life” (qtd. in Connell 77) 

– so that the definition of hegemonic masculinity becomes:   

[The] form of masculinity rather than others [that] is culturally 

exalted...the configuration of gender practice which embodies the 

currently accepted answer to  the problem of the legitimacy of 

patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant 

position of men and the subordination of women (77; emphasis 

added).  

 

If ‘crisis’ occurs as an answer to the problem of patriarchy’s validity, then the changing 

images of masculinity validated at such a time demonstrate that “when conditions for 

the defence of patriarchy change, the bases for the dominance of a particularly 

masculinity are eroded…new groups may challenge old solutions and construct a new 

hegemony” (Connell 77). Connell’s work is instrumental in this regard; her theory is 

able to describe how masculinity sees itself as victim of change without discounting the 

extent to which masculinity still enjoys systemic privilege and power. In this way, 
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Connell speaks of masculinity not as a system but, rather, as “a configuration of 

practice within a system of gender relations” (84; emphasis added) and, hence, it is not 

masculinity per se that is vulnerable to ‘crisis’ but the gender order as a whole. And 

since gender identity is intimately tied with sexuality, each informing and confirming 

the other, it is worth noting that, despite the various changes to images of masculinity 

over time, a ‘real man’ is consistently a straight man. 

Hegemonic masculinity demands straightness. In the tradition of Adrienne 

Rich’s theory of compulsory heterosexuality, Connell adds that this obligation is also 

forced upon men (and men, in turn, force it upon each other) so that heterosexuality 

(and, troublingly, homophobia) becomes a required part of manliness (196). And it 

must for several reasons. Firstly, men may enact homophobic behaviours or attitudes in 

order to ease their own anxieties about the male homosocial bonding that patriarchy 

requires. Straightness and, to a greater extent, homophobia therefore act as a kind of 

mediator in male-dominated kinship systems that patriarchy, which Sedgwick actually 

defines as “relationships between men” (Between Men 25), simultaneously requires and 

must closely guard against. Secondly, homophobia may be required to cement the 

conflation of masculinity and straightness with the natural and the normal. Hegemonic 

masculinity may use queer identities to define itself against and confirm its own 

legitimacy, but the presence of the homosexual Other also threatens to expose straight 

masculinity’s own relativity; namely, as Jonathan Rutherford writes, “that [hegemonic 

masculinity] is only one identity amongst others” (59). Finally, and most notably, 

hegemonic masculinity depends on straightness because “sexual performance is one of 

the crucial arenas in which masculinity is socially constructed and enacted” (Kimmel, 

“Rethinking Masculinity” 19). By this, Kimmel refers to masculinity’s need to both 

distance itself from and dominate femininity and, significantly, notes that “performance 
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failure can challenge the essence of masculinity, can confront men with the possibility 

that they are not ‘real men’” (“Rethinking Masculinity” 19). Hence, what the three 

examples discussed exemplify is that hegemonic masculinity and straightness share 

common ground as a presupposed ‘normative’ system of values when, in actual fact, 

“straightness is a construct, something that doesn’t really exist, a concept that needs 

constant reaffirmation to keep it from disappearing” (Dixon 1). Likewise, Connell 

describes that “the male body has to be disciplined to heterosexuality” (104; emphasis 

added). I stress Connell’s phrasing here to once again highlight that even hegemonic 

models of masculinity, despite their claims to naturalness, are a model which are 

nonetheless constructed, enforced, and policed. Though Connell’s work is not explicitly 

focused on the ways in which gender performance may complicate adopting this kind of 

masculine identity, hegemonic masculinity reveals itself to be a performative act.   

Despite its claims to ‘the real’, hegemonic masculinity is no less a performance 

than any other kind of identity within the gender order. Connell alludes to this idea 

when she describes through various case studies what hegemonic masculinity looks like 

in the 1990s. Practices which Connell argues define hegemonic masculinity of 

particular relevance to my thesis’ film texts are sport, labour, and, most notably, 

violence. All three of these activities exhibit a traditional kind of masculinity whereby 

the performance of “strength, endurance, a degree of insensitivity and toughness, and 

group solidarity” (Connell 55) is required to sustain patriarchal favour. Connell’s 

description of sport, in particular, is telling in regards to the performative nature of 

hegemonic masculinity: 

Sport provides a continuous display of men’s bodies in motion. 

Elaborate and carefully monitored rules bring these bodies into 

stylised contests with each other...The institutional organisation of 

sport embeds definite social relations: competition and hierarchy 

among men, exclusion or domination of women. These social 
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relations of gender are both realised and symbolised in these bodily 

performances (54). 

 

And the same description could apply were the word ‘sport’ replaced with ‘violence’ – 

all that is needed for such an analysis to make logical sense is a change of context. As 

Connell notes, kicking and hitting outside of the context or structure of ‘sport’ is not 

sport at all, rather “the bodily performances are called into existence by [the 

institutional organisation of sport]” (54). This thinking has two implications for 

understanding gender performance. First, that hegemonic masculinity is part of a 

system of domination but, at the same time, is a measure of that system’s imperfection 

because “a thoroughly legitimate hierarchy would have less need to intimidate” 

(Connell 84). Secondly, that just as sporting matches can be lost, jobs can be lost, and 

violence can be articulated as a ‘loss’ of control, hegemonic masculinity is likewise a 

kind of ‘test’ to be won or lost and is therefore vulnerable when the performance cannot 

be sustained. Therefore, what patriarchy as a structure secures is not all individual men 

but, instead, those specific men who perform the required hegemonic pattern; patriarchy 

protects “certain patterns of power…those types of behaviours conducive to [its] 

preservation” (Buchbinder, Performance Anxieties 73; original emphasis). It is 

significant that hegemonic masculinity (and, therefore, patriarchal power) is sustained 

through “body practices” (Connell 232). This kind of cognitive dissonance, whereby 

hegemonic masculinity is constantly writing and rewriting its vocabulary of the 

behaviours which ‘real men’ perform, is what leads critics such as Silverman to build 

upon Connell’s argument and describe hegemonic masculinity as a kind of dominant 

fiction. 

Silverman’s specific use of the word ‘fiction’ to describe hegemonic masculinity 

allows her to build upon Connell’s theory with consideration of the extent to which the 
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cultural narrative of ‘real men’ is ultimately constituted by interpellation and 

identification. Silverman argues that hegemony “comes into play when all the members 

of a collective see themselves within the same reflecting surface” (Male Subjectivity 

24). The dominant fiction is a category for Silverman’s theorising of hegemony, 

consisting of “the images and stories through which a society figures consensus; images 

and stories which cinema, fiction, popular culture, and other forms of mass 

representation presumably both draw upon and help to shape” (Male Subjectivity 30). 

This ‘consensus’ to which society comes to – better described by Silverman as “the 

ideological system through which the normative subject lives its imaginary relation to 

the symbolic order” (Male Subjectivity 54) – is the commensurability of the penis and 

phallus whereby more than just sexual difference is sustained through an association of 

organ and signifier; notions of ‘the real’ and, most importantly, ‘normative’ identities 

are constituted and sustained by this ideological consensus. The effect of such a system 

is that ideology works to maintain hegemonic masculinity as much as hegemonic 

masculinity is central to governing a cultural notion of reality (Silverman, Male 

Subjectivity 16). The dominant fiction hails the male subject, calls upon him to see 

himself reflected in cinema’s stories or popular culture’s images of masculine power 

and mastery, to affirm the alignment of the penis and the phallus, and to claim a gender 

ontology where, in actuality, only a point of address exists (Silverman, Male 

Subjectivity 21). As if she were describing ‘crisis’ itself, Silverman explains how “at 

those historical moments when the prototypical male subject is unable to recognise 

‘himself’ within its conjuration of masculine sufficiency our society suffers from a 

profound sense of ‘ideological fatigue’” (“Male Subjectivity” 16; emphasis added). The 

implication in Silverman’s language becomes a wariness towards the potential for 

individual male subjects to take on the hegemonic order and, rather, advocates for the 
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medium through which reality and the self are constructed, representation and 

signification, to be put to ideological contestation (“Male Subjectivity” 48). Not only is 

hegemonic masculinity exposed as a performance but the dominant fiction further 

reveals the extent to which the process of mirroring itself, of a certain ‘putting on’ of 

behaviours, must be sustained as an ideal in order for masculinities to duplicate (Butler, 

Bodies 14; emphasis added). In other words, the ‘real’ in the phrase ‘real men’ is what 

is privileged, not ‘men’ per se. 

‘Crisis’ both informs and occurs when a “panic-stricken production of the real 

and the referential” (Baudrillard 13) becomes the dominant theme in media images. It is 

tempting to conclude that this process is masculinity’s last-ditch attempt at occupying 

centre stage, at proving the system by ‘crisis’ and by proving the real through images. 

While this is indeed one such effect of masculinity ‘crises’, it alone lacks an 

explanation for the language of wounding and loss inherent in the term ‘crisis’. I would 

suggest an explanation which considers panic about ‘the real’, like Butler does in 

Bodies That Matter, as reminiscent of castration anxiety. Butler argues that because ‘the 

real’ can never be fully symbolised except to anxiously conceal the fact that it is already 

lost; it denotes an impossibility of having which is ceaselessly deferred just as “the 

having of the phallus as a site of anxiety is already the loss that it fears” (Bodies 205). 

In its simplest form, castration essentially means being ‘cut off’, “cut off from oneself, 

divested of a sense of I…not a fear of not being male, but of not being a subject, of 

being an absence” (Horrocks 105), and denotes a kind of identity impotence (perhaps, 

in this regard, it is worth recalling ‘performance’ in its context to mean ‘sexual 

prowess’, as discussed previously in relation to straightness). However, for ‘the real’ to 

demonstrate some semblance of purity as a sign it must represent and duplicate itself 

(through images). Yet it is this very duplication of the sign which destroys its meaning 
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and cuts it off from a presupposed genesis (Baudrillard 136). Important in this 

sentiment is an accounting for the paradoxical nature of ‘crisis’: the phenomenon is a 

way of murdering older masculine roles without subtracting their claims to power over 

the authentic ‘real’ and, overall, centring cultural attention on itself by its infinite 

diffraction into the nothingness of itself. Ultimately, a ‘crisis’ of ‘the real’, like 

castration anxiety, evokes desire and anxiety simultaneously; in this model, masculinity 

is best understood as a denial of castration and, hence, “as a refusal to acknowledge the 

defining limits of subjectivity” (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 46). For when male power 

is threatened, its aforementioned last-ditch attempt produces only a multiplication of 

signs and merely accelerates the play of simulation – “duplicating itself in its own 

critique of itself” (Baudrillard 148) – and broadening the gap between symbols of 

power (the phallus) and a supposed ‘real’ materiality (the penis).  

The relationship between hegemonic masculinities and (images of) bodies, the 

gap between the ‘real’ and ‘men’, and the disjuncture between the phallus and penis, 

risks a great disappointment for masculinity: that all the phallus can ever be is an ideal. 

The commensurability of the penis and the phallus, in Silverman’s model of the 

dominant fiction, becomes complicated by representation as much as representation 

encourages identification with the phallic ideal. On the one hand, and according to 

Connell, ‘real masculinity’ always proceeds from and expresses something about men’s 

bodies (45). Men’s bodies both direct action and set limits to action so that a degree of 

naturalness is produced in and by the performance. But, on the other hand, producing 

cinematic images of hegemonic masculinity (of the body in action) is to put these men 

on display in an almost hysterical assertion of bulging muscles, guns, and hard jaws so 

that phallic power is seen everywhere except for the site where it is supposed to 

originate – the penis. For, as Dyer explains, “the penis isn’t a patch on the phallus. The 
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penis can never live up to the mystique implied by the phallus” (“Don’t Look” 72)” 

except in attempts through these images; either the penis is anxiously hidden from 

direct view (and the reality of the male body is denied) or it is represented through 

oversaturated and overblown symbolism to the extent that phallic power here comes too 

close to the hegemonic ideal to even be real. Put simply, penises cannot be shown yet 

the phallus can only ever be shown hysterically; reality is lost and whether one has the 

phallus or wants to be the phallus one must resort in either case to a kind of disguise 

(Moss, “Immaculate Attachment” 394). The role of hegemony in negotiating these 

contradictory effects of male images and cinematic representations is to “mask or 

displace its own contradictions” (Dyer, Stars 3) so that masculinity may be allowed to 

duplicate without intervention. As much as the extent to which ‘real manhood’ is 

thought to be inherent in a male body, achieving hegemonic masculinity depends upon 

what a body can (or cannot) perform. Perhaps more insidiously, the phallus-in-disguise 

denotes a kind of hegemonic masculinity which can be said to perform naturalness, to 

perform cultural invisibility. 

The phallus necessitates a degree of invisibility to maintain its mystique and 

power within patriarchy. It is in this sense that Tania Modleski asserts a need to unveil 

“the penis behind the phallus” (109). To show or even simply talk about the phallus is a 

patriarchal taboo because “to think about [manhood] would be to split and turn inward 

the confident wholeness which is the badge of masculinity…would be to admit that his 

maleness can be questioned, can be revised, and, to a large degree, has been created 

rather than existing naturally…the perfect male must not mean but be” (Schwenger 

110). If phallic power depends upon the hiddenness of the penis, then an act of 

unmasking is what is required to destabilise the supposed intertextual relationship 

between the material organ and the symbol of power it refers to. Masculinity theorist 
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Peter Lehman agrees, broadening this argument to account for the way in which the 

phallus can be in disguise, as argued in the previous paragraph, yet remain ubiquitous. 

For “it is precisely when the penis-phallus is hidden from view in patriarchy that it is 

most centred” (Lehman, “Running Scared” 5), and this kind of invisibility is what leads 

hegemonic masculinity to become the normative system of values within patriarchal 

culture. Cultural invisibility is the condition which permits the conflation of hegemonic 

masculinities and ‘the real’; men are rarely ever accounted for throughout history as 

men, and instead we speak of their interests as ‘universal truths’ or ‘the human 

condition’ to name a few examples of this rhetoric (Kimmel, Manhood in America 11). 

In this cycle, ‘crisis’ then becomes “symptomatic of white heterosexual masculinity’s 

claims to ordinariness” (Rehling 28) where ‘ordinariness’ describes gender normality as 

an issue of social power. Indeed, “there is no more powerful position than that of being 

‘just’ human” (Dyer, White 2). And yet, as I have shown throughout in regards to 

masculinity’s incessant paradoxes, this explanation for ‘crisis’ is but one part of its 

narrative; for, surely, ‘crisis’ is the force that would seem to have at last marked 

masculinity at the cultural level, albeit through mourning. What ‘crisis’ also 

demonstrates is that marking can be useful to masculinity even as, and, especially since, 

it adamantly propagates ideas about truth and certainty. In fact, the effect of ‘crisis’ is to 

do the cultural work of emphasising the centrality and visibility of masculinity by 

paradoxically announcing its loss.   

What ‘crisis’ demonstrates is that masculinity requires visibility and unmasking 

as much as invisibility and disguise. Most notably, when masculinity does become 

visible at the cultural level it does so through images of wounding. Rather than unmask 

hegemonic masculinity as the toxic force that it is, ‘crisis’ instead invests in asserting 

the legitimacy of ‘real men’ by marking straight, white masculinity as a social category 
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that has been wounded as much as femininities, racial minorities, and queer identities. 

Certainly, to identify with the collective requires the sacrifice (and inevitable mourning) 

of unmarked, taken-for-granted individuality and the aforementioned privileges that 

come with such a condition, but ‘crisis’ is far less concerned with a critique of 

masculinities than with representing masculinities as visibly wounded – there is a 

difference between these two concepts. Underneath masochistic images of individual 

men claiming wounding, suffering, and victimisation lurks a narcissistic paranoia which 

sates a desire to be seen as a collective identity and have ‘masculinity’ re-positioned as 

the social category at the absolute centre of the patriarchal stage. In this way, Robinson 

contends, “white masculinity as a category…becomes fully embodied through its 

wounding”, a wounding, Robinson goes on to argue, which “gets coded as conflict 

between the personal and the political, the ‘authentic’ and the sham” (Marked Men 8-9; 

emphasis added). ‘Crisis’, like the myth of the phallus, becomes “a compensatory 

fiction” (Fradley 7) where masochism functions as the visualisation of hegemonic 

masculinity’s sacrifice from the position of the human to its re-embodiment in the realm 

of the marked. Put simply, the phenomenon of ‘crisis’ allows for and literalises the 

visibility of straight, white masculinity at the same time as it reinstates the centredness 

which invisibility provides. The key point of masculinity becoming a marked social 

category is that it must do so through performance in the sense that announcements of 

‘crisis’, images of wounding in the case of visual media, are inseparable from the 

‘crisis’ itself; essentially, “naming a situation crisis puts into play a set of discursive 

conventions and tropes that condition the meanings that event will have” (Robinson, 

Marked Men 10). So, ‘crisis’, like gender, constitutes the thing it purports to be and, in 

doing so, conceals its origins – ‘crisis’ is a performative act. It is interesting to consider 

why then the rhetoric of ‘crisis’ is never applied to femininities, though they are 
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nonetheless constituted by performative acts and have undergone changes as frequently 

and drastically as masculinities.  

Natalya Lusty asks “why the concept of crisis is rarely applied to 

femininity…What is it about masculinity and the masculine that recurrently assumes 

the rhetorical force of vulnerability, anxiety and even extinction?” (“Modernism and Its 

Masculinities” 1). The idea that ‘crisis’ is a kind of gender performance serves as a 

starting point for a possible answer to this question. Returning to Rutherford’s point that 

the problem of ‘crisis’ has less to do with the fact that men are not changing (they are) 

and is more so an issue of the potential of change itself (“Who’s That Man?” 39), I 

would instead propose that it is the forces of change which threaten the primacy of 

masculinity as much as the result of change. What I mean by this is that masculinity is 

in ‘crisis’ because, much like femininity, it is being required to see itself as something 

that is being defined by history and culture rather than it defining these phenomena. As 

Susan Faludi describes of ‘crisis’ periods, “What gets discussed is how men are 

exercising or abusing their control and power, not whether a lack of mooring, a lack of 

context, is causing their anguish…If men are mythologised as the ones who make things 

happen, then how can they begin to analyse what is happening to them?” (Stiffed 13; 

original emphasis). The realisation that men have been in disguise all along, in “a 

masquerade, an identity worn like a second skin in some cases but never as biologically 

given as the first skin” (Mackinnon 25), is totally at odds with control over the 

narratives of the real that hegemonic masculinity propagates, so much so that the 

distinction between being a subject of cultural and historical forces and being an object 

of these forces becomes conflated. Hegemonic manhood, which has only ever 

understood itself as an active subject who acts upon others, is threatened and wounded. 

This idea explains why ‘crises’ are at once all about hegemonic masculinities – it is a 
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man in the grey suit, specifically – yet “[are] by no means talked about as an instability 

in or disruption of the symbolic category of gender itself” (Cohan, “The Spy” 57). This 

is the key difference between the rhetoric of masculinity in ‘crisis’ versus feminist 

discussions of how femininity ‘changes’: masculinity thinks of itself as not having a 

gender and therefore is unable to conceive of its performance within this arena. So 

when masculinity becomes anxious about authentic states of identity and the valorising 

of difference these concerns are not often articulated with much relation to gender and 

are instead called the postmodern condition.  

In postmodern America, it is vital to understand that identity (especially straight, 

white male identity) becomes directly related to the concept of “authenticity” 

(Carleheden 57). America’s obsession with authenticity masks a deeper anxiety about 

growing cultural feelings of inauthenticity (of perhaps ‘unreal’ men) as an 

understanding of the postmodern condition is brought into the vernacular. Authenticity 

is sought after, questioned, discredited, and unmasked in postmodern cultural 

conditions where images and media dominate above all else to the extent that America 

experiences in the 1990s a new kind of reality: a hyperreality, according to Baudrillard 

(2). In Simulacra and Simulation (a text which features in The Matrix), Baudrillard 

describes postmodern America as “the age of simulations” (4) and though his work 

performs almost no explicit interrogation into what this new age may mean for evolving 

gender relations, his reading of power and its relationship to signs and referents is 

nonetheless necessary to consider in regards to the concept of authenticity. In 

Baudrillard’s analysis of the hyperreal, authenticity prizes the thing’s point of origin 

more than the tangible realness of the thing itself; here, “it is the map that precedes the 

territory” (Baudrillard 2) and the same can be said of gender whereby it is the subject’s 

adherence to a role or code that makes one a so-called ‘real man’. For example, the 
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map’s function is to guarantee the authenticity of the territory, just as gender constitutes 

the thing it purports to be and, perhaps by extension, cinema’s place in postmodern 

culture is to guarantee the authenticity of ‘real life’. The real is nothing but the 

performance of its resemblance and, Baudrillard concludes, “power is no longer present 

except to conceal that there is none” (46). All referentials are liquidated and resurrected 

in a system of signs to the extent that signs of the real (rather than the real itself) is what 

is meant by the concept of authenticity in postmodern America (Baudrillard 4); 

authenticity is the result of a gender performance that passes seamlessly. So, 

postmodern media’s overall critique of the concept of a stable, coherent identity is 

totally at odds with masculinity’s dependence on ontological security for patriarchal 

authority, and it is little wonder that ‘crisis’ is spawned in such a cultural climate.  

Nicola Rehling hints at an anxious denial of another postmodern condition 

facing straight, white American men: the valorising of difference and the extent to 

which masculine identities are always traversed by other identities (4). Straight, white 

male fear of postmodern America – fear of feminist, queer, and civil rights movements 

– induces ‘crisis’ as a corrective force against the supposed removing of masculinity 

from the centre of the patriarchal stage (Byers 7). Straight, white male “pomophobia” 

(Byers 7) is countered with “hyperindividualism” (Fradley 239), a hysterical and hyper-

masculine fantasy which sees the self only as its ‘most real’ or ‘most authentic’ when in 

opposition to the progression of the social order (in other words, in opposition to 

changing definitions of minority identities). In the 1990s, this opposition takes the form 

of the American New Man.   

In the same way that I prioritised arguing for the semantics of the phrase 

‘masculinity crisis’, I would like to do the same for the phrase ‘New Man’ rather than 

describe the characteristics which make up this version of masculinity (I will leave this 
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task to the New Men of my chosen film texts to be analysed in following chapters). 

Lusty argues that the specific word ‘new’ perfectly encapsulates the paradox of 

postmodern masculinities: the rhetoric of the ‘new’, whether meaning nothing like its 

kind (authentic) or meaning transformed/made anew (unveiled), “signals 

[masculinity’s] status as an unresolved contradiction” (“Modernism and Its 

Masculinities” 8). It is difficult to reconcile the idea of the New Man existing alongside 

the ‘real man’ and, to compensate, the man in ‘crisis’ becomes “a reader of signs, and 

his paranoia functions both to make sense of the world and as an ever-vigilant border 

patrol, forever placing his own tenuous, fragile masculine identity at the centre of a 

beleaguered narrative of suffering, victimisation and white plight” (Fradley 239; 

original emphasis). And, as Abigail Solomon-Godeau asks, then, “which variant of 

masculinity is to be understood as a manifestation [of] crisis?” (70). Perhaps the New 

Man has not so much induced ‘crisis’ as he is a result of ‘crisis’; ‘real men’ need New 

Men to define themselves against. The perpetuation of ‘crisis’ signals a denial of 

another contradictory aspect of masculinity: that at the same time as it articulates ideals 

about authenticity and uniqueness, masculinity has always needed Others, albeit 

needing them to define itself against. ‘Crisis’ as fears of postmodernity, rather than a 

‘crisis’ of gender trouble, signals an anxious desire to mask the extent to which 

masculinities may use a kind of ‘putting on’ of other genders in order to secure their 

continuation; the postmodern condition has “always been women’s condition” (Moore 

182). 

I would like to acknowledge that what is understood as a relatively new way of 

thinking about masculinities, as dealing with split subjective states, has been 

femininity’s condition all along. As Suzanne Moore describes:  
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For who are already experts in simulation if not women? Femininity 

itself has come to be understood as existing only in and through 

representation, as constructed discursively rather than as being a 

reflection of some inner state of being. Femininity is the perfect 

simulacrum – the exact copy of something that never really existed in 

the first place (181).  

 

We speak both clinically and colloquially about ‘hysteria’ but why not a ‘testeria’? 

(Flannigan-Saint-Aubin 251). My goal in taking from this line of thinking is not to 

detract from the astute and indispensable works inquiring into the incompleteness of 

female subjecthood – “the horror of nothing to see” (26) as Lucy Irigaray’s The Sex 

Which Is Not One describes. Instead I question the consequences of masculinity’s 

construction in relation to these feminine Others whose own conditions of identity are 

widely understood in feminist research as unstable and open to changes in definition in 

the first place (Rehling 2). The inevitable consequence is that masculinity is historically 

reactive to changing definitions of femininity (Kimmel, “Rethinking Masculinity” 14). 

Buchbinder takes this line of inquiry as far as to state that ‘crisis’ is the direct result of 

any change in the definition of femininity or homosexuality (Performance Anxieties 

140-44). Yet it is the privilege of masculinity that it may struggle with, adopt, and then 

expel its Others; to be able to play with different identities as one dons and then casts 

off a costume while those very identities are themselves considered incomplete marks a 

dangerous imbalance in the way patriarchy understands and awards subjecthood. 

Certainly, this process has both progressive and regressive outcomes: on the one hand, 

hegemonic masculinity’s dependence on splitting and costuming exposes its identity as 

a farce, but on the other hand, using minorities for self-reflection – what Moore calls 

gender “osmosis” (179) – demonstrates the extent to which masculinity requires ‘crisis’ 

to carry out the oppression of women that patriarchy demands. In either case, whether 

by splitting or by replication, the goal of ‘crisis’ is inevitably duplication, thereby 
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securing the continuation of masculinities; ‘crisis’ is the son of patriarchy. Overall, if 

“the constitutive outside means that identity always requires precisely that which it 

cannot abide” (Butler, Bodies 188), the question then becomes how a constitutive 

outside is represented in America in the 1990s. This thesis proposes it is an image of 

male bodies in masquerade. 

Gender masquerade can be considered a subset of performativity theory, 

pioneered by Butler’s Gender Trouble and expanded upon in her 1993 follow-up text, 

Bodies That Matter. Gender Trouble’s contribution to feminist theory is innovative for 

proposing an alternative to a mimetic or binaristic relationship between sex and gender; 

that is, Butler defines gender as performative act (Gender Trouble 25). Gender, in 

Butler’s words, “is the repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts within a 

highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of 

substance, of a natural sort of being” (Gender Trouble 33). Put simply, gender is not 

something that exists innately within a body nor is it simply a tangible result or 

indication of culture; rather, gender is an action, a kind of becoming, or an activity. 

Furthermore, and this is the crux of Butler’s argument, these acts do not follow from a 

subject, instead they constitute the subject; behind the subject’s expressions of gender, 

there is no gender identity or gendered self, rather, “that identity is performatively 

constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (Butler, Gender 

Trouble 25). In this regard, in Butler’s model a ‘true’ gender identity is as much a 

fantasy as the enactments of gender themselves and, therefore, the more stereotypically 

masculine or feminine a subject appears at a given time in culture, the more their 

identity is a performance (Butler, Gender Trouble 136). Thus, what essentialist notions 

of gender understand as a ‘core’ gendered self is the illusion created by the effect of 

gender as it works to conceal its beginnings and its status as a construct (Butler, Gender 
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Trouble 140). Therefore, performativity theory is subversive to the extent that in it all 

genders become a performance, however, the implication of Gender Trouble is perhaps 

a reduction of gender relations to a problematic notion of choice, as if femininity or 

masculinity may simply be cast off as one removes a costume. Yet, “to be discursively 

constituted is, according to Butler, not the same as being determined by that discourse” 

(Carleheden 53). Butler argues that the function of the mask itself is more important to 

consider, and what the mask accomplishes, Gender Trouble synthesises, is an 

incorporative strategy whereby the subject ‘puts on’ attributes of the Other (48). 

Masquerade, a unique subset of performance theory which explicitly draws attention to 

‘putting on’ (a mask), may prove a useful window through which these distinctions can 

be scrutinised. 

So, what is gender masquerade? Discussed briefly in Gender Trouble, 

masquerade is distinct from conceptualising gender as a performance because the 

phrase’s specific motif of disguise means that the constitutive outside becomes 

problematised from the outside in as opposed to psychoanalysis’ traditional approach – 

Butler uses Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection in Powers of Horror, in particular 

(Gender Trouble 182-183) – from the inside out. A mask is by definition an outside 

layer which conceals and/or decorates another identity behind it and, in this way, the 

term ‘masquerade’ explicitly denotes gaps between artificiality and truth as well as 

fiction and reality (Brod 17). Insofar as masquerade evokes an image of a real person 

behind the performance, it would at first glance seem both at odds with Butlerian 

gender performativity, for which “the ‘do-er’ is a fiction added to the deed” (qtd. in 

Gender Trouble 25), as well as an ideological step backwards to sex-role theory. Role 

theory originates from the theatre and, in this fashion, understands the subject as being 

separate from their behaviour as one separates an actor and their character. As John 
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Beynon explains, “the role model depicts men and women not as free agents but like 

actors following pre-scripted roles…To take the theatrical metaphor further, 

masculinity is a performance, a set of stage directions, a ‘script’ that men learn to 

perform [through] socialising agents like the family, school and the media” (58). Thus, 

what would be needed to move gender masquerade away from sex-role theory and more 

towards a Butlerian model on the gender performance continuum is a questioning of 

whether a mask must always denote a knowable, stable, authentic identity underneath; 

actually, “the ultimate threat of masquerade may be that under the mask there is 

nothing” (Holmlund, “Masculinity as Multiple Masquerade” 218; original emphasis). 

All identities are a performance, including that of the actor under their persona, of the 

‘real’ person behind the mask. If the definition of a mask must refer to a decorative 

layer concealing something, then Gender Trouble tells us that this something is no less 

stable and no less already in disguise than the mask it wears, like an endless babushka 

doll (Strychacz 182). What masquerade signifies is perhaps the playing out of this 

contradiction rather than a reproduction of the problem it seeks to deconstruct. Consider 

the following three versions of masquerade in gender performance theory. 

The person to originate this idea of masquerade as a layer concealing a non-

identity was Riviere in her 1929 essay, “Womanliness as a Masquerade”. In Gender 

Trouble, Butler takes Riviere as a starting point for asking, if gender and identity are 

always being performed and re-performed, then “what is masked by masquerade?” (53). 

In Riviere’s formulation, the answer is, simply, nothing, because womanliness bears no 

complete, genuine point of origin for subjecthood in the first place. It is not my 

intention to merely tack on masculinity to Riviere’s configuration of masquerade, as if 

femininity and masculinity can be used interchangeably. And it is specifically 

womanliness that is worn as a mask to Riviere; women perform femininity “to hide the 
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possession of masculinity and to avert the reprisals expected if she was found to possess 

it – much as a thief will turn out his pockets and ask to be searched to prove that he has 

not the stolen goods” (305). As John Fletcher explains, the impact of Riviere’s 

argument is the distinction “between the mask of femininity as reaction-formation, 

renouncing and reversing wishes, and the mask of femininity covering the refusal to 

renounce them” (55), where either distinction produces the same masquerade in the 

image of theft. The troubling association with femininity, disguise, and criminality is 

what I would like to focus on and consider the implications for in regards to masculine 

masquerade. Essentially, though Riviere concludes that “genuine womanliness” (305) 

and the masquerade are one and the same, evoking the masquerade as a cover for the 

identity that is not there, behind the mask lurks something else, the “stolen goods” (38) 

of masculinity; Riviere specifically and repeatedly frames this as a something that one 

should not have. As Jackie Stacey points out, Riviere’s woman must project an image in 

order to achieve an identity (1858); here, Stacey evokes the notion of gender passing. 

Essentially, Riviere’s theory of masquerade describes a “transgressive doubleness” 

(Fletcher 55), which posits that masquerade ruptures the subject so that the ‘whole’ of 

their being is split into two incomplete or competing halves. If, in Riviere’s version of 

masquerade, gender performance is figured in negative terms and at a consequence to 

the subject’s unity, to what extent may the opposite scenario, whereby gender 

performance actually produces wholeness, be true?  

In contrast to Riviere’s theory, where doubling or splitting is transgressive, 

Lacan’s model of masquerade has room for a questioning of the extent to which 

splitting produces duplication rather than subtraction. Butler uses Lacan’s argument to 

broaden her initial question of what is masked by masquerade to “What or who is it that 

signifies what or whom?” (Gender Trouble 60). Lacan’s “The Signification of the 
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Phallus” posits that both men and women lack (and desire) the phallus because it is 

ultimately, as discussed previously, a symbol; therefore, both sexes can only ever mime 

having the phallus and this disguise, described by Lacan as “the intervention of a 

seeming that replaces the having” (582), is as protective as it is pleasurable. As Chris 

Holmlund describes Lacan’s thesis, “Heterosexual men cover up their lack by 

projecting it on to women. In order to find a replacement part on their lover’s body for 

what they know they do not have, heterosexual women willingly if unwittingly suspend 

all disbelief that the penis is not the phallus” (“Masculinity as Multiple Masquerade” 

217). These tensions between having the phallus and being the phallus have 

contradictory effects: “they give the subject reality in this signifier, on the one hand, but 

render unreal the relations to be signified, on the other” (Lacan 582). The first point 

alludes to the oppressive nature of the way in which patriarchy positions women, that is, 

as inescapably constructed within a phallocentric sign system. The second point 

concludes that masculinity becomes an effect of signification if the phallus can only 

play its role when veiled; in other words, its power potentially becomes available to any 

that can put on its signs, a process which Lacan names Spaltung (splitting). When the 

subject is split in Lacan’s version of masquerade, a process of “doubly signifying” 

(580) occurs, so that, in contrast to Riviere’s formula (where splitting meant subtraction 

into two mere halves), two whole beings are produced, like a cell that multiplies by 

dividing. But it is a harsh reality that power may be put on only when distributed in and 

by a phallocentric economy, thus provoking the question of what potential for change 

theories of masquerade can bring about.   

Doane’s theory of masquerade, “Film and the Masquerade: Theorising the 

Female Spectator”, synthesises both Riviere’s “Womanliness as a Masquerade” and 

Lacan’s “The Signification of the Phallus” in order to consider the effectivity of 
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masquerade in intervening in conventional screen representations of gender. Although 

Doane is not mentioned in Gender Trouble, I believe her theory of masquerade is 

nonetheless important to understanding a Butlerian notion of gender performance 

because “Theorising the Female Spectator”, as its title suggests, is able to account for a 

crucial factor in mimesis: that ‘performance’ implies an audience. Doane writes, “The 

effectivity of the masquerade lies precisely in its potential to manufacture a distance 

from the image, to generate a problematic within which the image is manipulable, 

producible, and readable by the woman” (87). Doane argues that women are the only 

viewers who can acquire this stance because they are constantly disadvantaged by the 

male symbolic order and thus gain the critical distance with which to read and 

destabilise its pervasiveness; masculinity, on the other hand, “is not internal to the 

concept [of masquerade] itself…rather, in masquerade, masculinity is present as the 

context provoking the patient’s reaction-formation” (39). Here I must disagree. Doane 

does point out that men can adopt a similar disguise; the point is that they do not have 

to. To this end, Doane provides a reading of the idiom ‘the clothes make the man’: 

“perhaps this explains the ease with which women can slip into male clothing” (81). 

Certainly, this point is telling but I would also add that the idiom draws attention to the 

extent to which identity performance is explicitly linked with maleness. By removing 

masculinity from both participation in and critical interpretations of masquerade, Cohan 

warns that an implicit and overly-simplistic ‘masquerade = feminine’ conclusion is 

drawn, leaving little room for critique of how masquerade may generate a problematic 

in regards to toxic masculinities (Masked Men 25-26). Doane’s analysis of femininity as 

an image highlights the importance of contextualising this image within a phallocentric 

viewership and, of equal merit, exploring the potential for masquerade to subvert 

traditional feminine iconography and the idea of the male viewing-subject. My point is 
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that viewing and interpreting images of masquerade is perhaps a more complicated 

activity than discussed in “Theorising the Female Spectator”. The relationship between 

gendered points of view and the meanings created by gender performance deserves a 

more detailed interrogation.  

Notions of activity and passivity, and their relation to performers and audiences, 

complicates the doing of gender, especially the playing out of masculine social roles. It 

is individual subjects who do gender, which would seem to imply an active 

consciousness of the performance. But, as Candace West and Don Zimmerman point 

out, “it is a situated doing, carried out in the virtual or real presence of others who are 

presumed to be oriented to its production” (121), implying that one’s gender 

performance may be stylised for the look of those who witness its playing out. How 

does intentionality factor into masculine gender performance in particular, when the 

masculine is so deeply conflated with the active looking subject? As previously 

discussed, masculinity necessitates a degree of invisibility for power. To be kept out of 

sight is to be kept out of mind for masculinity; to actively look is to define as well as 

objectify (Jackson 48). But, as Sedgwick asks, “what defines ‘defines’?” (Between Men 

7), to which I offer the answer: the performative arena – that is, the setting and context 

in which masquerade is held. Film is inherently linked with performance and so 

recognising masculine masquerade in this medium is hardly a difficult feat; what is 

interesting, however, are those films which feature disguise or performance without an 

obvious performative arena. As Mike Chopra-Gant explains, postmodern genre films 

exhibited an interesting motif of more “usually [effacing] the performative aspects of 

characters than genres such as, say, the musical in which generic conventions have 

more readily permitted the foreground of performance in the construction of character” 

(Hollywood Genres 97). These narrative films remove their literal ‘stage’, as it were, 
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and identity construction through performance seeps into the diegetic world. My point 

is that the ‘real world’ in these films, the world of work and of family for example, is 

the stage and, by extension, everyone within these institutions becomes a viewer at the 

same time as they perform their own identities. So, when West and Zimmerman ask 

“can we ever not do gender?” (127; original emphasis), postmodern America offers a 

bleak and resounding answer in the negative so long as “masquerade[s] change 

according to who is looking, how, why, at whom” (Holmlund, “Masculinity as Multiple 

Masquerade” 216). Yet, can one act out an identity in accordance with culturally-

exalted or hegemonic models of masculinity without an active awareness of this 

masquerade?  

The idea that certain forms of masculinity are exalted above others further 

complicates gender performance and raises the issue of masquerade as, like camp 

performance, perhaps a means to an end. Performing gender through masquerade, 

especially the performance of hegemonic masculinities, opens up questions about the 

conflation of socially-preferred reproductions of masculinity and an essentialist 

reinforcing of gender. This is a particular problem for masculinities in times of ‘crisis’ 

because the rhetoric of the real seems too unspecific; should ‘real men’ refer to a 

masculinity that is innate and unchanging (the essentialist standpoint) or, conversely, 

refer to a masculinity that can be determined by a socially-constructed standard or code 

(theories of hegemony)? Just as gender is “a construction that regularly conceals its 

genesis” (Butler, Gender Trouble 140), masquerade literalises this concealment and, 

thus, can endlessly re-enact this process as well as call it into question. For example, 

while Lusty argues that “masquerade appears virtually synonymous with a critique of 

the symbolic order; its fluidity distances and alienates truth, ontology, heterosexuality, 

cultural constructions of gender, dress codes, aesthetics codes and more” (190), Rainer 
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Emig and Antony Rowland suggest that “the notion of performance is still not free from 

essentialism in that it can be misread as the playing of an already formulated role” (5). 

Put another way, when confronted with hegemonic masculinity in masquerade, cultural 

critics disagree about what exactly is being performed here (and, therefore, offer 

conflicting conclusions about whether masquerade necessarily critiques the gender 

order): does a presupposed biological nature masquerade as performance or, conversely, 

does performance masquerade as biology? The distinction appears to lie, as Peberdy 

notes about masculinity in particular, between “those performances that attempt to 

perpetuate the myth of ‘true’ masculinity by masking performance and…those 

performances that highlight and call attention to the construction of masculinity rather 

than concealing it” (29). So, what is the end that justifies the means of masquerade? 

Certainly, I have made it clear that ‘crisis’ accounts for such a reading of gender 

masquerade, and this would ultimately be a pessimistic reading. But I also agree with 

the aforementioned cultural critics who proffer competing arguments (neither 

masquerade nor masculinity are ever simple in any case) and I would suggest another 

possible end: masquerade as a means of broadening the term ‘masculinities’ to mean 

not simply a hierarchy of different forms of masculinity but, also, the embodiment of 

two kinds of masculinities within the same body.  

Gender masquerade broadens Connell’s definition of masculinities to account 

for not just the existence of multiple kinds of masculinity but also the extent to which 

these differing kinds may be experienced at the same time by an individual. “With 

growing recognition of the interplay between gender, race and class it has become 

common to recognise multiple masculinities…We have to examine the relations 

between them”, Connell argues (76), and appeals for an understanding of 

intersectionality as a crucial factor in masculinity politics. I believe this is only the first 
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step. It is by no means a new concern that multiple masculinities can emerge and 

perhaps coexist or compete. To illustrate, Peberdy names this phenomenon “bipolar 

masculinity” (120), describing how modes of masculinity such as the ‘wild man’ and 

‘the wimp’ as well as the hard body and the soft body can and did exist simultaneously. 

But to what extent can these oppositional modes be performed simultaneously? Can 

men, as Silverman describes, “recognise themselves within competing images?” (Male 

Subjectivity 25; emphasis added). Under the condition that patriarchy protects merely 

certain patterns of behaviour rather than individual men, as I argued previously, this 

process is not only possible but also highly necessary, especially in times of ‘crisis’. I 

believe this is the dilemma facing men in times of ‘crisis’: to grapple with power 

through competing states of being (invisibility and visibility, employing the rhetoric of 

the real and the rhetoric of the new, and embodying the human and the Other all at 

once). ‘Crisis’ is the condition which forces ambivalence and duplicity to the forefront 

of the cultural imaginary so that masculinities are forced to negotiate the contradictions 

that have always defined its expression. Men must “[confront] the patriarchy in 

[themselves]” (Bingham 9) and reconfigure inauthenticity and splitting as sites of 

power at the same time as it continues to divide the rest of the world into binaristic 

dualisms; masquerade is the means which makes this process evident. Framing this idea 

of masculinities around theories of masquerade literalises the constructedness, the 

putting on, of identity at the same time as it highlights the impossibility of a stable, 

coherent masculine self, for “a person who strives after every identity remains without 

an identity, due to the fact that every identity is incompatible with some other identity” 

(Carleheden 55).  

My project throughout this chapter has been to both advocate for the importance 

of analysing the links between ‘crisis’ and gender masquerade as well as perform an 
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unmasking of masculinity itself. Masculinity, especially in its hegemonic form, is 

dysfunctional, anxious, and in most instances contradictory; cultural studies needs a 

theoretical model which can account for these factors and I have shown that 

masquerade, as a subset of Butlerian gender performance, is the most useful and 

important vehicle through which such a task can be accomplished so long as the 

overarching motif of hegemony is to mask and displace its own contradictions. As 

Cohan notes, “Gender is a symbolic representation perceived in culture as a mimetic 

one; it always involves some element of masquerade” (Masked Men 25) and, in this 

way, the study of masculinities in film, a medium which immediately draws attention to 

performance and the constructedness of identity, is an invaluable tool for representing 

‘crisis’. An understanding of masquerade in this regard does not so much cater to a 

debate about whether ‘crisis’ actually exists and is merely performed but instead seeks 

to reframe the phenomenon altogether as a panic about “[defining] an identity in terms 

of opposing planes…an outside in relation to an inside, surface to depth, performance to 

authenticity” (Cohan, “Cary Grant” 397). For ‘crisis’, at its core, is ultimately a panic 

about change – changing gender relations for masculinity as well as the very idea that 

masculinity can be subject to change in the first place. ‘Crisis’ is the performance of 

panic about performance, not just in relation to gender but to ‘the real’ more broadly; 

because what is at stake in times of ‘crisis’ is the legitimacy and validity of patriarchy. 

In this way, such contradictory elements of ‘crisis’ as both a performative act and 

anxiety about this very status invalidate claims that gender performance “[proffers] an 

essentially optimistic understanding of masculinity” (Berger et al 5). It is the 

performance of hegemonic masculinity and the rhetoric of ‘real men’ which patriarchy 

protects, not men at the individual level. And as much as representations of masculine 

masquerade can reinforce the dominant fiction of ‘real men’ by masking performance, 
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masquerade can also draw attention to this very process of concealment and call it into 

question; overall, what masquerade theory provides is a way of describing how these 

contradictions, and the contradictions unique to masculinity more widely, play out 

rather than endlessly cycle.  

Such a cycle will continue so long as the world is a stage and people are both its 

actors and audiences. Gender must be performed; there is no option to ever not do 

gender. Gender can only ever proffer an image of authenticity (passing) so convincing 

that it displaces and masks its point of origin. The terribly irony becomes that, in order 

for gender to maintain this disguise, performance and mirroring must be sustained as an 

ideal (for masculinity) in the first place. For masculinity, performance becomes the 

point of negotiation between subjecthood (having agency and making things happen) 

and the extent to which gender identity can become the product of outside cultural, 

social, and historical forces (what is happening to men and manhood). Masquerade, as 

explicitly concerned with an outside/inside divide, literalises this thinking about ‘crisis’. 

Like masculinity’s need to uphold the myth of the phallus, ‘crisis’ is at once a 

corrective force and a compensatory fiction. Certainly, ‘crisis’ can call attention to the 

toxic standards which comprise what patriarchal culture deems ‘real men’, but its 

ultimate goal is to ensure the continuation of masculinity at the centre of the cultural 

stage; here, the important distinction between representing masculinity as wounded and 

actually performing a critique of masculinity that ensures productive change becomes 

apparent. Because discourses of men in ‘crisis’ and the way in which ‘crisis’ is 

discussed in academia seem quick to imply, either directly or non-directly, the growing 

influence of minority movements is to blame, rather than considering the idea that it is 

men who time and time again announce and represent themselves in gender trouble. I 

am more inclined to prefer Horrocks’ phrasing here: “men and manhood have been 
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lifted out of a deep unconsciousness by feminism” (12). Becoming conscious of 

masquerading their identity should force men to confront the patriarchy within 

themselves and the extent to which their identity has always been made up of other 

identities. In the Rivierian model of masquerade, this idea translates to a negative 

perception of gender performance wherein one is an imposter whereas, in a Lacanian 

model, one is playing with two identities (and masculinity becomes the effect of 

signification) and gender performance is conceived in more opportunistic terms. 

Regardless, when the man in costume removes his mask, the ‘real man’ underneath was 

always in disguise in the first place, even if his gender performance was the 

performance of naturalness. 
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Chapter Two: Point Break and Men of the Surf 

Kathryn Bigelow’s Point Break was released in 1991 and sits within the police 

subgenre of action films. Set in Los Angeles, Point Break follows rookie F.B.I agent, 

Johnny Utah (Keanu Reeves), in his mission to track down and catch a gang of bank 

robbers known only to the F.B.I as the Ex-Presidents (the robbers disguise themselves 

as former-Presidents Reagan, Nixon, Johnson, and Carter). A single clue propels Utah’s 

mission: the remains of surfboard wax identified at one of the crime scenes. Alongside 

his partner, Angelo Papas (Gary Busey), Utah theorises that the Ex-Presidents are 

surfers. The sheer enormity of the surfing community in Latigo Beach inspires Utah to 

go undercover as a surfer himself to try to infiltrate and catch the Ex-Presidents. While 

undercover, Utah meets Bodhi (Patrick Swayze), a legend amongst the local surfing 

community. Enamoured with Bodhi and his lifestyle, Utah gets in too deep, so to speak, 

and must face the realisation that Bodhi and his followers are actually the Ex-

Presidents. The crux of the film is the tension Utah battles between fidelity to his 

mission to bring Bodhi to justice and exploring the adrenaline rush that his newfound 

surfing lifestyle affords. However, as Bodhi’s rampage becomes more and more violent, 

Utah can no longer justify being caught between two worlds and realises it is he alone 

who must ‘get his man’ and bring Bodhi to justice. 

 As a cop-action film, Point Break is invaluable for a discussion of masculinity 

in ‘crisis’. Neal King writes that action films about law enforcement follow a distinct 

pattern where cops, police, detectives, and the like  are “losing ground” (Heroes 4) to 

criminals in the battle to maintain the status quo. The hard times these heroes 

experience is a metaphor for masculinity in ‘crisis’:  losing ground “[gives] them 

opportunities to retake the centre stage they feel they’ve lost” (N. King, Heroes 2). In 
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other words, like ‘crisis’, masculinity is put through trials and suffering so that it may 

claim its legitimacy. But Point Break takes this concept further in its image of Utah as 

an undercover detective; as Michael Litwack argues, the undercover detective’s 

capacity for an adaptable masculinity is overdetermined by his very profession (4). 

Point Break is a vital case study in the representation of masculinity as determined by 

the relationship between ‘crisis’ and masquerade.  

 In this chapter, I will explore the representation of masculinities in Point Break. 

I wish to fill in a critical gap in scholarly material on Point Break: that is, I will be 

accounting for the film as a text about masculinity in ‘crisis’. In line with ‘crisis’ 

discourse, Point Break “remains one of the strongest cinematic evocations of 

masculinity precisely because it neither limits nor defines it” (Bruzzi 28). In other 

words, like hegemony, masculinity in Point Break is allowed to be everything at once, 

even in contradictory ways. The very crux of the film is walking in another man’s shoes 

and learning to see the world through another man’s eyes. I will demonstrate how Point 

Break’s advocacy of masculinity learning to identify with another perpetuates fluid, 

blended masculinities as well as the continuation of hegemonic masculinities. I will 

begin by first anticipating that the film is inherently concerned with fluidity even before 

Point Break establishes what kinds of masculinities are being performed by its leading 

men. It is Point Break’s strength that it is able to demonstrate how masculinities, no 

matter how differently they appear, are marked and constituted by masquerade. As a 

cop-action film, the only gap between masculinities in the film is the gap between law 

and order and criminality; the relationship between masquerade, morality, and power is 

a key question I will ask of Point Break. I will ask of the film to what extent it shows a 

Riverian model of masquerade or, conversely, a Lacanian one. This chapter works 

towards a conclusion that resolves how Point Break’s masculinities use masquerade in 
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order to continue, particularly in regards to the film’s logic of the real discourses of law 

and order. 

To begin my argument, I would like to interrogate the reasons behind the lack of 

critical work on Point Break and the film’s treatment of gender (beyond that of noting 

the significance of the film’s female director breaking ground in a stereotypically male 

genre). Most research into the relationship between Bigelow’s films and gender 

relations centres on Blue Steel, a 1989 crime-thriller about a rookie cop, Megan Turner 

(Jamie Lee Curtis), wrongfully accused of killing an unarmed man. Blue Steel follows a 

“woman in a man’s world” narrative archetype, not uncommon among other female-

lead crime films about working in the police force such as Clarice Starling (Jodi Foster) 

The Silence of the Lambs (1993). Cultural critics have made important inquiries into the 

way these films treat a kind of ‘putting on’ of phallic signifiers, such as the gun and 

police uniform. Blue Steel’s feminist concerns here are obvious. For example, Christine 

Lane says that Blue Steel exemplifies a trend in Bigelow’s films to “testify to the futility 

of assuming a ‘natural’ gender or sexuality, opting instead to explore the performativity 

and inconstancy of supposedly natural roles…A thread runs through her work that 

continually questions the generic place of her female characters” (Feminist Hollywood 

100). Apparently, less obvious within film criticism is Point Break’s place within this 

oeuvre, though the film expertly and self-consciously performs the critique of gender 

and sexuality which Lane describes. But because Point Break is about masculinity and 

men in ‘crisis’, extant scholarship tends to perceive the film as “one of Kathryn 

Bigelow’s least politically radical, generically transgressive or feminist films” 

(Redmond, “All That is Male” 107). Heidi Wilkins goes so far as state that “Point 

Break…could be considered a departure from [Bigelow’s] previous so-called feminist 

agenda, since it predominantly explores male relationships and masculine camaraderie” 
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(99). The very notion that feminist analysis should not encompass films about 

masculinities retains masculinity’s status as an unspoken, unmarked, taken for granted 

identity – its status in mask, in other words – and such arguments play into the 

patriarchal power structures which they seek to critique in the first place. Instead, I am 

inclined to value Point Break as Rona Murray does: “not only an auteurist interest in 

transgressive gender representations, but also…how [Bigelow] may be as much a 

cultural conduit of her times and one of many channels for the existing nature of 

mediated masculinity at any one time” (9). These “dynamic manoeuvrings” (Benson-

Allott 33), between both gender and genre, which characterise Bigelow’s filmography 

are brought to the forefront of Point Break, structuring not only plot and camerawork 

but the masculinities of its male leads as well, before the audience are even introduced 

to their characters.  

Point Break’s leading actors, Keanu Reeves and Patrick Swayze, are 

emblematic of 1990s masculinity. Reeves’ star image, in particular, is an important 

intertext to consider when discussing his casting as Johnny Utah, an F.B.I agent charged 

with going undercover as a surfer. The role self-consciously draws attention to his 

earlier casting as Ted Logan, an air-head ‘valley-boy’ in Bill & Ted’s Excellent 

Adventure (1989), a reputation which follows Reeves even into the present day. In 

Point Break, Reeves is a surfer playing an F.B.I agent playing a surfer (Benson-Allott 

38). When Utah, pre-empting his role as an undercover agent, comments “Why can’t I 

just walk around with [a surfboard] under my arm and act stoned?” (Point Break 

00:13:04-00:13:07), the film consciously engages with Reeves’ infamous reputation and 

star image. His performance style is often regarded amongst critics as 

“wooden…[valuing] a kind of fluid kineticism over character depth…little more than a 

face” (Rutsky 189-192). In other words, Reeves’ star image becomes another layer of 
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masquerade which produces an ironic subversion of the traditional action-film lead’s 

masculinity. Swayze’s star image likewise contests pre-conceived notions of action-film 

character archetypes. In contrast to Reeves, Swayze’s casting as an action-film villain 

goes against character type; notably, prior to Point Break, the film most closely 

associated with Swayze’s name was Ghost (1990) wherein he played the role of a 

loving boyfriend murdered and transformed into the titular ghost. In addition to his 

playing against type, Swayze’s reputation as a dancer – notably, he is trained in ballet 

and starred in 1987’s Dirty Dancing – invites Point Break’s audience to reinterpret his 

stunt work in the film’s action sequences as choreography (Benson-Allott 38). 

Swayze’s star image explicitly draws attention to the body in performance in the action 

genre, rather than a taken-for-granted display of bulging muscles and, in turn, an innate 

hegemonic masculinity. Where Reeves’ good looks are aligned in cultural memory with 

Hollywood-style superficiality and emptiness, Swayze’s soft features suggest a more 

graceful sensuality, tenderness, or softness (Benson-Allott 38). The very physicality of 

both actors is pivotal in marking the shift from hard-body heroes in the 1980s to soft-

body leads in the 1990s. Again, “dynamic manoeuvrings” (Benson-Allott 33) link both 

Reeves and Swayze (Reeves in regards to bodily kineticism over character interiority 

and Swayze in regards to dance and choreography) so that, before Point Break’s plot 

even unfolds, the intertextual relationship between star image and character suggests a 

preoccupation with masquerade and bodily performance or movement.    

Movement is the key structuring motif in Point Break, affecting the bodily 

performance of gender and identity as much as camerawork and the traditional action-

film plot trajectory. The beginning of Point Break firmly establishes this motif of 

movement right from the film’s opening credits where Reeves and Swayze’s names 

blend and then pass through one another, suggesting that two worlds and two identities 
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will literally collide. From here, this motif continues with shots of Bodhi surfing 

interposed with Utah in the rain on a firing range completing a training assessment; 

their respective worlds, and the kinds of movement each requires and/or restricts, are 

both mirrored (through the connection of sea water and rain water) and juxtaposed 

(while Utah is up against the clock, shots of Bodhi surfing are in slo-mo and connote 

absolute freedom from traditional linear time). Where Utah is distinctly an F.B.I agent, 

Bodhi is, by contrast, a free agent (Redmond, “All That is Male” 112). It is significant 

that editing keeps these thematically connected shots distinct and separate from one 

another because what Point Break’s opening is working to foreshadow is not just the 

meeting of two worlds and two ‘agents’ but the movement from their existence in 

opposition to one another to “what happens when the two lines cross, when two waves 

collide and go off in a new direction” (Karnicky 140). This opening sequence 

anticipates two ideas important to Point Break. First, that what is being contrasted is not 

only the men themselves but, in addition, the ways in which the characters’ respective 

performative arenas influence their identities, bodies, and behaviours. Second, more 

than mere physical movement, what this opening sequence connotes, and what Point 

Break eventually works towards through its narrative of performing ‘crisis’, is 

movement in terms of merging, becoming, and transformation. Most importantly, this 

opening sequence foregrounds Point Break as a film about gender performance itself 

wherein all masculine identities – hegemonic and marginalised, F.B.I agent and free 

agent alike – are predicated on movement and activity.  

Point Break’s opening sequence ultimately works to establish the 

constructedness and performance of all masculine identities. The aforementioned 

opening montage foregrounds a connection between Utah and Bodhi as fluid figures 

alike, distinguishable in their performance only by degree and not kind. Utah performs 
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a distinctly hegemonic kind of masculinity (the kind that an action-movie audience has 

come to expect from its traditional male leads) on the F.B.I’s training ground as he 

shoots at cardboard cut-outs of criminals. Brenda Wilson has noted that this sequence 

establishes both Utah’s test as a simulacrum, “as artificially constructed as the 

cardboard characters he shoots to prove his eligibility for the role of F.B.I agent” (18), 

and the extent to which Utah’s performance is tested on his adoption and handling of 

the gun, a phallic signifier (17). I would extend this interpretation to a consideration of 

the way in which this sequence highlights the importance of context to gender 

performance. While the F.B.I’s test dictates that Utah be sufficiently able to identify 

and destroy these cardboard cut-outs (caricatures of ‘fake’ people), the F.B.I also 

requires Utah to later go undercover, and in so doing become a kind of imposter/‘fake’ 

himself. The film expands upon this irony when Utah’s examiner shouts, “100%, 

Utah!” (Point Break 00:02:29-00:02:31); the film’s first piece of dialogue emphasises 

Utah as having flawlessly passed the test of performance and introduces Utah as a 

whole, complete subject (literally, one hundred percent himself in contrast to the now-

fragmented cardboard cut-outs with gaping bullet holes in their bodies). Despite the fact 

that his identity is as constructed as the cut-out criminals, Utah’s is the gender 

masquerade which the institution of law and order frames as acceptable and necessary; 

the means justifies the end, where the end becomes cultural surveillance (of deviant 

performances which the opening sequence has conflated with criminal activity). Put 

simply, the opening sequence not only shows hegemonic masculinity to be a 

performance even before Utah is required to literally go undercover but, more than that, 

illustrates how the F.B.I, and institutions of hegemonic masculinity more widely, are 

able to mask and displace their own contradictions and retain the power to rank 

masculine performances as permissible or deviant. In this regard, it is worth exploring 



79 

 

in more detail the two types of masculinity within Point Break, the ‘real man’ and the 

New Man, and the roles that each must perform. 

Point Break’s central tension is between two opposing kinds of masquerade 

fighting to win the power to define what kind of performance connotes the more 

acceptable and ‘real’ mode of masculinity. The first is that of the F.B.I which stands for 

a distinctly hegemonic mode of masculinity, prizing law and order (the maintenance of 

the status quo) above all else. From the opening montage, the film moves to Utah’s 

induction at the bureau where he confidently announces in his first piece of dialogue, 

“I’m Johnny Utah” (Point Break 00:02:55-00:02:56). He assures the audience, as in the 

opening montage, that he is in control of his identity. The film then ironises such 

control and regulation of identity as a key value which the bureau expects of its agents. 

To illustrate, consider the scene when Ben Harp (John C. McGinley), Utah’s boss 

leading the induction, interrogates Utah on his bodily health: 

H: Eating solid breakfasts, Utah? All the food groups? Avoiding 

sugar? Caffeine? I see to it that my people maintain cardiovascular 

fitness. We stay off hard liquor, cigarettes- 

U: Sir, I take the skin off the chicken. 

H: Good man (Point Break 00:03:34-00:03:43). 

 

Here, “in this regulatory discourse the human body mirrors the body of the F.B.I 

institution” (Redmond “All That is Male” 114) where bodily purification is directly 

connected to becoming an able and, in the film’s own language, a ‘good’ masculine 

agent. Furthering this point, Utah is then introduced to his partner, Angelo Pappas, who 

is complaining about having to complete a training assessment blindfolded: “I got no 

idea what a blind man fetching bricks has got to do with being a special agent” (Point 

Break 00:05:11-00:05:16). Utah’s and Pappas’s dialogue in particular positions the 

F.B.I agents specifically as the men with authority to ‘take off’ or unmask; when this 
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dynamic is reversed, and it is the agents who are forced into masquerade, the film 

emphasises that they are quite literally blindsided. Overall, Utah can confidently speak 

his identity into existence, the agents’ bodies must be disciplined so that they are safe 

from contamination, and, most importantly, the act of unmasking is positioned in terms 

of a power difference where to be in masquerade is a hindrance to a ‘real’ man’s 

subjectivity. Thus, Point Break establishes the F.B.I as its central image of hegemonic 

masculinity by employing the rhetoric of ‘real men’. These agents face a threat to their 

power from another kind of masculinity within Point Break: the New Man and his surf 

culture. 

Point Break’s New Man is the second form of masculinity vying to win cultural 

dominance and authority over defining what constitutes a ‘real man’. Bodhi and the 

surfers/Ex-Presidents are the film’s main image of this New Man type of masculinity, 

valuing emotional connections to nature and with each other (performed through their 

philosophy of surfing as a gateway to higher spiritual understandings of the self) over 

what they perceive as a rigid and soul-crushing corporate culture. The Ex-Presidents 

also function as one of Point Break’s voices of masculinity in ‘crisis’ as these 

characters explicitly rebuke social expectations of participating in corporate capitalist 

culture and rebel against such systems by robbing banks. Immediately after Point Break 

has established its image of the F.B.I as perpetrators of this very kind of system, the 

film introduces the audience to Bodhi and the surfers as they put on their disguises in 

preparation for robbing a bank. The following robbery sequence is an overblown 

performance of hegemonic masculinity to the point of parody: the surfers hide their 

identities by wearing masks of former-Presidents Reagan, Nixon, Johnson, and Carter; 

the remainder of their disguises are tuxedos and suits (images of high-class, corporate 

masculinity); and, most notably, Bodhi farewells the bank tellers and customers by 
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jumping onto a desk, bowing, and crying out as if to address an audience from the 

stage, “Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen, and please don’t forget to vote!” 

(Point Break 00:07:15-00:07:18). While the scene brings to light the ridiculousness of 

hegemonic masculinity in its most violent and dominating form, the first robbery 

sequence also sets up masquerade as a kind of tool for thriving in the controlled, 

domineering culture of hegemonic masculinity; Bodhi must be conscious of the rules in 

order to play “the game” (Point Break 01:10:09-01:10:09). The surfers, in contrast to 

the F.B.I agents, are instead self-conscious of their almost camp performance of 

hegemonic masculinity and are able to utilise masquerade to literally out-perform the 

system and beat it at its own game. Point Break’s overall treatment of both hegemonic 

and marginalised masculinities as perhaps informing one another is particularly 

significant.  

Point Break conforms to Connell’s argument about multiple masculinities in its 

filmic representation of both hegemonic and marginalised or protest masculine 

identities. Even more than that, the film is able to present these multiple masculinities 

inhabiting a single identity; in other words, there is some of Utah in Bodhi and there is 

some of Bodhi in Utah. The film’s logic in this regard is more subversive than it first 

appears when considering that Utah stands for the wider institution of the F.B.I and law 

and order more generally where Bodhi belongs to a more counter-cultural ideology. To 

illustrate, the F.B.I embody the philosophy of ‘riding a wave’ as much as Bodhi 

himself; their wave, however, is of law and order. Harp instructs Utah that fighting 

crime comes down to monitoring the ebb and flow of information: “Do you know how 

we nail the bad guys, Utah?...By crunching data. Good crime scene work, good lab 

work, and most importantly, good data-based analysis” (Point Break 00:03:59-

00:04:09). In this metaphor, the F.B.I agents catch the wave of data and use direction 
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and speed in order to stay on top of the flow of law and order. In contrast, Bodhi’s 

New-Man masculinity may not be as far removed from his Reagan persona as he seems. 

As much as Bodhi preaches about wanting to reinvigorate the human spirit within 

“those guys that are inching their way on the freeways in their metal coffins” (Point 

Break 01:10:38-01:10:40), his approach to robbery as a means to resolve a masculinity 

in ‘crisis’ highlights the paradox of his ideological counter-culture: he preaches 

freedom and spirituality but enacts no real change for the collective (if anything, 

robbery merely reproduces the violence of the dominant order he rails against) (Wilkins 

105). These two examples are not flaws in Point Break’s logic. Instead, the film shows 

the extent to which the values of the dominant order may exist within a counter-culture 

and vice versa. Simply, the agents are a kind of surfer as much as the surfers are a kind 

of agent (Karnicky 140). The film’s complication is not which masculinity is the mask 

and which is the ‘real’ self but, rather, Point Break sets up a more complex and 

subversive approach by literalising the process of masquerade so that all masculine 

identities are charged with confronting and negotiating the other within themselves. 

And, at times in Point Break, the Other that must be confronted is the female Other.  

In addition to multiple masculinities, Point Break also demonstrates how 

masculine identity is made up of Other identities. Namely, the film is concerned with a 

female Other. In an interview with Andrew Hulktrans, Bigelow discussed a recurring 

motif in her wider filmography: a male character that depends on a woman for self-

realisation (84). Point Break certainly conforms to this trope through the character of 

Tyler (Lori Petty). Utah first meets Tyler when she saves him from drowning. In this 

sequence, the camera films from Utah’s perspective; water crashes over the lens so that 

– from Utah’s point of view, trapped underneath the waves – Tyler’s gender is initially 

indistinguishable. Even after she drags Utah ashore and can be seen in full view, her 
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muscular physique and cropped hairstyle construct her as an androgynous figure; 

notably, in similar black wet-suits, Tyler and Utah look strikingly alike. After Tyler 

refuses to teach Utah to surf properly, he returns to the F.B.I and runs a background 

check on her. Utah discovers that Tyler’s parents were killed in a car crash and decides 

to use this information about her as “a way in” (Point Break 00:17:13-00:17:14). He 

meets Tyler again and makes up a story about wanting to learn how to surf because: 

“My folks…were killed in a car wreck…and I suddenly realised I hadn’t been living my 

own life, so I wanted [surfing] for myself…I want to do what you [Tyler] do” (Point 

Break 00:18:55-00:19:28). Here, Utah literally puts on an aspect of Tyler’s identity, but 

what Tyler actually ‘does’ perhaps has more to do with masquerade than surfing. Later 

in the aforementioned interview with Hulktrans, Bigelow expands upon her ideas about 

her male characters needing women for self-reflection: “it’s also searching for 

androgyny. Man and woman become fused…the man takes the woman into himself.” 

(84). Fusion is exactly what Tyler does and what Utah wants to do – he needs Tyler, an 

androgynous figure from the outset, to teach him the practice of identity blending, 

where surfing becomes the physical performance of his new masculinity. The 

significance of a female character instructing the male protagonist into the exceedingly 

masculine ‘bro’ culture that surfing revolves around is vital to consider. So far in this 

chapter, I have hinted at the significance of this concept but now I would like to explore 

the notion of passing in relation to Point Break’s understanding of masculine identity 

performance in more detail.  

In Point Break, masculine masquerade is articulated through the metaphor of 

gender ‘passing’. I explicitly say metaphor because the notion of passing is traditionally 

used to describe transgender peoples’ experiences being perceived as the gender they 

identify with and wish to present (Halberstam 21). But the term itself, as Halberstam 



84 

 

notes, is “singularly unhelpful” (21) and entirely dependent on context and setting. For 

cisgender people likewise are taxed with passing and enjoy its privileges; they merely 

naturalise the process. When Point Break posits two kinds of masculinities, the ‘real 

man’ and the New Man, in opposition to one another, the film is engaging with 

hegemonic masculinity, and the dominant culture more widely, as a sort of battle or test 

where values and identities can be won or lost (Redmond, “All That is Male” 108). And 

in order to win – to catch the bad guys, get the girl, and save the day – Utah must go 

undercover and infiltrate the surfers’ gang until he is able to prove the true identities of 

the Ex-Presidents. In other words, Utah’s job is a matter of passing. But where Utah 

flawlessly passed as a man who performs hegemonic masculinity in the film’s opening 

sequence, going undercover as a New Man and fitting in with the surfers’ culture 

proves markedly more difficult. For example, he almost drowns learning to surf, Bodhi 

repeatedly makes fun of Utah’s cheap-looking surfboard, and, most significantly, the 

local surfers (including the Ex-Presidents and unnamed characters/extras) all 

immediately recognise Utah as an imposter or, in their words, as a mere “tourist” on 

their break where “locals rule” (Point Break 00:32:21-00:32:22). By invoking an 

essentialist discourse, where born and bred locals gate keep “gender travel” (Moore 

166), Point Break would at first glance seem to be attempting a reversal of the power 

structures which dictate how a man’s performance must pass; where passing 

specifically refers to the extent to which one’s gender performance aligns with the 

hegemonic condition, Point Break provides the opposite, and it is a ‘real man’ who 

must now pass. Alternatively, by awarding this power to a marginalised group (as well 

as hegemonic), Point Break is able to show that these New Men are just as reliant as 

their hegemonic counterparts on the rhetoric of the real to prove both their masculinity 

and the performances of other men. This idea of gender performance and passing as 
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playing a game or fighting a battle, with winning and losing sides, is further explored 

throughout Point Break where a ‘trial by fire’ becomes a trial by water.  

In Point Break, water is a crucible of masculine performance and a symbol of 

masculine masquerade. Bigelow explains that her body of films all deal with “trial by 

fire [becoming] part of the subject” (qtd. in Hulktrans 6), identifying in a later interview 

that, in Point Break specifically, the ocean “serves as a crucible for the main characters 

through which they define, test, and challenge themselves” (qtd. in Page “Bigelow’s 

Surf Western”). A number of characters make such comments specifically to Utah 

throughout the film. For example, a boy at a local surf shop says, “Surfing’s the source. 

It’ll change your life, swear to God” (Point Break 00:12:56-00:12:58) and Bodhi, in 

particular, frequently reflects on the philosophy of “riding waves” as “the place where 

you lose yourself and find yourself” (Point Break 00:35:22-00:35:26). So, in the case of 

Point Break, Bigelow’s ‘trial by fire’ becomes a trial by water, but what exactly can the 

ocean test? Essentially, the film’s treatment of water is an extension of its 

preoccupation with the idea of surfaces; the surface of the water conceals a deep ocean, 

an entirely different world, below. The same is true of the film’s male characters who 

are constantly adjusting their respective masks of masculinity in efforts to control the 

kind of image or surface they wish to project. Furthering this symbol, surfing is a sport 

which requires the ability to travel across the waves and ride atop the ocean’s surface 

(to keep one’s head above water, so to speak). Hence, more than simply a metaphor for 

gender performance, surfing becomes specifically an activity of masculine becoming; 

Point Break likens movement across the waves to a negotiation and handling of 

surfaces so that surfing, like Lacan’s masquerade, is a transformative practice. After 

Utah experiences his body in water throughout his time undercover he finds himself, as 

Bodhi’s aforementioned dialogue foreshadows, increasingly more ‘lost’. When Utah 
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finally admits in the film’s third act that he has “gotta be losing it” (Point Break 

01:19:59-01:20:00), he is not only ‘lost’ in ‘crisis’, but also ‘lost’ in relation to the ideas 

explored in the previous paragraph about failing to pass. This phrasing becomes 

particularly significant in light of Wilkins’ reading of the function of water in Point 

Break: as the connection point between Utah and Bodhi and, therefore, as an image of 

homoerotic experience (105).   

Before I perform a more detailed analysis of Point Break’s treatment of 

homoeroticism, I would first like to rebut arguments which attempt to limit the extent of 

the relationship between Utah and Bodhi to just ‘bros’. Often, both cultural critics and 

fans of Point Break will dismiss any possibility of a homoerotic bond between the two 

male leads, opting instead to explain away the film’s cluster of sexual language and 

iconography with a reading that concludes either Utah simply idolises Bodhi or the two 

are merely engaged in typical hyper-masculine bonding rituals. For example, Matt 

Feeney argues that Point Break is a film about male narcissism rather than 

homoeroticism; he suggests that because Utah and Bodhi operate on different sides of 

the law their “mutual identification” is intensified but never moves beyond this point 

(qtd. in Reft “Subverting Traditional Masculinity”). To illustrate further, Anthony 

Manzi conducted interviews with fans of the film and found that many dismissed even 

questioning the homoerotic potential of Point Break because “the standard genre staples 

are prominent enough in the film for audiences to look past the heartbeat of Point 

Break, and to hide behind the safety and comfort of the action” (“Point ‘Heart’ Break”). 

Both lines of reasoning implicitly evoke masquerade. I suggest that Feeney’s 

understanding of the film as following an ‘understanding the enemy’ archetype and that 

the fans’ favouring of a typical action-film narrative, both of which Point Break indeed 

presents, are but surface-level readings, readings which fail to see past the film’s 
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decorative layer. Instead, to further the metaphor from my previous paragraph, I prefer 

to go beneath the surface of Point Break’s waves and acknowledge the film’s depths; 

Point Break is a “tragic love story” (Manzi “Point ‘Heart’ Break”) in disguise, 

masquerading as an action film. Through this line of thinking, it is not my intention to 

unmask these characters and argue for who they ‘really are’ (to ‘out’ Utah and Bodhi, in 

other words) but instead validate what cannot be said on the stage of Point Break (that 

is, the diegesis and the context of action cinema alike).  

Point Break is an archetypal action film at the same time as it critiques this very 

generic structure. Particularly, Point Break pushes male bonding into sheer excess so 

that the narrative self-reflexively questions conventions of action cinema (Grant, 

“Kathryn Bigelow” 379). In this regard, I suggest that masquerade disrupts any claim 

that Point Break falls under the subgenre of ‘buddy films’. Homoerotic tension between 

two male leads characterises buddy films, such as Martin Riggs and Roger Murtaugh in 

Lethal Weapon or Raymond Tango and Gabriel Cash in Tango & Cash (1989). Point 

Break does engage with this tradition: for instance, Bodhi comments that “[Utah] wants 

[him] so bad it’s like acid in [his] mouth” (Point Break 01:39:59-01:40:02). However, 

the buddy subgenre is predicated on the relationship between two male ‘partners’ (and 

the double meaning inherent in this word furthers the subgenre’s concerns with male 

camaraderie). If Point Break were a traditional buddy film, the film’s focus would be on 

the relationship between Utah and Pappas as ‘partners’ as they work towards their 

common goal of taking down the ‘bad guy’ (Bodhi). By contrast, Point Break’s 

homoerotic tensions exist between two male leads who are set up as opponents. 

Furthermore, labelling Point Break as a buddy film ignores the fact that Utah meets and 

comes to desire Bodhi while playing a role undercover. As Wilkins notes, “the fact that 

[Utah] embraces this role is irrelevant in terms of his relationship with Bodhi… [the 
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relationship] was doomed from the beginning because it was based on a lie” (101-102). 

When Harp berates Utah for getting too close to the enemy (wading in too deep, so to 

speak) and ignoring his mission and partner – “Do you think that taxpayers would like 

it, Utah, if they knew that they were paying a federal agent to surf?” (Point Break 

00:40:04-00:40:10) – the film self-reflexively draws attention to its moving away from 

the archetypal buddy structure, where ‘taxpayers’ is a metaphor for the action-film 

audience whom Bigelow understands have come to expect certain conventions from the 

genre they pay to watch. The performance of masculine identity within the narrative 

goes hand in hand with Bigelow’s performance as the action-film director. Masquerade 

in Point Break disrupts both gender and genre categories by pushing the film’s traits (of 

both its characters and its genre) into a more self-conscious performance, past the 

“breaking point of realism” (Grant, “Genre Films” 13). 

 Returning to Wilkins’ idea about the film’s relation to homoerotic bonding, she 

suggests that water acts as the convergence point between Utah and Bodhi. More 

specifically, the ocean is quite literally a fluid space, one that is also frequently linked 

to the feminine, even within the context of more culturally-exalted masculine 

performances. Point Break literalises this idea in Utah and Bodhi’s first meeting. Now 

undercover, Utah has managed to acquaint himself with a company of surfers who have 

invited him to a night-time game of football on the beach. The scene is underscored by 

intense, heavy rock music that drowns out most of the diegetic sound – that is, until 

Utah tackles Bodhi. At the exact point their bodies collide and the two men tumble into 

the water, the non-diegetic sound immediately cuts. Here, the diegetic crash of the 

waves onto the shore is amplified and conflated with the crash of the men’s bodies into 

the surf. As Bodhi and Utah grapple on the beach, the background score returns, only 

now the thrashing guitars are replaced with a low, pulsing bass-line hum, epitomising 
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the scene’s homoerotic tension while still allowing the diegetic sound of the waves to 

come through. As Needeya Islam describes of the scene, “the surfers live at the 

interstices and create their own space through action” (118), thereby drawing attention 

to the importance of movement to the film, but movement in terms of fluidity. The 

football game (a performance in and of itself) is an interesting context for Utah’s first 

meeting with Bodhi given that the film focuses so heavily on surfing. The contrast 

between the two sports highlights the difference between performance as a liberating 

force (surfing) and performance as a test (football); because where football games can 

be won or lost, surfing instead is about something less tangible: “the ultimate 

rush…nothing comes close to it, not even sex” (Point Break 00:38:44-00:38:49). 

Through the film’s weaving of the fluidity of the ocean with the more macho 

performance required by the football game, Point Break exemplifies that masculinity 

and homoerotic subtext are not two concepts that function independently of one another 

but because of one another. 

In Point Break, homoerotic desire is configured through the gaze and 

confounded by masquerade. Point Break conforms to traditional action-film narratives 

that will justify showcasing the physicality of the male body through context or setting 

and, by excessively accounting for why their male leads are so frequently shirtless, 

anxiously deny the potential for their heroes to be read as erotic objects. In the case of 

Point Break, Tasker points out that “the context of the surfing movie provides an ideal 

situation for the production of the body in action as visual display” (Spectacular Bodies 

163). The film’s male characters are certainly on constant display throughout the film to 

the point that one of Utah and Pappas’ clues that the Ex-Presidents are surfers comes in 

the form of tan lines on their butts; when ‘President Nixon’ moons for the bank’s 

security camera and Utah chides Pappas, “You’re not into kinky shit, are you?” (Point 



90 

 

Break 00:11:59-00:12:01), the film is concerned with the potential for Utah’s gaze to 

tread into uncharted waters, so to speak. Significantly, the main deterrent to Utah’s 

acquisition of the masterful gaze required by male action heroes is masquerade. 

Throughout the film, Utah is unable to recognise fellow undercover F.B.I agents and, in 

so doing, puts his assignment and his very life in jeopardy. After a raid on what Utah 

thinks is the home base of the Ex-Presidents, one of the supposed ‘bad guys’ reveals 

that he, like Utah, is actually undercover and the raid has “blown his whole operation” 

(Point Break 00:57:11-00:57:12). Utah’s inability to see past disguise is hyperbolised 

during the raid’s fight sequences when he shatters a mirror (the reflection of the agent 

in disguise fragments along with it) and again when his face, the very site of 

masquerade, is almost pushed into a lawnmower. Islam reads the attempted destruction 

of Utah’s face (and, by extension, eyes) as a recurrent tension that Point Break creates 

between Utah as a hero and Utah as an erotic object (115). To further this point, 

masquerade becomes (and, for Utah, confounds) the literalising of this very process of 

switching between conflicting states and identities. In this way, masquerade in Point 

Break tampers with the active agent’s masterful and heroic gaze in order to parody the 

action genre itself wherein it is the very showcasing of hegemonic masculine ideals 

which reveals it as mere pose or disguise (Shuckmann 680). 

Point Break gives such a disguise a physical manifestation in the form of the 

gun and the surfboard, both of which stand in for the phallus. Visually, the phallic 

connotations of these objects are obvious: both are long, hard, and, in regards to the 

surfboard, rests between the legs or, in regards to the gun, is capable of penetration. 

But, more than that, these objects can be read as phallic iconography because they 

connote power. As Manzi points out, “the surfboard and the gun are liberating to Bodhi 

and Utah; they allow them to purge their internal conflicts on the external world” 
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(“Point ‘Heart’ Break”). Both men use their respective phalli for pleasure (to surf or for 

target practice), for protection (both are used as weapons throughout the film), and, 

most importantly, for release. And the film specifies sexual release in two key 

moments. Firstly, the scene when Utah and Bodhi first surf together is filled with 

dialogue with double meanings. As the two ride the same wave, Utah shouts, “I’m 

fucking surfing!” (Point Break 00:43:43-00:43:44) and, lest the audience miss the point, 

Bodhi calls back to Utah, “Isn’t this the best feeling on Earth?” (Point Break 00:43:47-

00:00:43:49). The crash of the waves in combination with the men’s cries of ecstasy 

highlights that the surfboard has facilitated a literal climactic moment in their 

relationship. Secondly, the film’s chase scene, where Utah has discovered that Bodhi is 

the leader of the Ex-Presidents and is in pursuit of him on foot, represents the gun as a 

means to convey sexual frustration. The chase scene culminates in a moment where 

Utah has a clear shot of Bodhi, but is unable to pull the trigger. In frustration and 

anguish, Utah fires his gun into the air and cries out as Bodhi escapes. As the scene cuts 

from a close up of Utah, gun raised and one eye shut tight trying to aim, to a dramatic 

close up of Bodhi’s eyes underneath the Reagan mask, the film’s camerawork 

emphasises the closeness between the two men. These two scenes demonstrate how 

masculine iconography, the phallus, is used to mask or stand in for moments of 

homoerotic desire; like a mask and the man underneath it, each concept informs the 

other, rather than existing independently. Manzi’s aforementioned phrasing draws 

attention to an internal/external divide where the phallus (the wish to have it or the wish 

to be it) must function in the film as a kind of disguise. 

Point Break’s thinking about the phallus as a disguise or stand-in draws 

attention to the way in which masculinity’s logic of power relies on symbols and 

signification (Lane, “Bigelow’s Trajectory” 75). Though these symbols highlight the 
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superficiality of the phallus, and by extension masculinity’s assertion of a natural 

dominance more generally, they also represent a moral dilemma within the film: Point 

Break asks of its male characters whether having the phallus and, most importantly in 

regards to my previous discussion of homoeroticism, desiring the phallus is actually 

worthwhile. The film’s moral dilemma here is framed around a simple questioning of 

Utah about who he is and what he wants (Keane 26). In other words, where Utah began 

the film with a perfect ability to handle a gun (the phallus), he now, at this stage of the 

film’s narrative, is both unable and unwilling to shoot Bodhi. The film ironises this 

sentiment in the skydiving scene, where Utah is presented with a second chance to “get 

[his] man” (Point Break 01:43:21-01:43:22). Utah has caught Bodhi, mid-air and 

freefalling out of a plane. Utah has his gun aimed but, once again, the film’s moral 

dilemma presents itself: Utah must either shoot Bodhi and risk a dangerous landing or 

drop the gun and securely deploy the parachute. Here, dropping the phallus becomes a 

matter of life and death where the death of one of the men results in the death of the 

other (Lane, Feminist Hollywood 121). Utah’s wanting the phallus and his having the 

phallus have become muddled through his exploration of a new masculine culture and 

different ways of being. Utah is unable to shoot Bodhi because, in these moments of 

hesitation, the two men literally see eye to eye and recognise the other within 

themselves – not in terms of Utah’s newfound value for surfing culture or philosophy, 

for example, but as sharing common ground as men in masks, forced to conceal both 

who they are and what they want. In this way, the film asks whether wearing the façade 

of the phallus, a charade though it is, is absolutely fulfilling (in the way that hegemonic 

masculinity would advertise to its performers) or worth the cost of one’s life. 

Furthermore, the film builds upon these ideas by noting the inherent contradiction of 

using the phallus as a mask, as a kind of ‘tough guise’, in its depictions of violence.  
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Violence in Point Break brings out more sinister aspects of both male bonding 

and male masquerade. This chapter has explored Utah’s transformation from dealing 

with masquerade as merely a job requirement to his understanding of performance as a 

source of pleasure, but masquerade also threatens to spill over into the realm of pain, 

violence, and death. Violence is another kind of bodily transformation, but Point Break 

emphasises that it is not just Utah or Bodhi’s lives which are at stake in their 

homoerotic competition as doubles. Point Break’s most violent action sequences raise 

the question of how many people Utah is willing to sacrifice in order to “get [his] man” 

(Point Break 01:43:21-01:43:22). For instance, Tasker points out that where the film’s 

bank robbery sequences were initially quite humorous (in terms of overblown 

theatricality), they become dangerous, ultimately resulting in the death of civilians, 

Utah’s fellow F.B.I agents, and his partner, Pappas (Spectacular Bodies 164). The 

film’s most violent action sequences are framed as a result of the homoerotic 

competition between Utah and Bodhi as doubles to the extent that Patrick Schuckmann 

suggests that their desire to be and to be with each other “identifies vaguely longing for 

death” (676). The breaking points in their relationship, the moments which threaten 

both their lives and the lives of the people around them, are marked by and are 

inseparable from violence characteristic of a more traditional action film (Tasker, 

Spectacular Bodies 163). Significantly, Bodhi claims to abhor violence; his philosophy 

is “basic dog psychology: project strength to avoid conflict” (Point Break 01:23:49-

01:24:12). In other words, Bodhi wears the façade of a violent and powerful hegemonic 

masculinity in order to maintain order; but is there really a difference between acting 

and being? The film’s violent scenes – devoid of soundtrack, jarringly edited, framed in 

intense close-ups – highlight the contradiction in Bodhi’s philosophy and suggest that 

when the naturalness of hegemonic masculinity is performed or the phallus is used as a 
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mask, the consequences are equally as violent and harmful as toxic or hegemonic 

masculinity itself. Bodhi’s Zen philosophies are a cover for amorality and violence 

(Greven 147). Put simply, in Point Break, gender masquerade and homoeroticism can 

tend towards violence as much as progression.  

Such progression is brought about because bonds between men have 

transformative power in Point Break. In particular, the film’s closing sequence offers 

Utah as a ‘new man’ – whether he has become a New Man per se is debatable. In the 

film’s final scene, Utah confronts Bodhi on Bells Beach in Australia after what the 

audience is told was an extensive round-the-world search. Utah’s appearance is 

markedly changed: his clean-cut hair has grown out, mirroring Bodhi’s beachy waves, 

and he has swapped the F.B.I’s usual suit and tie uniform for a casual denim jacket and 

jeans. Most importantly, he tells Bodhi that he is still surfing “everyday” (Point Break 

01:48:23-01:48:23). Though he may no longer look like an F.B.I agent, Utah remains 

intent on finishing his mission; he wrestles Bodhi into the ocean (recalling their first 

meeting) and manages to handcuff Bodhi to his own wrist. His retention of the value of 

law and order blended with his surfer appearance suggests a new kind of masculinity 

made up of contradictory states of being; he is both and neither, simultaneously hard 

and soft bodied, both man and mask (Redmond, “All That is Male” 115). Earlier in this 

chapter, I proposed that the lesson to be learnt by the film’s characters is not which 

form of masculinity (hegemonic or marginalised) is the more acceptable; instead, Point 

Break’s test of masculine dominance is decided by which man is able to recognise and 

harness their symbolic power as a projection or performance. And this is precisely what 

Utah has achieved throughout the film: he was able to unmask the shortcomings and 

contradictions within his own hegemonic masculinity and, at the same time, unmask 

Bodhi’s New-Man masculinity as equally harmful. What is more, as a postmodern ‘both 
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and neither’ subject, Utah has proven himself capable of growth and change where, by 

contrast, Bodhi has stagnated. Bodhi’s myopic devotion to his beliefs and refusal to 

confront the ‘Utah’ within himself has meant that he has stopped moving, emphasised 

by the film with the image of the handcuffs (to which Utah alone has the key). So, in 

Point Break’s narrative resolution, Utah’s adoption of masculinities neither passes nor 

fails the test of performance because he has come to see masculine identity for what it 

actually is (a disguise from the outset) and is both within and outside the gender system 

(Lane, “Bigelow’s Trajectory” 121). Ultimately, Point Break is able to advocate for a 

more transgressive image of gender blurring without falling victim to either the 

patriarchal revisionism of the New Man identity nor the rhetoric of ‘real men’. 

Similarly, Point Break’s ending with Utah inhabiting masculinities is quite 

radical in its uncoupling of heterosexuality from law and order. In criticism of the film, 

much has been said about the film’s final shot: Utah un-cuffs Bodhi and allows him to 

ride one last wave on Bells Beach rather than symbolically die in a jail cell, his decision 

culminating with Utah throwing his police badge into the tide. Greven reads Utah’s 

gesture “as a statement of satisfaction…at the successful elimination of the maddening 

goad to endless desire figured in Bodhi, which the law both facilitated and enforced. 

Bodhi dead, the law – which both led Utah to Bodhi and has lost its original purpose – 

has done its work and to retain it would be superfluous” (149). King agrees, concluding 

that Utah “has come to resemble the criminal (which, physically, he does) too closely to 

enforce the law” (“Feelings and Firefights” 78). I disagree and would posit that a 

further exploration of whether “Utah gets his guy” (Point Break 01:50:51-01:50:52) is 

needed in wider criticism of the film. Utah both does and does not ‘get’ his man. On the 

one hand, to the extent that Utah, as previously argued, has transformed, he does ‘get’ 

his man; he has ‘understood’ the power and potential in different ways of masculine 
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being. On the other hand, by letting Bodhi go, Utah does not ‘capture’ his perpetrator 

and, hence, Point Break presents a resolution that undoes the underlying homoeroticism 

in the phrase “get his man”. But this implicit return to heterosexual feeling comes at the 

cost of law and order. In this way, I would read Utah’s final gesture of throwing his 

badge into the sea as the final image of the film’s conceit: the point where two 

seemingly un-crossable paths (law and crime, man and mask, and hegemonic 

masculinity and the New Man) merge and create something new (in the case of Point 

Break, what is created, as I previously discussed, are masculinities). By neither 

reinforcing nor giving up either line, Utah’s wave does not so much crash into Bodhi’s 

as it creates a kind of whirlpool. The detachment of law and order and heterosexuality 

from narrative resolution is quite unprecedented in traditional narrative cinema and, 

further, expands upon the film’s advocacy of a blended masculine identity rather than 

one that is static.  

Ultimately, Point Break’s most subversive accomplishment is its employment of 

the traditional action-film format (buddy tropes, homoerotic tension, masculinity in 

‘crisis’) in order to at once reinforce and critique this very structure. Bigelow’s “cinema 

of transgression, then, is a contradictory or paradoxical activity” (Jermyn and Redmond 

3). At once, her critique and reinforcement collapse into one another so that to ask the 

question of which reading applies becomes as impractical as asking which masculine 

self is the masquerade and which is the man underneath. The very conceit of the film is 

a metamorphosis of conflicting readings, identities, and generic tropes into one and the 

same. The film builds upon this sentiment by the contrast between Utah and Bodhi 

where, throughout the film, Utah is never shown in a physical disguise (granted, he 

takes up signifiers, such as the surfboard, but he never dons an actual costume) whereas 

Bodhi is too reliant on his Reagan-costume to the extent that his philosophy becomes 
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more important than the lives of his fellow Ex-Presidents. In other words, in Point 

Break ‘real men’ naturalise performance whereas New Men perform naturalness. The 

performance of invisibility, in tandem with overblown images of masculine 

masquerade, work as both an excess of and dislocation from the idea of the action 

genre; Point Break is an action film about action films. This meta-narrative 

accomplishes something further than generic self-reflexivity. Jeff Karnicky argues that 

Point Break “conceptualises action as a form of thought” in order to replace “a static 

and unified concept of the subject” (140). Aside from dismantling stereotypes of action 

cinema as ‘dumb’ spectacle, Karnicky’s point suggests that thinking about action 

requires action (and so Bigelow’s Point Break requires generic conformity as she poses 

questions about the action genre). In much the same way, critiquing the phenomenon of 

masculinity in ‘crisis’ requires a re-presentation of this very state. 

Through its representation of American masculinity in ‘crisis’, Point Break is 

able to ask what makes a man in the 1990s. Though the film acknowledges that ‘real 

men’ and New Men both utilise performance, Point Break’s preoccupation with the 

divide between law and criminality privileges certain kinds of masquerade; Bodhi is 

perhaps Riviere’s criminal whereas Utah is Lacan’s imposter. The film’s conclusion 

does not fully cast aside this preoccupation, but when Utah throws his badge into the 

sea Point Break at least attempts a questioning of the cop subgenre which informs its 

plot and characterisation. The film moves from conceptualising performance as a test 

(via the rhetoric of passing) to a rejection of this very condition set up by the gender 

order. Instead, Utah has come to see himself within competing images of identity, both 

feminine and masculine; first, with his cover-story to Tyler and, second, as a surfer. The 

film is careful to acknowledge the violence that comes with both representing the body 

in action and straight, white men using this performance for personal self-reflection. So, 
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Point Break posits that using the phallus as a disguise is as harmful as actually 

possessing it. The film is subversive to the extent that it represents an overblown 

performance of hegemonic masculinity. On the other hand, Point Break demonstrates 

that even an ironic performance of hegemonic masculine naturalness does not 

necessarily lead to progressive change for the collective. Point Break also falls into the 

trap of conflating homoeroticism with violence. In addition, the film’s overarching 

treatment of masquerade (as associated with criminality and with going ‘undercover’) 

suggests an anxious handling of gender passing. Nonetheless, under the many masks of 

masculinity in Point Break, there is nothing; the film never offers a stable identity to 

begin with but, rather, introduces masculinity as defined by movement (surfing), 

constructedness (on the F.B.I training grounds), and in relation to other identities (as the 

interposing of these performative arenas exemplifies). And whether Point Break’s 

masculinities perform invisibility or make performance invisible, there is no genesis for 

their masquerade in either case. As Utah walks out of frame from Bells Beach and 

Bodhi rides one last wave outside the camera’s line of sight, their masculinities become 

almost transcendent; they simply keep becoming, which comes at a cost of only being 

able to defer, rather than solve, their ‘crises’. 
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Chapter Three: Face/Off and Men of Surgery  

Like Point Break, John Woo’s Face/Off is a cop-action film. Face/Off begins 

with an opening montage set six years prior to the main narrative. Sean Archer (John 

Travolta), a senior F.B.I agent in a covert, anti-terrorism operative, is enjoying a ride on 

a carousel at a carnival with his young son, Michael Archer. Unbeknownst to the two as 

they happily play, lurking in the distance with a sniper rifle poised at their heads is 

Castor Troy (Nicholas Cage). Troy shoots, wounding Archer and murdering his son. 

Six years later and Troy, despite Archer’s best efforts, is still at large. The film follows 

Archer’s attempts to bring Troy to justice. A break in the case occurs when Archer and 

his team ambush Troy at the Los Angeles International Airport and learn that he has 

planted a bomb somewhere in the city set to explode in a matter of mere days. Before 

Archer can capture Troy and learn the location of the bomb, Troy is caught in the 

crossfire and is knocked into a coma from which his doctors say he will probably never 

awaken. Desperate for more information on the location of the explosive, the 

unprecedented decision is made by Archer’s boss that Archer will go undercover and 

infiltrate Troy’s gang. In a secretive and highly experimental procedure, Archer 

undergoes a face transplant procedure to take on Troy’s face, appearance, and voice. 

Archer’s plan is interrupted when Troy awakens from the coma, discovers his face 

missing, and forces the surgeon to transplant Archer’s face onto his. Now, not only is 

Archer faced with the task of locating the explosive, but he must also track down and 

capture Troy who has hijacked his life and identity.  

The cop-action elements of Face/Off are vital in representing masculinity 

‘crises’ within the film. However, at the risk of repeating my discussion of King’s 

Heroes in Hard Times from the previous chapter, I would posit that other generic 
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elements of Face/Off illustrate masculinity in ‘crisis’ in the film. Robin Doughtery calls 

Face/Off “a sci-fi film wrapped around a Shakespearean romantic comedy of assumed 

identities” (80) and I agree. I would posit that it is necessary to consider Face/Off’s 

almost post-human representation of plastic surgery as equally important to the film’s 

exploration of masculinity in ‘crisis’. Face/Off sits within a tradition of post-war films 

which deal with altering one’s face, such as Seconds (166) (Pearl 52). Sharrona Pearl’s 

book on the subject argues that “The face…is a very special part of the body, 

representing both the moral and the social order. The disintegration and manipulation of 

the (integrity of the) face is a challenge to the integrity of both” (52). I would suggest 

that a possible interpretation of the moral and social order Pearl speaks of is gender 

relations in Western patriarchy. The face is a site of gender expression and identity as 

much as the rest of the body. But, in addition, the face is a site of privileged 

individuation. Interrogating the malleability of the face immediately calls hegemonic 

masculinity’s narrative of ‘real men’ into question because, like gender, the face can be 

transformed. In Face/Off, the face is transformed surgically through a procedure which 

cosmetically ‘swaps’ the faces of two men onto the other’s body. Face/Off’s 

modification of the face is therefore a metaphor for hegemonic masculinity in ‘crisis’: 

replacing face is an attempt to “rewrite history rather than incorporate its lessons” 

(Pearl 51). Like ‘crisis’, plastic surgery is concerned with covering, suturing over, and 

masking. And while John Woo’s wider filmography, notably his Hong Kong films, are 

studied through the lens of identity ‘crisis’ (T. Williams, “Space” 69), Face/Off is all 

too often left out of this discussion. 

In order to bridge this gap, in this chapter, I will explore Face/Off’s 

representation of hegemonic masculinity in ‘crisis’. And it is specifically hegemonic 

masculinity that the film is concerned with; where Point Break exhibits masculinities 
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through the figures of the ‘real man’ and the New Man, Face/Off is instead preoccupied 

with different types of ‘real men’, or, hegemonic masculinity at different ends of a 

spectrum. The film specifies that this spectrum is dependent on binary oppositions, such 

as trauma/fun and good/evil. The crux of the film is how remarkably similar each 

concept is when acted out or performed, and it takes walking in another man’s shoes (or 

another man’s face) to fully understand this. The fusion of these seemingly conflicting 

elements will be how Face/Off comes to represent masculinities. But it is significant 

that the audience alongside the film’s main characters must read and negotiate 

constantly changing masquerades; it requires a very active audience to, for instance, see 

Nicholas Cage’s face and re-read it as Sean Archer instead of Castor Troyv. Like Point 

Break, Face/Off is also concerned with the relationship between law and order and 

masquerade. I will posit that heroes and criminals are defined in the film through their 

ability to adequately handle gender performance and doubling (and that the nature of 

this relationship between hero and villain will change significantly throughout the 

narrative). I will be asking throughout this chapter why it is significant that the film’s 

hero learn the art of gender masquerade in a culture of ‘crisis’. This chapter must also 

argue for the relevance of Face/Off’s place in this thesis considering that the film 

represents the family unit. I will argue that Face/Off represents the family not for the 

purpose of masculinity’s duplication but validating homoerotic relationships between 

men; father/son relationships are not a means of continuation in Face/Off. The film still 

privileges masquerade as a means for hegemonic masculinity to continue into the 

future. Specifically, Face/Off privileges a kind of masculine fusion; rather than familial 

bonds, it is men who must literally collide and come together if masculinities are to 

continue.   
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Just as I began my previous chapter, a brief account of the critical material 

related to Face/Off is necessary to framing the film’s (and the director’s) relationship to 

masquerade. As was the case for most critical literature on Point Break, scholarly 

material on Face/Off tends to explore the significance of Woo himself as an action-film 

director. Where critics emphasise the position of Bigelow as a woman in a man’s world, 

they highlight Woo’s status as an émigré director in Hollywood. For example, Pei-Chi 

Chung notes that Woo, as a Hong Kong filmmaker, must begin in Hollywood “from a 

peripheral position, both within and outside the mainstream industry” (33-34). 

Certainly, such a discussion is both important and useful to the extent that Woo was 

producing Face/Off as a cultural outsider. An analysis of Woo’s position and his 

perspective opens up possibilities for vital commentary on the action-film formula as 

both a product and performance of (typically) straight, white, male Hollywood. 

Unfortunately, the field seems to misrecognise the potential for Woo’s films to self-

consciously comment on the constructedness of the action genre itself and, instead, 

harshly concludes that Woo is either motivated or manipulated by a drive for “success” 

(Chung 34) within the Hollywood system. To illustrate, Jillian Sandell argues that: 

Woo’s Hollywood films follow much more closely the traditional 

U.S. action buddy film – full of nervous jokes about violence being a 

substitute for sex, and anxieties about what it means to be a man. 

Indeed, it is no accident that Woo’s move to Hollywood and the 

generic action film coincides with his turn to more stereotypical 

depictions of masculinity (33; emphasis added). 

 

Such a conclusion is severely limited. Certainly, it is no accident that Face/Off, as 

Woo’s first Hollywood film, portrays the kind of violent, homoerotic masculinity in 

‘crisis’ which an action-film audience has come to recognise. But to imply, as Sandell’s 

phrasing does, that Woo has almost ‘lost himself’ to the Hollywood performance 

arguably underestimates both Woo (as an auteur) and Face/Off. Instead, I am inclined 
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to shift focus towards the significance of this masquerade, of Woo’s “process of 

becoming” (Ciecko 221) which manifests in Face/Off as a self-conscious hybridisation 

of both his unique filmmaking aesthetic and the traditional, Hollywood action-film 

narrative.  

Unique to Face/Off is a hyper-conscious awareness of its status as a John Woo 

action film. Visually, Face/Off bears all of Woo’s authorial trademarks: gleaming 

weaponry, religious iconography, thunderstorms of gunfire, a flight of birds twirling out 

of the mise-en-scéne, explosions like fireworks, action captured usually with a hand-

held camera, saturated, shimmering lighting, slow motion, and a composition that is at 

times rigidly symmetrical (McDonagh 46). As my description implies, the film 

frequently emphasises the contrast between the narrative’s bloody violence and the 

slow, angelic, painterly composition. Such a contrast characterises Face/Off from the 

outset. The film opens with Sean Archer and his son, Michael, at a carnival fairground 

enjoying a ride on a carousel before Castor Troy shoots Archer, wounding him and 

inadvertently killing Michael; the carousel set, laden with twinkling lights and colourful 

balloons, contrasts jarringly with Michael’s bloody corpse in Archer’s arms. The film’s 

opening sequence establishes Face/Off’s aesthetic, as much as its plot, as one of 

hybridisation. The film is concerned with the coming together and meshing of 

oppositions, pushing Woo’s aesthetic into overblown theatricality to the extent that 

Tony Williams aptly describes the film as a “carnivalesque play of dualities” 

(“American Dream” 35; emphasis added). 

So, more than simply presenting a somatic expression of ‘innocence’ versus 

‘violence’, Face/Off establishes the meeting and eventual fusion of these binaries in a 

carnivalesque kind of performance. Face/Off is “saturated with a specific carnival sense 

of the world” (Bakhtin 107), even outside its literal depiction of the fairground in the 
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opening sequence. For Bakhtin, the carnival occurs on the border of art and life and 

thus allows a transformative moment by directly challenging the nature of reality (108). 

In the carnival and for hegemonic masculinities in Face/Off, “everything is permitted” 

(Bakhtin 89): humour mingles with tragedy, innocence and violence collide, and truth 

and fiction blend. Woo himself understands that this kind of fusion is an activity 

(requiring movement, requiring action) as much as it is an aesthetic when he describes 

his method of shooting action as being like “doing a dance sequence” (Woo in Heard 

169). There is a kind of choreography to Face/Off’s opening, as the carousel spins and 

its horses bob up and down precisely in-step like waltzing dancers, that exaggerates the 

action sequence’s performative nature. In this way, a carnivalesque masquerade 

accounts for the film’s key structuring motif: plastic surgery. 

What surfing is to Point Break, plastic surgery is to Face/Off. The mask, in 

Face/Off, becomes literalised as the face of another, sutured onto the body through an 

extensive medical/cosmetic procedure. But Pearl is careful to note the difference 

between changing one’s face (into something both new and improved) and replacing 

one’s face (to look convincingly like the other): 

Changing the face in some way always vexes the index between face 

and character, and may always be cheating to some extent. But 

substituting the face is a different story, a distinction not only in 

degree but in kind. It still vexes the index, and it still cheats, but it 

also creates a new specter of anonymity, of iterative self-

representation, of communal rather than individual manipulation. It 

also, always, involves someone else. According to these films, using 

the faces of others on a large scale demands nothing short of a new 

ethical framework (55).  

 

In contrast to Point Break, which is a film about transformation, Face/Off, in Pearl’s 

model, is a film about replacement and about substitution; the procedure, Archer is 

assured repeatedly, is “a temporary trade” (Face/Off 00:24:15-00:24:15). In this way, I 
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would situate Face/Off in contrast to action films of the 1980s which feature the 

bodybuilder hero. Where bodybuilding changes one’s frame into an anxious cultural 

ideal of hegemonic masculinity, plastic surgery is more concerned with the beautifying 

of hegemonic masculinity so that it may appear natural, “to disappear in the crowd with 

bodies that are distinctly ‘common’…[erasing] all difference between men to varying 

degrees” (Atkinson 48). In other words, bodybuilding naturalises performance where 

plastic surgery’s model performs naturalness (Monaghan 48). For what is being 

swapped in Face/Off as much as the men themselves are their respective modes of 

gender performance.   

Unlike Point Break, Face/Off is not interested in representing a ‘crisis’ between 

kinds of masculinity (New men and ‘real men’). Rather, the film’s anxiety lies within 

the contradictions inherent in discourses around hegemonic masculinity at different 

ends of a spectrum. So, where Catherine Constable describes the opposition between 

Troy and Archer being encapsulated by a dichotomy of fun/trauma (“Postmodernism” 

56), I would posit that the crux of Face/Off is actually how remarkably similar fun and 

trauma (and, therefore, Troy and Archer) appear when they are performed. In Face/Off 

there is fun in trauma and trauma in fun and, notably, each opposition is performed in 

the film through violence. To illustrate, Troy is a terrorist and throughout the film he 

refers to murder and death as “a ride” (Face/Off 00:16:48-00:16:48), again evoking the 

carnivalesque. In turn, Archer belongs to a department of the F.B.I which incarcerates 

criminals in institutions outside of Amnesty International’s reach, where “The Geneva 

Convention is void” (Face/Off 00:38:45-00:38:47). Indeed, as Troy says to Archer, 

“We’ve got something in common: we both know our guns” (Face/Off 00:15:34-

00:15:37). Both men, regardless of their motivations or inner moral code, employ a 

violent, hegemonic masculinity. The film’s depiction of violence at both ends of the 
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hegemonic spectrum, law and order and crime and trauma and fun, exposes hegemonic 

masculinity’s need to remain open (to redefinition) rather than static. Archer and Troy 

are products of a culture of ‘crisis’ where oppositions (law and order and crime, in this 

case) complement and define each other and, in so doing, expose the contradictions and 

inconsistencies within discourses of hegemonic masculine violence. Considering the 

film’s preoccupation with violence, there is another reading of the title that must be 

considered: ‘face off’ in terms of confrontation.  

‘Face off’ also means a meeting/conflict, but what in Face/Off is meeting and 

why is it in conflict? A surface level reading would immediately conclude that it is 

Archer and Troy who are the opposites in a stand-off (and, indeed, the film showcases 

numerous face offs between the two male leads). But a more specific logic is at work in 

the film which examines the meeting of mind and body, which offers ample opportunity 

for a reading into how masculinity positions itself in this dualism. As Troy-as-Archer 

says of this distinction, “I don't know what I hate wearing worse: [Archer’s] face or 

[Archer’s] body” (Face/Off 01:33:32-01:33:38). This is the conflict that the film’s ideas 

about masculinity are largely concerned with: the self and the body. As Victor Seidler 

says of masculinity, the body represents, for manhood, feelings, whereas the mind 

represents the self (81). Hence, “…to be a ‘weak’ man was to be no man at all…So it 

could seem that emotions had to be curbed at any cost and that the body had to be 

armored…against feeling” (Seidler 81; emphasis added). We can read this idea of 

‘armouring’ alongside the Asian concept of 爱面子 (ài miàn zǐ, ‘to save face’). The plot 

and stakes of Face/Off are literally concerned with saving/recovering face. But, what is 

more, ‘saving face’ encompasses masculinity’s mind/body split, whereby feelings and 

emotions are not expressed in order to maintain one’s honour or dignity – in other 

words, one’s sense of self (Szeto 94). In this way, the mind/body split in Face/Off 
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“represents the moment when hegemony is un-facialisable…the face hijacks the body” 

(Szeto 94). The film asks what makes a man if one’s selfhood can be replaced and/or if 

the face of another can become stuck onto his own. Initially, Face/Off introduces very 

neat concepts about what makes a man (i.e. the either/or position in regards to fun and 

trauma) before it begins to question the crossover between these categories. The duality, 

fun/trauma, prefigured in the film’s opening sequence also comes to categorise Troy 

and Archer’s respective masculine masquerades. 

Critical readings of Face/Off tend to conclude that both Archer and Troy 

represent good and evil and trauma and fun, respectively (Constable, “Postmodernism” 

56). Such interpretations centre on the film’s position within the postmodern tradition, 

particularly, of breaking down a binaristic logic and instead showing how identity 

categories can blur and mesh. For instance, Constable does mention the film’s concern 

with performance, but concludes by situating Face/Off within postmodern cinema’s 

concern with self-reflexivity (“Postmodernism” 59). My approach is likewise 

postmodern, but I believe more specific argumentation and a vocabulary of gender is 

necessary for understanding how Face/Off actually portrays this duality. In fact, it is 

only through masquerade that Archer can represent trauma and Troy can represent fun 

in the first place. Each duality is a kind of adaptation of the characters’ performances of 

hegemonic masculinity. I believe that more specific wording is needed. Where 

Constable says ‘fun’ to describe Troy and ‘trauma’ to describe Archer, I would replace 

these concepts with ‘acting out’ and ‘internalising’. The point is not simply that Troy 

exists within a tradition of zealous/playful action-cinema villains and Archer within 

wounded/split heroes; Face/Off extends this tradition through its representation of 

masculine masquerade so that Troy is a villain because his masculinity is playful and 

Archer is traumatised because he inhabits a split masculine subjectivity. 
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Face/Off frames Troy, in particular, as a villain because his version of 

masculinity is hyper-performative. After the opening sequence, the film informs the 

audience that six years have passed since Troy murdered Michael Archer, whom the 

F.B.I database describes as the “carousel sniper victim” (Face/Off 00:20:26-00:20:26) – 

a victim of the carnivalesque. What is more, Troy has evaded punishment for his crime 

because he has mastered the arts of performance and living a double life. Throughout 

the film, Cage plays Troy with a graceful fluidity to his movement that often breaks out 

into an outright song and dance performance (or, at least, dialogue spoken in a sing-

song rhythm). To illustrate, after Michael’s death, Troy’s next appearance in the film is 

dressed as a priest conducting a church choir at the Los Angeles Convention Centre – 

an ironic disguise considering that Troy has planted a bomb somewhere inside the 

building. The exuberance of the “Hallelujah” chorus provides an almost comical 

theatricality to the scene as Troy mockingly dances and sings before the choir, 

blasphemes, and fondles one of the female choristers. In essence, his (immoral) actions 

are not congruent with his outward (priestly) appearance, but rather than expose Troy’s 

image as a façade, the scene prefigures Troy’s ability to “perform the irony of 

detachment” (Yacowar 474). What makes Troy such a threatening adversary is that his 

masculinity is a masquerade from the outset and, what is more, he is not only aware but 

comfortable with this condition of his identity, so much so that his only motive is play 

or, in his words, “having fun” (Face/Off 00:15:48-00:15:49). A similar ability, to 

negotiate between the mask and the man underneath, will be required by Archer (and, 

arguably, the audience) in the film’s second act when he and Troy swap faces, for 

where Troy represents the fun in mastering masculine masquerade, Archer embodies 

the trauma of living in a split subjective state of manhood.  
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In contrast to the film’s depiction of Troy, Face/Off represents Archer as 

fractured. Though, like Troy, Archer’s masculinity is a performance from the outset 

(emphasised by his position in the F.B.I as leader of a covert anti-terrorism team), 

Archer is arguably faced with the prospect of being doubly split in his identity; in 

addition to the masquerade required of a covert operative, the bullet that tore through 

his chest has literally split Archer open, leaving him with both a physical and emotional 

scar. This wounding is the embodiment of Archer’s trauma and Face/Off stresses that, 

six years later, he is still not healed or, in other words, is failing to deal with being 

fractured. Notably, when the film reintroduces Archer, he expresses his frustration and 

anguish by masking parts of his face with his hands. The next sequence, after Troy has 

planted the bomb, follows Archer and his team who have traced Troy’s location to an 

airport. To catch Troy – and, by association, the source of his trauma – Archer must 

stop him from ‘taking off’. But Archer’s wounding, his own split masculinity, stops him 

from adequately handling the ‘taking off’/unmasking of another. Archer’s trauma 

clouds his judgement and his obsession with being the lone hero to personally 

apprehend Troy leads to the death or injury of a number of his colleagues. In painfully 

slow motion, the film emphasises that Troy is so familiar with the condition of doubling 

that he is able to load two guns, one in each hand, faster than Archer can load his own 

and protect his team; Archer’s incompetent handling of his gun, the phallic signifier, is 

a direct result of his inability to handle his own traumatic splitting – and his actions 

have had dire consequences. Here, Face/Off has constructed Archer as a kind of un-

masterful masculine agent, a man that is failing to out-perform his adversary. The 

airport sequence reveals that what is at stake in the film throughout, more than simply 

bringing a killer to justice, is a reversal of the power dynamic between the two men, in 
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which mastery of unveiling/taking off currently and incorrectly resides with Troy, the 

criminal, rather than the covert operations team, the institution of law and order.  

Hegemonic masculinity retains power and dominance in Face/Off by simulating 

realness. The face swap procedure in this way becomes a metaphor for hegemonic 

masculinity securing its continuation through simulating biology. As the surgeon says 

of the operation, he is not just substituting a likeness of Troy, but instead Archer is 

getting “the real thing” (Face/Off 00:23:15-00:23:15). Yet, despite the procedure’s 

surgical perfection, once again Archer struggles to handle masculine masquerade. After 

the operation, Archer-as-Troy is then taken to Erehwon prison to infiltrate Troy’s gang 

and learn the location of the bomb. His weakness in a fight immediately arouses 

suspicion from Troy’s brother, Pollux (Alessandro Nivola). Realising that he is putting 

his mission in danger, Archer imitates one of Troy’s maniacal smiles for Pollux and 

actually goes on to win the fight, all the while asserting, “Yeah, I’m Castor Troy! I’m 

Castor Troy!” (Face/Off 00:58:15-00:58:20). Notably, the fight sequence is filmed 

much like a performance: the mise-en-scéne composition includes a crowd of prison 

inmates who cheer the fight on, like an audience watching a show. Archer-as-Troy must 

win the fight in order to ‘pass’, and the scene constructs gender masquerade as a kind of 

test that can be either won or lost. This fight scene reveals that in order to seamlessly 

pass it is not enough for Archer to merely look like Troy; Archer must simulate Troy 

with a mimetic exactitude so perfect it is surgical. Hegemonic masculinity in Face/Off 

is faced with the test of learning to masquerade as a gender ontology. 

Troy’s passing as Archer reveals that masquerade and performance are not 

threats to masculinity’s ontological security so much as they are an opportunity for 

hegemonic transformation. Because Troy was conscious of his own gender masquerade 



111 

 

from the outset, his experience passing as Archer is markedly different than Archer’s 

experience passing as him. In his first interaction with Jamie Archer (Dominique 

Swain), Sean’s daughter, Troy-as-Archer confidently tells her, “You’re going to be 

seeing some changes around here” (Face/Off 00:59:20-00:59:21). And Troy-as-Archer 

does exactly that. He repairs the relationship between Sean and his wife, Eve Archer 

(Joan Allen), by putting her before commitments to his job, even declining a call from 

the President to return a call from Eve in one scene. He also strengthens the bond 

between Sean and his colleagues, apologising for Archer’s previously morose and tense 

demeanour. Wanda, a member of Archer’s covert operations team, retorts, “Sir, did you 

just have a surgical procedure?” and Troy-as-Archer freezes, fearful he has been caught 

in a lie. Wanda then continues, “Well, was the stick successfully removed from your 

arse?” and the room erupts into laughter (Face/Off 01:00:01-01:00:07). The irony of 

Wanda’s dialogue reveals that, though Archer’s family and colleagues find Troy-as-

Archer’s personality and behaviour odd, they have welcomed the change. In other 

words, not only does Troy manage to evade suspicion, he actually does a better job of 

being Archer than Archer himself. Along with the literal face swap procedure, Troy has 

given Archer a kind of face lift, improving his life, relationships, and reputation 

immensely. Through the metaphor of plastic surgery, Face/Off shows how hegemonic 

masculinity needs to remain open to redefinition if it is to thrive. Significantly, the 

film’s female characters also share this mastery over identity performance.  

Women in Face/Off are depicted as masters of identity performance. Regardless 

of whether they belong to the side of law and order or crime, the film’s female 

characters are each represented as Moore’s “experts in simulation” (181). To illustrate, 

Dr. Eve Archer is a surgeon and so reading, altering, and saving bodies is all in a day’s 

work to her. Jamie Archer is constantly changing her appearance throughout the film. In 
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her introduction in the film, the audience learns that Jamie got into a fight in school 

because a classmate made fun of the way she looks; coupled with her father’s 

condescending retort, “You change who you are every week…Who are you supposed to 

be now?”, to which Jamie asserts, “I’m supposed to be me!” (Face/Off 00:18:10-

00:18:13), the film presents Jamie as unashamedly and adamantly herself to the extent 

that, unlike Sean, she is willing to fight for her right to experiment with different 

identities. And, finally, Sasha Hassler (Gina Gershon), Troy’s mistress, is able to lie 

while under interrogation from Archer; in other words, she is able to pretend more 

competently than Archer himself when he attempts to play good-cop/bad-cop. I am 

inclined to be suspicious of scholarship on Face/Off that remains uncritical about the 

role that Eve, Jamie, and Sasha perform in the narrative. Arguments that reduce Eve 

and Jamie, for example, to “vaguely real characters – an unhappy wife, a rebellious 

teenage daughter – introduced for emotional effect” (Dargis 11) seem to misrecognise 

the film’s preoccupation with disguise and pretence; I certainly agree that Eve and 

Jamie are ‘vaguely real’, but I would posit that Face/Off constructs them in this way for 

more than simply ‘emotional effect’. The point here is that these women are shown to 

be natural performers, able to reconcile the contradiction in that very phrase. As 

Manohla Dargis’ phrasing implies, Face/Off’s depiction of women is by no means 

progressive or radical, but the problem is not a lack of character depth. Rather, the 

extent to which Face/Off pushes its female characters to the side so that Archer can 

learn and grow from the teaching of another man is arguably where the film’s depiction 

of a homoerotic hegemonic masculinity becomes misogynistic. Face/Off’s tensions over 

bonds between men versus familial relationships deserves closer attention.   

Face/Off at first glance would seem to align with extant critical material on 

1990s action cinema that says the genre offers ‘duplication’ as a resolution to 
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masculinity ‘crisis’ by investing in representations of father-son relationships. I do not 

think Face/Off can be included in this generic pattern, however, because the film 

represents family relationships as lacking in any real value compared to the 

relationships that men have with each other. And this is a consistent theme in Woo’s 

oeuvre. McDonagh says of both Woo’s Hong Kong and American films: 

Woo’s films send powerfully mixed erotic messages: eerily sexless on 

the surface, subtext boiling with fetishistic innuendo...In Woo’s dream 

world...the boys have more fun without [women]. Displaced 

homoeroticism with sadistic overtones, inevitable whenever guys start 

showing one another their guns, carries the full weight of sexual 

connotation in Woo’s films. His macho men are happiest picking 

buckshot out of each other’s flesh and taking beatings for one another 

(47). 

 

Archer’s relentless pursuit of Troy at the expense of his relationship with his wife 

exemplifies these overtones but it is Troy, in particular, who lives in Woo’s dream 

world. He despises heterosexual suburbia, describing living within a heteronormative 

family unit as being “in hell” (Face/Off 00:52:08-00:52:08). Particularly, it is the 

confines of heteronormativity that seem to be at odds with Troy’s need for ‘fun’; 

driving down a suburban street, Troy complains that “[he] may never get a hard-on 

again…Every house on this block looks the same” (Face/Off 00:52:10-00:52:58). In 

other words, Troy thrives in living a double life but the kind of performance required by 

compulsory heterosexuality is specifically mimicry. Where Archer is forcibly split open 

by Troy, Archer’s lifestyle imposes its own kind of undesirable masculine masquerade 

upon Troy – that of conformity. To the extent that Archer and Troy must navigate each 

other’s masculine performances when their faces are swapped, Face/Off purports that 

relationships with women are but surface-level gestures, whereas relationships between 

men afford deeper opportunities for personal growth. Overall, the role of 

homoeroticism in Face/Off is to construct Archer and Troy as “blood brothers” (T. 
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Williams, “American Dream” 34) – while they are capable of both violence and 

emotionality, it is only in their relationship with each other, rather than with their 

respective wife and mistress, that affords such complex male subjectivity. 

Again, as I did in my previous chapter, I must pause and defend the relationship 

between Archer and Troy as specifically homoerotic. In much the same way as some 

scholars do not consider Point Break a film about the erotic bond between Utah and 

Bodhi, Bernice Reynaud, for instance, comments that “The homoerotic nuances of 

[Woo’s] stories never suggest a more literal enactment of the fantasy…man is man, 

woman is woman, and friendship is what it seems” (62). In the case of Face/Off, I 

disagree and would question to what extent Reynaud’s conclusion applies in a film 

about the relationship between two male enemies. Instead, Woo’s films are male-

bonding films “but they are also another face of identification with the other. His films 

speak to strong bonds between the male characters that allow them to understand the 

other” (Magal 82). The homoerotic tension comes in Face/Off in those moments where 

the hero sees himself in his enemy and vice versa. For example, the first time that Troy 

is confronted with his own face sutured onto that of his enemy, Troy-as-Archer jeers, 

“Ooh-wee, you’re good lookin’! You’re hot! It’s like looking in a mirror, only…not” 

(Face/Off 00:50:13-00:50:22). Aside from the performance inherent in Travolta’s sing-

song delivery of what could perhaps be described as lines from a love poem, 

masquerade is the device that draws attention to the homoerotic nature of these lines. 

Certainly, it is not exactly like looking into a mirror (in other words, Troy is not merely 

talking to himself) because the man before Troy-as-Archer is Nicholas Cage as well as 

Archer-as-Troy. These layers upon layers of masculine masquerade, at the level of plot 

as well as the physical presence of the actors, certainly create multiple masculinities 

which an audience must constantly be reading and redefining throughout the film. 
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Where Point Break is a love story in disguise, Face/Off is perhaps an “extravagant male 

love story” (Magal 82; emphasis added), where the homoerotic nuances of the action 

film are pushed to a level of carnivalesque masquerade as the audience is forced, like 

the characters, to peel back multiple layers of performance.  Discounting the 

homoerotic potential of Face/Off is a disservice to the film’s concern with masculinities 

at the level of genre; I agree with Chung that one of Woo’s key auteurial marks is the 

intense male relationships that are the focus of his films (43). 

In Face/Off, bonds between men are made through violence. According to Eric 

Weiler, intimacy between men can only come at moments of extreme violence because 

gunfire and bloodshed act as a pardon for close physical contact (7). Woo himself has 

said that he “often [has] to hide the romantic side of [his] nature…so [he puts] all [his] 

romance in [his] films” (qtd. in Weiler 6). Woo’s premise comes through in Face/Off as 

a violent action film at the level of narrative perhaps masked by romantic aesthetics at 

the level of spectacle and vice versa. The film’s sequences that feature men blasting 

away at each other are difficult to ignore as displaced homoeroticism and the mise-en-

scéne composition and editing style draws attention to the violence of romance and the 

romance of violence. One particularly violent and explosive shoot-out sequence 

between Archer and Troy takes place on a boat and, in accordance with Woo’s 

trademark shooting style, the scene features a heavy use of slow motion, bright, 

gleaming explosions, soft focus, and a pale hue to the pink and orange colour scheme. 

The very shooting style characterises the boat scene as romantic, particularly through 

the use of slow motion. The slow motion forces both Archer and Troy (and the 

audience) to longing gaze at each other as their bodies jump, crash, and fight; love is 

manifested through the face and embodied through violence (Yacowar 471). Hence, the 

significance of the scene taking place on the water once again relates to surfaces: the 
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battle for the land/territory (the body) takes place upon the surface (the face). And the 

more excessive the battle becomes, the greater the intensity in Troy and Archer’s 

relationship. In this regard, Weiler concludes that the scene presents the chance for the 

ultimate narcissistic relationship, but its violence dissipates any notion of a “sexual 

relationship” (7). However, I disagree. Like Point Break, Face/Off’s depiction of 

violence as a form of inherently male bonding purports that the homoerotic tends 

towards destruction. But, surely, then does violence not have the potential to kill male 

bonds as much as intensify them? In this way, violence in Face/Off serves another 

function: the representation of the death of the masculine subject.  

Violence is a metaphor for the splitting of masculine subjectivity in Face/Off. 

The coming together and ripping apart of two identities – me and not me, the man and 

the mask – is also rendered through the metaphor of collisions in Face/Off. As Robert 

Hanke describes, violence “plays out the social instabilities” (79) of masculine gender 

relations in the 1990s. To illustrate his point, Face/Off is full of spectacular collisions, 

explosions, and destruction in both a literal and figurative sense. Helicopters, boats, 

cars, and, at one point, even gurneys collide in spectacular excess and, of course, there 

are the ever-present bullets that shoot through the air and collide with their targets. 

Face/Off is a self-conscious action film in its treatment of destruction; it uses these 

taken-for-granted tropes of ‘shoot-out’ action sequences and plays with them (it blows 

them up, as it were) to the point of parody, in order to further its conceptualisation of a 

colliding/merging masculine identity. The mutilation of the male body is the essence of 

the film’s action sequences. For example, when Archer-as-Troy catches sight of 

‘himself’ in a mirror, he draws his gun to shoot his reflection, but has to calm himself 

by saying, “I’m not me, I’m me, not me, me” (Face/Off 01:20:10-01:20:17). This image 

is then furthered towards the conclusion in the stand-off between the two men when, 
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again, Archer-as-Troy points his gun at a mirror but, this time, Troy-as-Archer stands 

on the other side of the mirror; only then does the shoot-out ensue. Aside from the death 

of the humanist, masculine subject, death and violence also play out “the dilemma of 

individual power….against the hegemonic forces of conformity” (Szeto 76). Clearly, 

masquerade is a source of trauma to Archer and Troy who then literalise the perceived 

violence done to them by a culture of hegemonic masculinity which demands both 

violence and adoption of the patriarchal-father role in the action sequences. 

Hegemonic masculinity is performed in Face/Off through fatherhood as well as 

violence. For the film’s emphasis on the heterosexual family/home unit, Face/Off is 

widely studied through the frame of melodrama (as well as action). In the context of the 

wider action genre, Face/Off becomes quite subversive. 1990s action films and their 

emphasis on discourses surrounding the family and a more emotionally-driven male 

lead are often studied through the lens of melodrama. So, in True Lies, for instance, 

much of the humour in the film comes from a taking for granted that family and work, 

and therefore emotion and violence, are separate spheres. But in Face/Off action and 

melodrama are not separate; arguably “the emotional and the violent in Woo’s film are 

entwined-two halves of the same moment” (Gates, “Male Melodrama” 66) so that it is 

impossible to tell whether Face/Off is an action film masquerading as a melodrama or 

vice versa – and that is precisely the point. For instance, the raid on Troy’s home is a 

particularly violent sequence, with explosion after explosion in spectacular excess, and 

the violence is, once again, emphasised by the use of slow motion. The scene is also 

underscored by diegetic sound, the song “Somewhere over the Rainbow” playing from 

Troy’s son’s headphones. The meshing of violent action with a score that evokes a 

child-like innocence is not so much an instance of stylised violence but, rather, 

Face/Off points out that the home is not exempt from action but, rather, is quite 
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vulnerable to violence; the stakes in the scene are the safety of Troy’s son, Adam, and 

so Archer-as-Troy must participate in the violence for the sake of his enemy’s son. 

Furthermore, by merging emotional intimacy and action during moments that require 

the performance of hegemonic masculinity, Face/Off asserts that there is a split, and 

need for fusion, “between the world of affect and the world of work; or, in film terms, 

between the twin impulses of spectacle and narrative” (Sandell 27). Neither genre is 

subsumed by the other, but, rather, emotionality evokes violence at the same time as 

violence evokes emotionality (Hanke 39-40). And it is important that this 

transformation is not just an altering of the male action hero but also extends to the 

genre itself. Face/Off represents a generic transformation whereby Woo has brought to 

Hollywood a new kind of masculine hero, one that is sensitive and violent.  

The infusion of action and suffering allows male bodies in Face/Off to wound 

and be wounded. When considered in the context of the 1990s, Hanke argues that 

Face/Off “contributes to the newly hegemonic paradigm of white male as victim” (55) – 

of men in ‘crisis’, in other words. Face/Off is a generic transformation of action cinema 

that invests a possibility of violence and sensitivity for masculinity. Woo himself has 

said of the film: 

Some people in Hollywood, they have a slight misunderstanding with 

the audience. They usually say that all the audience cares about is that 

the hero never dies and that the heroes should have no flaws, that the 

heroes never cry or have tears in their eyes. I feel that all mankind has 

the same kind of heart, and they respond emotionally to things when 

you give them the chance (qtd. in Heard 184). 

 

Where Archer is both physically and emotionally wounded after the loss of his son, 

Troy is reminiscent of a traditional 1980s action-film character with his two gold-plated 

guns. But when the two must pass as each other, they are forced to inhabit the 

subjectivity of the other and the lines between ‘the sensitive guy’ and ‘the violent guy’ 
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begin to blur so that Archer and Troy come to inhabit both suffering (melodrama) and 

doing (action) (Gates, “Male Melodrama” 66). Though Troy’s version of masculine 

performance is punished when Archer finally triumphs over him, the crux of the film is 

Archer’s realisation not only that the two are more alike than he would like to admit but 

also that he is able to learn from Troy. Face/Off plays with dualities, and so the viewer 

is invited to discern their significance rather than rely on the clearly defined oppositions 

which traditionally categorise narrative cinema. The film does not offer a simplistic 

moral judgement about violence or sensitivity, but instead offers a view of men who 

occupy the positions of victim and victimiser. Face/Off extends this duality, I believe, 

through the notion of masquerade; going undercover, as Archer and Troy both do, is a 

kind of ‘passing’. Face/Off questions to what extent identification with the other 

destroys the self; masquerade or passing is perhaps a form of violent transformation in 

the film’s logic. So, what can be made of Face/Off’s discourses around identification 

with the other and play with dualities? In true Face/Off fashion there is not a single 

answer; contradictory meanings coexist within the film which, again, is what 

masquerade is trying to literalise and account for. I would posit that masquerade in 

Face/Off is framed as something that is both useful to masculinity’s continuation in 

patriarchy and simultaneously a hindrance to men.  

Masculine performance in Face/Off at once reinforces and critiques hegemonic 

masculinity. Where Point Break is able to criticise hegemonic masculinity without 

falling into the trap of reinforcing an equally harmful New Man mode of performance, 

Face/Off’s thinking is more predicated on a critique of both the defining traits, 

sensitivity and violence, which comprise these multiple ways of being a man. In other 

words, the film, as I discussed, not only shows the fun in trauma (and vice versa) but 

also shows the violence inherent in sensitivity (and vice versa). Though slow motion 
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has characterised much of the film until this point, Troy’s death scene is, by contrast, 

fast-paced and erratic. Archer and Troy are madly throwing punches, quickly ducking 

and tumbling into and out of the water which splashes chaotically, and snatching 

whatever weapons are at their disposal (in this case, notably a piece of glass and a 

harpoon gun). This quick violence, in contrast to the slow violence of previous 

sequences, acts as a visual cue to the audience that the stakes are high and, more 

importantly, that Archer has ‘caught up’ to Troy (Weiler 3). Where Troy was almost 

graceful in the slow-motion sequences, Archer by contrast seemed to be falling behind 

his rival, literally stuck in time. Notably, Troy-as-Archer, when he realises he is 

cornered, uses the piece of glass to cut around Archer’s face menacingly; he is 

grappling for control of ‘the mirror’. Then, Archer-as-Troy pierces Troy with the 

harpoon gun, both metaphorically and literally connecting the two men, but also 

renewing his mastery over the phallus; overall, the only real difference between Troy 

and Archer is that Archer was forcibly split open and, now that he has done the same to 

Troy, Face/Off takes a ‘live by the sword, die by the sword’ view of masquerade. 

Troy’s death scene exemplifies the idea that any separation between Archer and Troy is 

– and always has been – illusory and as artificial as the techniques which comprise the 

film (T. Williams, “American Dream” 56). In this way, I disagree with Constable’s 

assertion that “the representation of masculinity as the self-conscious acting out of 

gender roles does not really have a subversive effect, given that both Archer and [Troy] 

conform to traditional models of machismo” (“Postmodernism” 59). Both men are on 

the hegemonic end of the masculine spectrum, but Face/Off’s subversive potential is a 

warning that just because sensitivity is added to the list of behaviours which comprise 

the performance of traditional machismo, it does not generate a less toxic version of 

hegemonic masculinity. But, as I previously mentioned, Face/Off also asserts that when 
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masculinity is a masquerade it becomes useful for masculinity’s continuation in 

patriarchy.   

Face/Off offers an image of connectedness in difference. Woo’s background, as 

a Hong Kong director working in America, plays a large role in the film’s attitudes 

towards this idea of coexistence. The film’s conclusion with the reinstatement of family 

would certainly suggest that resolution is only possible through fusion. Troy is killed, 

both men return to their ‘original’ identities, and so Archer adopts Troy’s son. The 

family is reaffirmed but there is an argument to be made that perhaps this family is not 

heteronormative (at least not typically) and, definitely is a family by choice rather than 

biology; the family is whole but not pure. In this way, where the family unit becomes as 

blended as the men’s identities, Face/Off purports that there “is no future without the 

self plus the other” (Magal 84). Woo’s vision of becoming one with the other climaxes 

in Face/Off’s conclusion as much as it contains it; contesting sites of self-identity 

coexist and boundaries of the family, and therefore of biology more widely, are 

questioned. But, on the other hand, a more complicated logic is at work here than 

simply a ‘back to normal’ resolution; it is significant that getting back to normal is 

accomplished only through merging. Pamela Gibson points out that “it seems that only 

by being temporarily merged with another man can a fractured fin-de-siècle hero solve 

the problems of his flawed masculinity. He must be a macho fighter, a sexual athlete, a 

caring husband and a nurturing father…” (183). In other words, Gibson’s idea questions 

how much is really changed if another trait is added to the list of behaviours which 

encompass hegemonic masculinity, rather than if the concept of hegemonic masculinity 

were dismantled altogether. I do not wish to discount the subversive value of 

sensitivity, especially not in regards to men, but I do not think that this is exactly what 

Face/Off is promoting in its ending. I agree with Hanke when he suggests that 
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“[Face/Off’s] spectacularisation of the male body’s mutations makes us aware that 

masculinity seeks to preserve its hegemony by being fluid and open to redefinition” (56; 

emphasis added). And so masquerade becomes a device that masculinity uses to 

negotiate shifting images of manhood, each as ‘real’ and as invested with hegemonic 

dominance as the other.  

Face/Off’s ending accomplishes a similar blurring of masculinities to Point 

Break. However, Face/Off’s re-inscription of heterosexuality is accomplished through 

the film’s final image of the family unit, rather than an individual woman as was the 

case with Point Break’s Tyler. The transformative power of women’s love is certainly 

one of American cinema’s most pervasive tropes, but in contemporary films, Amy 

Aronson and Michael Kimmel argue, this ritual no longer works (44). Instead, Aronson 

and Kimmel pose that it can only be a child – the embodiment of innocence and hope 

for the future – who is virtuous enough to transform “bad men into good men” (44), 

where a bad man is essentially violent, independent, and heroic and a good man is 

sensitive, family-oriented, and altruistic (Tasker, “The Family” 253). Such a 

transformation characterises the movement of masculinities from action cinema from 

the 1980s to the1990s. However, Face/Off’s ending with the image of Archer adopting 

Adam cannot be so neatly summarised; for what Adam represents is a piece of Troy, 

characterised throughout the film as both fun and violent in contrast to Archer’s trauma 

and sensitivity. Hence, the scene is a metaphor for Archer taking on attributes of Troy. 

The transformation Archer has had to make is one of replacement; Adam becomes a 

substitute for Michael Archer and Archer himself has replaced his trauma with Troy’s 

sense of childlike play. How, then, does Face/Off fit into Aronson and Kimmel’s model 

if it is the sensitive man who must learn from and adopt the violent man? Face/Off does 

not so neatly fit the mould of 1990s action cinema and instead takes a more complicated 
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route that thematically implies that restoration is only possible through merging and 

embracing another (Yacowar 472); paradoxically, wholeness must be accomplished 

through splitting and the same principle applies for the film’s take on masculinities. In 

the same way, the heterosexual family unit is affirmed and completed only through 

substituting and adopting the son of a criminal. Face/Off’s ending, like Point Break, 

would at once seem to reaffirm heterosexuality but at the cost of law and order (Archer 

is taking on the son of not only his enemy but a criminal). The real identity of Sean 

Archer, though his face has been restored, is both undermined and asserted in this final 

act and Face/Off does not fall into the trap of affirming an authentic masculine base of 

selfhood but, rather, leaves open for audiences the extent to which masculine identities 

can be so seamlessly substituted. Similarly, this sentiment is echoed in the film’s re-

drafting process of the final scene.  

Face/Off’s ending with the heterosexual family unit almost did not come to be. 

The mere prospect of two endings is in line with the film’s emphasis on doubling. 

Face/Off had undergone earlier screenings in which two endings were previewed by an 

audience: one, a more explicitly open-ended conclusion that implied that Archer was 

actually still Troy in disguise and, another, the reinstatement of the family unit through 

the adoption of the now orphaned boy, Adam. Paramount Pictures had expressed 

concern that Woo’s ending, with the born-again heterosexual family unit, was far too 

simplistic and advocated for the much more ominous end to the film that would leave 

open the possibility that Troy had in fact not really died and was still wearing Archer’s 

face in the conclusion (Heard 183). However, audiences favoured Woo’s originally 

scripted ending with the adoption of Adam into the Archer family and this scene was 

allowed to remain the final cut (T. Williams, “American Dream” 36). Though the 

alternate ending would clarify the idea that masculinity has no point of origin (how 
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could audiences ever really be sure that Archer is who he appears to be?) the ‘real’ 

ending takes a thematically complicated route that sees, as I argued in the previous 

paragraph, the adoption of fun and the criminal’s adept handling of masquerade into 

Archer’s concept of masculine selfhood. The reinstatement of family, in opposition to 

Paramount Pictures’ concerns, is not exactly simplistic or an overly happy ending, nor 

is it an ideologically lazy attempt at suggesting that there is no place like home (T. 

Williams, “American Dream” 38). This ending leaves masquerade at the level of 

criminality, evoking Riviere, whereas the alternate ending is more in line with Lacan’s 

view of the man in disguise as an imposter. Significantly, it was the audience who were 

given the final say over which ending to include. Though audience taste is by no means 

a be-all and end-all, it is significant that what resonated with the 1997 audience was 

masculinity in disguise as something to be learned by their leading man in order to 

accomplish the patriarchal ideal (father), rather than something that would diminish his 

sense of a whole, ‘real’ masculinity. Face/Off demonstrates that the ‘acting’ of action 

was a concern at the level of genre as well as individual masculine heroes.  

Like Point Break, Face/Off is an action film that comments on the nature of the 

genre through the metaphor of masquerade. Aside from the significance of the film’s 

title relating to saving face and the literal procedure that swaps Troy and Archer’s faces, 

it is worth thinking about plastic surgery as a metaphor for filmmaking. As Dargis says: 

Along with butchering scripts and terminating directors, plastic 

surgery is one of the most socially acceptable acts of violence you can 

commit in Hollywood. Indeed, this may help explain the linguistic 

kinship between film work and face work – cutting, suture – along 

with some of their shared imperatives: both are fuelled by illusion and 

both involve rearranging material into a harmonious ideal, which 

more often than not has nothing in common with the real world (10). 

 

Action cinema has undergone a kind of ‘face lift’ in the 1990s as we see the hard-
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bodied heroes of the 1980s deflate into a softer, prettier American masculinity. 

Specifically, Face/Off has ‘face swapped’ action and melodrama in order to emphasise 

the dualities and contradictions within masculine discourse. Unlike Point Break where 

action is a façade for a kind of love story, Face/Off is a total ‘make over’ of the action 

genre whereby its taken-for-granted tropes are peeled off, rearranged into Dargis’ 

harmonious ideal (blown up and perfected to the point of parody), and thereby exposed 

as a beautiful illusion. And so Thomas Leitch is correct when he states that Face/Off “is 

an action film that consists of nothing but action” (108). Aside from the film’s interest 

in its action scenes of spectacular excess, it is imperative to think about Face/Off as, 

like Point Break, not just reaffirming the generic rules but doing so in order to play with 

them and thereby comment on the nature of masculinity relations in wider action 

cinema. Because, like plastic surgery or the face-swapping procedure, the image of 

hegemonic masculinity produced in action cinema is only ever an ideal that has nothing 

in common with (most) individual men’s experiences (Dargis’ ‘real world’, as it were). 

Woo has identified the gaps within the American action-film formula and deconstructed 

its generic tropes – homoeroticism and violence, for instance – from his unique position 

as the cultural Other (Szeto 90). 

Face/Off’s concern with action produces “a self-conscious inflation of Woo-

ness” (Bordwell 113) at the level of genre. Not only does Woo play with Hollywood 

tropes, like Bigelow he actually performs the role of action film director as well. 

Scholars of Woo’s filmography have noted the change in style and theme from his 

Hong Kong films to Hollywood. Szeto, for instance, highlights male intimacy as one of 

the key ideas where a shift can be noted in Woo’s oeuvre:  

John Woo takes the themes of male intimacy in his Hong Kong films 

and advances and re-establishes them in light of the American 

ideological problematic difference of gender and the family...Those 
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once friends in Woo’s Hong Kong films have now become enemies in 

Hollywood settings...it would seem that Woo has sacrificed male 

intimacy and the homosocial bond to the heteronormative allegiance 

to family; however, the politics played out between different sexes 

and ethnic groups is in fact more complicated (90-91). 

 

This sentiment is particularly true of Face/Off and it is important to consider the ‘stage’ 

of Hollywood cinema as requiring a different performance of male intimacy than Hong 

Kong (hence, it is a possible explanation for the shift between friends and enemies that 

Szeto describes). It would seem that “the regulation of [the Hollywood action] genre 

seems not to grant much space for Asian filmmakers to express their ethnic concerns as 

freely” (Chung 48). However, I suggest that Woo is not only conscious of the action-

film formula but that he is attempting to point out its limitations. For Face/Off’s logic of 

difference, between the self and another, is a self-reflexive commentary on Woo’s 

position as an outsider coming to Hollywood. Face/Off extends the idea of walking in 

another man’s shoes beyond the notion of “myself who is the Other to the Other who is 

me” (Szeto 96). While it is certainly true that, as Constable argues, representing a self-

conscious performance of masculinity is not inherently subversive – especially since 

Archer and Troy both perform traditional models of hegemonic masculinity – 

(“Postmodernism” 59), I would posit that the subversive potential of Face/Off is the 

film’s investment in representing masculinity by degree rather than kind. Rather than 

simply playing into the Hollywood action-film structure, Woo is playing with this 

structure far more consciously than he is given credit for in extant scholarship. Chung’s 

conclusion that “Woo has been successful in Hollywood because he follows the 

traditional U.S. action genre...in order to meet the popular taste of the Western 

audiences” (43) is a severely limited perspective to take, especially in regards to 

Face/Off. The film’s self-conscious inflation of both Hollywood-cinema tropes and 
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Woo’s auteurial style reminds us that authenticity is not the same as originality; overall, 

the same can be said for the film’s depiction of masculinities. 

Face/Off is a text with numerous layers that can be read in multiple and 

contradictory ways. The film’s most notable accomplishment is a parodic ‘blowing up’ 

of the Hollywood action genre to expose and critique its limitations. Such a critique, I 

believe, is only possible from Woo’s unique position as both inside and outside the 

Hollywood stage. Woo’s explosive style points towards a genre experiencing a kind of 

performance anxiety – on the brink of destruction and ready to burst unless new 

perspectives take on the action-film formula. Face/Off’s spectacular pyrotechnics show 

that not only do the film’s leading men face a wall of fire, but the genre itself must be 

exposed to a kind of trial by fire. By performing his place as the action-film director, 

Woo is able to unmask action cinema as an artificial construction, a stage like any 

other, one that is extravagant, parodic, and carnivalesque. Where Point Break situates 

action beneath a generic mask, Face/Off places action on top of the façade; action 

becomes theatrical, pushed to the point of parody, rather than a device to be hidden. 

Similarly, where Bigelow provides a generic conformity in order to pose questions 

about action cinema, Woo hyperbolises the genre’s techniques, clichés, and images in 

order to accomplish the same goal. These overblown images of traditional Hollywood 

action cinema perform a generic naturalness in tandem with a naturalisation of the 

performance of Woo’s auteurial style and thematic concerns. Again, Face/Off is not 

merely a film of ‘dumb’ spectacle. Woo asks his audience to consider spectacle as a 

means to an end, rather than a taken-for-granted trope of popular action cinema; 

spectacle ‘acts out’ action at the same time as action is accomplished through spectacle. 

Face/Off’s depiction of masquerade as plastic surgery suggests a need to ‘make over’ 

the action genre, to beautify it to its most extreme so that it looks fake. For the film, 
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overall, is concerned with pointing out the similarities in difference; the divide between 

action and melodrama, fun and trauma, narrative and spectacle, and violence and 

sensitivity is only ever a mask in Face/Off, a mask that can either become stuck, be 

substituted, or taken off completely. The point is that any option requires adaptation; 

the crux of the film is hegemonic masculinities at different ends of a spectrum that must 

uncover their supposed differences as only a façade and learn to blend the two ends.  

Face/Off’s concern with action likewise accounts for its depiction of 

masculinities. Rather than representing a divide between New Men and ‘real men’, the 

film takes two ‘real men’ at different ends of the hegemonic masculinity spectrum in 

order to emphasize the contradictions within masculine discourse. Overall, Face/Off 

shows a ‘crisis’ within hegemonic masculinity as it battles to understand and adapt to a 

new condition (masquerade) of its existence rather than a new kind of masculine way of 

being. The only notable difference between Sean Archer and Castor Troy is their 

handling of masquerade: where Archer is traumatised (initially) by masquerade and 

unable to reconcile its use in the system of law and order, Troy is adept at identity 

performance and uses it for his own agenda (which just happens to be crime and 

violence). Again, Troy resembles Riviere’s criminal in contrast to Archer as Lacan’s 

imposter, but the difference between this depiction and Point Break’s image of different 

masquerades is that where Utah is transformed into something new Archer has 

substituted his initial qualities for those of Troy – a minor difference, but a significant 

one in both films’ respective logics. Within its distinct stage of masculinity in ‘crisis’ in 

the mid- 1990s, Face/Off highlights similarities between supposed differences; there is 

a mask within the man as much as the man is in a mask. In any case, Face/Off falls into 

the trap of likening a competent handling of masquerade with a competent handling of 

the gun, a phallic signifier, thus exposing the film as simply adding another quality to 
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the list of toxic, hegemonic masculinity rather than dismantling the concept altogether 

through uncovering it as performance. Although Face/Off advocates for a kind of 

coexistence – and posits that there is no future without masculine fusion – I remain 

suspicious of any action film that shows violence as a kind of male bonding; the 

conclusion to be drawn here is that homoeroticism tends towards violence, a step too 

close to the 1980s formula. Though violence is able to perform the death of the 

masculine subject, in the end it is really only the criminal who actually dies and the man 

who conquers masquerade and learns to handle the phallus who is allowed to thrive.  

Returning to Face/On, Pearl argues that “Those seeking to alter their faces do 

not mourn, or heal, their conditions. They attempt to eradicate them. It doesn’t work. 

Not for people, not for countries, not for history. The lesson of these films is that 

replacement and revision don’t work” (51). Face/Off contradicts Pearl’s argument here. 

It is the film’s very project to surgically revise and transform hegemonic masculinity so 

that it may fit in with masculinity crises’ renegotiation of gender relations. Face/Off’s 

depiction of plastic surgery points towards masculinity experiencing a kind of 

performance anxiety. I have argued that the film’s use of masquerade accounts for both 

hegemony and gender’s project of concealing their genesis and appearing natural and 

innate. The project of plastic surgery in Face/Off is to obfuscate this very process so 

that it always appears as a natural phenomenon even as masculinities experience 

profound changes to its definition. Masculinities need crisis to facilitate this re-

organisation of gendered power relations in patriarchy. Face/Off’s ‘crisis’ of hegemonic 

masculinity, like Point Break, is only deferred and as the Archer family embrace their 

new son, the film purports that hegemonic masculinity, once able to be blended, has a 

hopeful future. 
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Chapter Four: Fight Club and Men of IKEA 

1999 saw the release of David Fincher’s Fight Club, an action thriller that marks 

a key turning point in the genre’s representation of masculine masquerade. Upon an 

initial viewing of Fight Club, it would seem that the film has little do with gender 

masquerade and more closely resembles gender performance in its depiction of fighting. 

The film stars Edward Norton as the unnamed Narrator, an automobile recall specialist 

for a faceless corporation and self-confessed shopaholic of all things IKEA. Plagued by 

depression-induced insomnia, the Narrator finds solace in attending support groups for 

various illnesses that he does not experience, such as testicular cancer and sickle cell 

anaemia. His catharsis is soon interrupted by a fellow intruder on the support groups, 

Marla Singer (Helena Bonham-Carter) – that is, until the Narrator meets Tyler Durden 

(Brad Pitt). The two men develop a close bond, centred around Tyler’s anti-materialist 

and anti-corporate philosophy essentially ‘freeing’ the Narrator of his old life, leading 

to him quitting the support groups altogether and forming his own in the form of the 

titular Fight Club, an underground club exclusively for men whose members engage in 

consensual fights. Against the Narrator’s wishes, Tyler evolves Fight Club into Project 

Mayhem, a terrorist organisation which commits acts of vandalism (at best) and 

violence (at worst) against corporate America. Tyler’s central objective for Project 

Mayhem (erase debit by blowing up various credit card company buildings) is impeded 

when the Narrator comes to the realisation that he is and always has been Tyler all 

along, assuming his personality when he initially believed he was sleeping. The film 

ends with the Narrator ridding himself of the Tyler personality and beginning a 

relationship with Marla. The film’s plot twist, that the Narrator and Tyler are actually 
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the same person, is where I believe Fight Club’s depiction of masculine masquerade 

begins.  

The plot twist in Fight Club reveals that the Narrator has been disguising 

himself as Tyler (or is Tyler disguising himself as the Narrator?) throughout the film. 

Fight Club’s conclusion essentially rewrites the film; the audience are shown some 

revised scenes which they believed to feature Tyler now replaced with the Narrator. It is 

impossible to tell (upon a second viewing of Fight Club with the plot twist in mind) 

where the Narrator begins and Tyler Durden ends. The masquerade is potentially 

throughout, but the audience can never really be sure. In this thesis’ previous chapter on 

Face/Off I explicitly cited in my writing instances where Castor Troy is masquerading 

as Sean Archer, for example, through the cue ‘Troy-as-Archer’. However, I will not be 

repeating this practice in my argument on Fight Club because the film provides almost 

no clues as to when the Narrator is masquerading as Tyler or Tyler is masquerading as 

the Narrator (in other words, Face/Off’s premise is Fight Club’s plot twist). In this 

chapter, I will be analysing the significance of Fight Club’s plot twist to the film’s 

wider depiction of masculinities in ‘crisis’ in more detail, but first it is necessary to 

clarify that my reading of Fight Club throughout this thesis is not an initial viewing; I 

write my analysis aware of the information revealed in the film’s conclusion. I certainly 

refer to the Narrator and Tyler as different personalities (New Man and ‘real man’, 

specifically) just as the film itself does, but I understand them as one person in order to 

defend my argument in this chapter that the film represents and broadens Connell’s 

concept of masculinities through gender masquerade.  

In this chapter, I argue that Fight Club advances the representation of 

masculinities as begun by Point Break and Face/Off through what I will call the shift 

from others to alter egos. This is a key difference to note in the representation of an 
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overall fluid masculinity because it literalises identification with two competing 

performances of masculinity that are at most a metaphor in Point Break and Face/Off. 

Where the crux of Point Break and Face/Off is a man recognising another within 

himself through masquerading as someone like him (in the case of Utah’s disguise as a 

surfer like Bodhi) or the man himself (in the case of Archer pretending to be Troy), 

Fight Club extends this performance so now one man is literally two masculinities at 

once in the same body (the Narrator/Tyler Durden); the masquerade is not another man 

sutured onto his own body, but the subject himself (his alter ego). Put another way, the 

Narrator is split into two halves in contrast to Utah’s or Archer and Troy’s split into two 

wholes (although this wholeness should not be mistaken for a coherent masculine 

subjectivity with an origin, as I will explain). As the film’s very title suggests, 

competing versions of masculine identity are the crux of Fight Club. As David Gilmore 

argues, “where men are conditioned to fight, manhood is important” (221) and I echo 

his findings in my chapter when I argue that Fight Club weaponises gender 

performance for hegemonic ends. As this chapter explores, not only does fighting 

facilitate the performance of masculinity, fighting also legitimises a culture of ‘crisis’ 

over that of the extant consumer capitalist climate. Fight Club purports that masculinity 

needs to exist outside of culture itself to the extent that the film shows how being 

deeply entrenched in consumer capitalism literally robs men of their very identities and 

transforms them into something unrecognisable (read: feminine) from past definitions 

of manhood. In this chapter, I explore how Fight Club creates a gender hierarchy based 

on one’s relationship to performance and the real; overall the film is concerned with 

coming to terms with ‘crisis’ as a new condition of masculinity since fighting, violence, 

and suffering are the ultimate pathways to ‘real manhood’. The Narrator’s realisation 
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that he has been in disguise all along is Fight Club’s attempt at re-defining ‘real 

manhood’ as a masquerade; if you can’t beat them, join them. 

In contrast to both Point Break and Face/Off, there is a vast wealth of critical 

material surrounding Fight Club and little material relating to the significance of 

Fincher, the film’s director. The film’s preoccupation with the performance of 

masculinity in ‘crisis’ has drawn out scholarly material focused on locating that ‘crisis’. 

Certainly, critics cite Fight Club’s ‘crisis’ in numerous areas or causes, most often the 

perceived feminising influence of consumer capitalist culture of the late 1990s that 

reduces masculinity to a commodity to be bought, sold, or traded. Embedded in this so-

called cause of Fight Club’s masculinity in ‘crisis’ are more widespread concerns about 

women, time, culture, and even the geography of America. Fight Club’s treatment of 

these themes, however, is a subject of contention in the current field. The question of 

whether Fight Club is able to critique or reinforce the performance of hegemonic 

masculinity is a particularly frequent concern; the field is occupied with asking to what 

extent Fight Club promotes an archaic, warrior-mentality version of masculinity or, 

conversely, is justified in its revolt against the New-Man model of masculinity and its 

trappings in commodity culture. For instance, Henry Giroux’s scathing critique of the 

film calls Fight Club a violent reinforcement of homophobia and misogyny through its 

legitimation of “unequal relations of power and oppression…condoning a view of 

masculinity predicated on the need to wage violence against all that is feminine both 

within and outside of [the characters’] lives” (Breaking In 275). In opposition, Faludi 

argues that Fight Club points out that “For men facing an increasingly hollow, 

consumerised world, that path lies not in conquering women but in uniting with them 

against the hollowness” (“For Guys” 89) and concludes by going as far to state that the 
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film is a “quasi-feminist tale”, comparable to Thelma & Louise (1991) through 

“masculine eyes” (“For Guys” 89).  

It is not only the film’s conclusions that critics are concerned with; the field, 

more troublingly, pays equal attention to Fight Club’s supposed intentions (more so 

than any other text in this thesis). Lynn Ta describes Fight Club as “pedagogically 

irresponsible” (265), a phrasing which raises the question of why the film is so 

insistently viewed as a kind of instruction manual (another kind of Iron John, perhaps?) 

for navigating masculinity in ‘crisis’. In opposition, Absjørn Grønstad suggests that 

such criticism ignores Fincher’s use of parody and dark humour in Fight Club’s 

representation of a violent masculine performance (9). I would point out that such a 

reading is deeply embedded with masculine privilege and instead question where the 

gap between parodic performance and oppressive enactment of that performance 

actually lies. In either case, Fight Club’s intentions are not a useful point of 

examination. Instead, I am inclined to suggest that these multiple and conflicting 

readings of Fight Club open up possibilities of reading the film as inherently concerned 

with ambiguity. But, before I do, it is first necessary to discuss the scant critical 

attention paid to Fincher, the film’s director. 

In contrast to scholarly material on Bigelow, Woo, and, as I shall examine later, 

the Wachowskis, extant criticism on Fight Club pays little attention to Fincher’s role in 

contributing to the action genre. Certainly, it is significant that while Bigelow and Woo 

are positioned as gendered and cultural Others, respectively, within action cinema, 

Fincher (a straight, white male) has gone largely unnoticed and unexamined. Not only 

does this position retain straight, white masculinity’s status as invisible, but it also 

removes any opportunity for exploring how Fincher also performs the role of the 

action-film director in Fight Club. Fincher is not exempt from the realm of 
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performance, especially in Fight Club as a narrative about masculinity in ‘crisis’. As a 

straight, white male directing a film about straight, white males, Fight Club self-

reflexively cues the audience’s attention to Fincher’s status throughout. This idea is 

particularly prominent considering Tyler’s night-time job as a projectionist. In one 

sequence, Tyler describes “changeovers” (Fight Club 00:32:54-00:32:54) – the point 

during a movie where it is his job to add the next reel of film. These changeovers are 

cued by a small, yellow circle in the upper right hand corner of the screen – “In the 

industry, we call them ‘cigarette burns’” (Fight Club 00:32:50-00:32:52) – which, lo 

and behold, appears before Fight Club’s audience in the corner of the mise-en-scéne. 

This particular phrasing, ‘changeovers’, is significant for this is precisely the job of 

hegemony: to switch over and change, to add the next reel (perhaps the next notion of 

the ‘real’) so that “The movie keeps right on going and nobody in the audience has any 

idea” (Fight Club 00:32:58-00:33:00). But Fight Club’s audience do witness the 

changeover (cued through Fincher’s editing of the cigarette burn in the corner of the 

mise-en-scéne). What the film accomplishes here is an unmasking of the process of the 

performance of hegemonic naturalness, not to expose or critique its workings as a sham 

but in order to offer a cocky, patronising metaphor for straight, white masculinity. The 

changeovers self-reflexively draw attention to Fincher’s ability to likewise mask his 

own performance (hence, the lack of attention paid to Fincher’s position as an action-

film director within the scholarly field). As mentioned previously, Fight Club at the 

level of genre and director can be read as a narrative inherently concerned with 

masking, performance, and ambiguity. 

Fight Club is an illusion, from beginning to end. The film’s aesthetics, which 

blend both CGI elements and 35mm film, heighten Fight Club’s status as a kind of 

“hallucination” (Slade 234). To illustrate, the introductory credits sequence features a 
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fly-through of the inside of the Narrator’s brain. A record scratch sounds, then, the 

Narrator’s nerve cells are first magnified, but the camera pulls back, as if retreating 

backwards on a track. Screaming and wailing is cut into the audio track while this 

magnification is decreasing. The camera continues pulling backward so that the mise-

en-scéne encompasses the folds of the brain, blood vessels, the skull, a drop of sweat 

dripping down the Narrator’s skin, and, finally, the barrel of a gun. Then, the film’s first 

line: “People are always asking me if I know Tyler Durden” (Fight Club 00:02:06-

00:02:08). The sequence begins in CGI animation until the camera finishes along its 

track and the first frame of the film appears in dark, gritty 35mm. The point is the line 

between where the CGI animation stops and the 35mm picks up is difficult to discern; 

the sequence “blurs the distinction between the real body and the camera body, subject 

and object, but also the distinction between past, present, and future” (Schreiber 5), 

hence, the film’s first line posing a question about the extent to which masculine 

identity is knowable (albeit to the Narrator personally). All these elements – the record 

scratch, the backwards motion of the fly-through – allude to a film with a backwards 

momentum and, in combination with the screams on the audio-track, suggest anxiety 

about this very state. And, certainly, Fight Club’s narrative is about the decline of 

straight, white, male subjectivity. Similarly, the combination of what Michele Schreiber 

calls the “future tense” of the CGI elements as well as the “past tense” (8) of the 35mm 

analog film suggests a kind of temporal ‘crisis’. The visual cues within this opening 

sequence allude to something un-real within the reel which translates to not just the 

cinematic body but the male bodies within the film as well (Schreiber 9). Fight Club 

begins this analysis with its depiction of multiple masculinities. 

Fight Club acknowledges the existence of multiple masculinities in its depiction 

of New Men. However, the film goes so far as state that not only are new models of 
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masculine performance now available but they are actually dangerous and need to be 

eradicated. At the beginning of Fight Club, the Narrator is the New Man par excellence: 

he is the soft-bodied, feminised, domesticated Every Man, so deeply entrenched in 

participating in consumer capitalism (through the performance of both work and 

shopping) that he has no name and instead constitutes his identity through material 

items, asking in voice-over “what kind of dining set defines me as a person?” (Fight 

Club 00:05:21-00:05:23) and railing that his condominium “wasn’t just a bunch of 

stuff…that was me” (Fight Club 00:57:23-00:57:26). The casting of the baby-faced, 

pale, and skinny Norton cements this change in what an action hero is supposed to look 

like. But the Narrator’s mode of masculinity does not bring him happiness. The 

Narrator suffers from insomnia and the film explicitly cites the cause of this affliction 

as the relentless conformity required by capitalist culture. In the Narrator’s own words, 

“With insomnia, nothing’s real. Everything’s far away. Everything’s a copy of a copy 

of a copy” (Fight Club 00:04:00-00:04:09). To ease his pain, the Narrator begins 

attending support groups for men with physical illnesses (illnesses, such as testicular 

cancer, which he does not have). The support groups work in the short term and the 

Narrator is able to release his pain by crying and emotionally connecting with other 

men. However this stage, too, requires the very kind of conformity and pretence that 

afflicts the Narrator to begin with and the support groups only succeed in exacerbating 

the victimisation and feminisation that the film perceives as the real problem. What 

Fight Club is suggesting here is that whether pretending to be someone else (as the 

Narrator does by giving a fake name for each support group he visits) or pretending to 

be just like everyone else (afflicted with an illness he does not actually have), disguise 

and conformity are diseases with real, physical results. The Narrator’s plight 

“represents the crisis of capitalism repackaged as the crisis of a domesticated 
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masculinity” (Giroux, “Masculine Violence” 13). To be a New Man, in Fight Club’s 

logic, is to be a fake man; in other words, masculinity itself is not the ‘crisis’ but, rather, 

the loss of ‘the real’ from definitions of masculinity. It is this condition of masculine 

identity that the Narrator will come to literally fight by creating his alter ego, Tyler.  

Fight Club contrasts its depiction of New Men with that of ‘real men’, embodied 

in the film by Tyler. As an alter ego, Tyler represents everything that the Narrator 

wishes he could be; Tyler is, quite literally, “a fantasy of agency” (Baker 77). His 

performance of hegemonic masculinity has clear resonances of Bly’s Mythopoetic 

Men’s Movement, championing an active, hard-bodied, warrior-like masculinity that 

ultimately calls for a return to the biological essentialist view of a stable, unchanging 

masculinity (John and Viswamohan 281). To illustrate, Tyler voices a disdain for all 

things fake and feminine and very often conflates the two – for instance, when he says 

that Marla is “a predator posing as a house pet” (Fight Club 00:52:44-00:52:45) – and 

thus functions as Fight Club’s mouthpiece for the exploration of masculinity in ‘crisis’. 

Both central and unique to understanding Tyler’s articulation of ‘crisis’ is his privatised 

view of agency: 

For Tyler, success is simply a matter of getting off one’s back and 

forging ahead; individual initiative and the sheer force of will 

magically cancel out institutional constraints, and critiques of the 

gravity of dominant relations of oppression are dismissed as either an 

act of bad faith or the unacceptable whine of victimisation. Tyler 

hates consumerism, but he values a ‘Just Do It’ ideology appropriated 

from the marketing strategists of the Nike corporation and the 

ideology of the Reagan era (Giroux, “Masculine Violence” 14). 

 

Solving the masculinity ‘crisis’ is not only possible for Tyler; it is simply a matter of 

choice. His solution of a return to a homosocial, hyper-masculine model of gender 

performance through the creation of Fight Clubs is quite ironic when considering the 

scenes where Tyler seems to exhibit a camp sensibility, such as when he is costumed in 
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a fluffy, pink dressing gown with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. 

Neither Tyler, the Narrator, nor the film-text seem to recognise the contradiction 

between Tyler’s voiced ideology and his actions. But of course this is the viewpoint he 

takes; as a hyper-masculine, straight, white male, social categories and wider relations 

of power are invisible to him. To talk about the contradiction in Tyler’s hyper-

masculine and camp drag masculine performances – to break the first rule of Fight 

Club, as it were –would be to risk the language of ‘the real’ that he depends upon for 

resolving masculinity’s ‘crises’. But when the main conceit of the film is revealed and 

‘Tyler Durden’ is exposed as merely a projection or fantasy, his status as an alter ego 

undercuts his relationship with ‘the real’. 

Fight Club marks an important shift in the representation of split masculinities 

in 1990s action cinema – that is, what I am calling the shift from others to alter egos. 

Though Fight Club ultimately represents Tyler’s form of hegemonic masculinity as a 

façade, this concept should not be taken as the film’s attempt at constructing a more 

progressive kind of masculinity. On the contrary, by representing even the most toxic 

and brutal form of masculinity as a masquerade, Fight Club shows how hegemonic 

masculinity seeks to continue – that is, by offering multiple and even contrary versions 

of itself. Tyler’s resolution to “never be complete…stop being perfect” (Fight Club 

00:30:38-00:30:41) articulates hegemonic masculinity’s insistence on offering mutually 

exclusive versions of itself that nonetheless retain power and dominance. Fight Club 

proves how fluidity and masquerade may, paradoxically, be used towards hegemonic 

ends (C. King, “Both Ways” 376). The fact that Fight Club stages this shift in the 

representation of masculinities as a plot twist is rather telling in regards to where the 

film believes its audience’s preconception of masculinity lies (as a unified subject and 

point of genesis). The reveal in the film’s conclusion that Tyler was never real remains 
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one of cinema’s most intriguing plot twists to this day. Is it so unbelievable that 

everything that Tyler represents – a ‘real man’, hegemonic masculinity in its most 

combative form – is merely a projection or fantasy? Certainly, this premise is quite 

shocking given that throughout the film Fight Club works to establish masculinity as 

defined exclusively in terms of the real.       

 Fight Club establishes a notion of the real through a hierarchy of gender 

relations. In the film, masculinity is determined by both embracing notions of the real 

and rejecting all that is fake; this divide is represented by contrasting ‘real men’, like 

Tyler, to New Men, such as the Narrator (who, in Fight Club’s logic, are perceived as 

un-real men). But, more specifically, the real can only be embraced in the film by a 

kind of psychic awakening about the extent to which men and masculinity have been 

manipulated by external forces. In other words, the Narrator’s masculinity can only be 

actualised by aligning himself against the external forces of commodity culture, 

imagined as a paranoid structure that seeks to control men by requiring a performance 

of masculinity based on signification (in the film’s logic, read conceit) that interferes 

with a so-called ‘true’ self (Tripp 181). Fight Club’s anxiety about threatening outside 

forces is articulated in the film in one pivotal conversation where Tyler is consoling the 

Narrator over the loss of his home and possessions:  

N: When you buy furniture, you tell yourself, that’s it. That’s the last 

sofa I’ll need. Whatever else happens, you got that sofa problem 

handled. I had it all. I had a stereo that was very decent. A wardrobe 

that was getting very respectable. I was close to being complete. 

T: Shit, man, now it’s all gone. 

N: All gone. 

T: All gone. Do you know what a duvet is? 

N: A comforter. 

T: It’s a blanket. Just a blanket. Why do guys like you and I know 

what a duvet is? Is this essential to our survival in the hunter-gatherer 

sense of the word? No. What are we, then? 
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N: I don’t know. Consumers? (Fight Club 00:29:23-00:30:05). 

 

Here, Tyler is rebuking the external forces of what he perceives as a controlling 

commodity culture that softens masculinity, literalised in the image of the duvet. The 

image of the duvet is juxtaposed against Tyler’s image of a ‘real’, biologically 

determined hunter-gatherer masculinity, which he tries to re-define from the Narrator’s 

word choice (‘comforter’) to “just a blanket” (Fight Club 00:29:52-00:29:52; emphasis 

added). Clearly, covers of any kind are softening and phony to Tyler which is highly 

ironic considering that Tyler is both a fantasy himself and attempting to suture over the 

‘crisis’ of alienation facing masculinity in the 1990s (Tripp 187). Overall, Fight Club’s 

positioning of hegemonic masculinity as defined by a stable, coherent reality can only 

exist by contrast and in opposition to capitalist culture.  

 Fight Club understands capitalism as the primary cause of its male characters’ 

masculinity ‘crises’. At first glance, the film attempts to question of how socio-

economic conditions are inherently aligned with gender relations; however, the politics 

of masculinity are nowhere near as vehemently challenged as the surrounding 

consumption-obsessed society in which Fight Club is set (Gibson 181). This connection 

is not lost on the critical field, however, and Ashcraft and Flores, in their analysis of 

Fight Club, ask “How do forms of labour facilitate distinctive masculine 

performances?” (4). To answer, in Fight Club the performance of work is reduced, once 

again, to a disease which is put into contrast with the so-called ‘real’ physicality of 

violence required by the performance in the Fight Clubs. To illustrate, under the 

conditions of working and capitalist culture, the Narrator is experiencing both a cultural 

disease and dis-ease, exemplified by his insomnia. Bennet Kravitz’s reads the 

Narrator’s illness through the lens of Deleuze and Guattari’s “body without organs” 

(69) as the subject under capitalism par excellence (32). Indeed, the Narrator’s organs 
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take on a life of their own, seemingly disconnected from their host like a mask. He 

describes his mental state throughout the film as such: “I am Jack’s medulla oblongata; 

without me, Jack could not regulate his heart rate, blood pressure or breathing …I am 

Jack’s colon…I am Jack’s cold sweat” (Fight Club 00:38:52-00:39:06). This bizarre 

condition is the postmodern conundrum of the male body under capitalism: “too 

powerfully over-determined by the socius to operate independently or appear in its own 

right” (Deleuze and Guattari 71). The Narrator’s body is reduced to the sum of its parts, 

fragmented, and valued only for the services they perform. It is a bleak sentiment for 

masculinity that Fight Club’s cure for this disease is violence. In the Fight Clubs, 

beating each other to a bloody pulp is shown as the path to rebirth for men, as when the 

Narrator states, “You weren’t alive anywhere like you were there” (Fight Club 

00:44:14-00:44:15). And while the Fight Clubs may seem to temporarily undermine the 

class system (for instance, when an executive is beaten by the mail boy), they are 

merely a repackaged version of the ‘crisis’ that brought about disease in the first place. 

By reducing the body to a receptacle for “pain parading as pleasure”, the Fight Clubs 

mirror the very capitalist society they are supposedly critiquing by “[using] an 

affirmative notion of the body and its pleasures to create consuming subjects” (Giroux, 

Breaking In 273). The film’s ‘crisis’ of postmodernity, as Alexandra Juhasz points out, 

is a fundamentally male condition; unsurprisingly, then, Fight Club’s attitude conflates 

the forces of capitalisation with feminisation. 

 Fight Club’s ‘crisis’ of capitalism masks a misogynistic rhetoric that conflates 

women with ornamentation and the ‘unreal’. In the film, New Men are shown to be a 

product of wider capitalist culture, that is, demonstrated through the accumulation of 

capital, possessions, and a good-looking body. It is particularly this conformist, 

imagistic culture which Fight Club lashes out against; in Fight Club’s America, 
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“without a Great Depression, or Great War, or any other dragon to slay, emasculated 

men have become imprisoned in their job cubicles and possessed by their possessions” 

(Clark 65). Put another way, Fight Club automatically equates ornamentation and 

conformism with the feminine sphere; the film argues that men have been shifted from 

their active, heroic roles into the more passive, ornamental roles usually associated with 

femininity (Clark 66). For instance, in the aforementioned conversation between Tyler 

and the Narrator, who has just lost his possessions and condominium, Tyler also states 

that “It could be worse: a woman could cut off [his] penis while [he] [is] sleeping and 

throw it out of the window of a moving car…We are by-products of a lifestyle 

obsession” (Fight Club 00:29:16-00:30:12). Here, Tyler’s dialogue draws attention to 

castration as merely a more literal form of the emasculating effect of this consumer 

culture, aligned with women’s interests and power before men’s (Robinson, “Feminised 

Men” 6). Tyler and the Narrator will come to symbolise masculine protest against 

feminine conformity later in the film when they steal fat from a liposuction clinic in 

order to make soap and “[sell] rich women their own fat arses back to them” (Fight 

Club 01:04:41-01:04:44). So, what does Fight Club believe has caused the ‘crisis’ of 

masculinity: women or capitalism? The answer is both; capitalism is feminising as 

feminisation requires participation in capitalism. In other words, this culture has 

revoked any notion of authenticity and, by extension, a stable, essentialist view of 

masculinity and gender more widely. The film’s logic depends on the assumption that 

masculinity is natural, authentic, and ‘real’ or, in other words, not the effect of 

signification nor a masquerade (Robinson, “Feminised Men” 11). Fight Club is not only 

working towards a redefinition of men as authentic but the film does so by postulating 

that masculinity needs to exist violently in contrast to femininity and, therefore, outside 
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of culture itself. In this way, Fight Club extends its thinking about American capitalist 

culture by representing a ‘crisis’ of time and space as well.  

 Fight Club’s attack on culture extends to the temporality and geography of 

America in the 1990s. As a biographical narrative told within a flashback structure and 

through multiple instances of self-reflexive narrative intrusion through first-person 

voice-over narration, the film’s frame narrative is inherently a product of remembering 

and re-member-ing masculinity. This cultural backdrop of masculinity in ‘crisis’ has 

altered the Narrator’s concept of space and time as well as his identity; he literally 

cannot place himself within this culture and this moment in history (Schreiber 8). His 

only points of space and temporal reference – and, therefore, reference for his very 

sense of self – are airport terminals and flight times for his business trips. But even this 

capitalist structuring of time and place is rendered unstable in the Narrator’s voice-over 

during the airport sequence: “You lose an hour, gain an hour…if you wake up in a 

different time, in a different place, could you wake up as a different person?” (Fight 

Club 00:19:29-00:19:47). Indeed, he does wake up as a different person; he meets Tyler 

for the first time on a plane. Tyler is a self-professed “middle [child] of history” (Fight 

Club 01:10:42-01:10:42), once again linking ‘crisis’ to a lack of temporal reference. 

Tyler and the men within the Fight Clubs “fear their exclusion from a teleological 

and/or eschatological structure to History” (Friday 7) and are stuck in a perpetual 

present where they can only look back to the past for models of what they perceive to 

be ‘real masculinities’. His setting up of Fight Clubs in bar basements is an effort to 

encroach on and reorder the geography of America – to provide a location, a stage, for 

men to be ‘real men’ (Aitken and Craine 294). Tyler’s solution, to “hit bottom” (Fight 

Club 01:00:07-01:00:07), is reflected in the film’s narrative structure; the flashback 

structure literalises the movement backwards that comprises Tyler’s sense of nostalgia 
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(Robinson, “Feminised Men” 14). Ultimately, as the Fight Clubs are an effort to reorder 

physical space, Fight Club at the same time reorders film space; Fight Club is, in this 

way, quite literally a narrative of and about an imagined masculine past. This structure 

(the film’s beginning is actually its end and the reveal that Tyler is the Narrator) is 

another kind of masquerade, one that blurs the distinction between past and present so 

that it is impossible to tell which is which – the same for masculinities. With no actual 

geography to place itself within, masculinities within Fight Club are banished to the 

realm of signification. 

 Though the film does not acknowledge this point, I believe that Fight Club’s 

‘crisis’ of masculinity is, as Joshua Gunn and Thomas Frentz argue, one of signification 

(287). All the aforementioned concerns that the film actively voices issue with (the fake 

and feminising forces of capitalism and masculine feelings of alienation in the locale of 

postmodern America) are merely scapegoats, another cover for the actual problem – 

that is, changing masculinity relations enforced by patriarchy. Put another way, Fight 

Club’s attitude that everyone and everything is out to get masculinity masks masculinity 

itself as the real problem. Ultimately, what the Narrator and Tyler are experiencing is 

their perceived reduction of masculinity to not only a social construction (a 

performance) but, more than that, a vacant signifier (a masquerade) (Grønstad 5). In this 

way, the film is literally about absent men and, hence, Fight Club’s withholding of the 

Narrator’s real name becomes a signification point of analysis. In a Lacanian sense, the 

Narrator’s lack of a name means that he has failed to integrate into patriarchal society 

as a subject of the Law of the Father. Unsurprisingly then, Fight Club takes issue with 

fathers more widely but, more than that, because “representation is Fight Club’s major 

theme” (Chopra-Gant, “Absent Fathers” 86), the film extends its critique to father 

figures. When asked by Tyler who he would most like to fight, at the top of the 
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Narrator’s list is his biological father who was absent throughout his life. But Tyler and 

the Narrator also cite father figures in their imagining of the ideal fight: these figures 

include Hemingway (known as ‘Papa’), William Shatner (a captain and father figure to 

his crew), Ghandi (the ‘father’ of India), and Lincoln (the ‘father’ of the union) 

(Chopra-Gant, “Absent Fathers” 93). Here, Fight Club is rebuking a culture that lacks a 

real father and, instead, offers substitutes; the paternalistic signifier is ultimately empty. 

Without a father, the Narrator is without a name; without a name, he is markedly un-

masculine. The film suggests that the solution to the ‘crisis’ of modern masculinity is 

the reintegration of the Law of the Father; if only, Fight Club begs, a ‘real man’ would 

step up and teach his sons how to make sense of the world. Yet the Narrator remains 

without a name, even in the film’s conclusion and, once again, ‘crisis’ can only ever be 

deferred, not solved, and Fight Club’s searing critique of absent men remains as empty 

as masculinity itself. 

 Fight Club’s anger towards absent fathers betrays anxieties about shifting 

gender roles in the heterosexual family unit. Here, the film, once again, echoes Bly’s 

Iron John which berates not only absent fathers but the perceived overbearing presence 

and influence of mothers on modern masculinities. Fight Club purports that the 

combination of absent fathers and overbearing mothers has resulted in a culture where 

men are overly feminised and left to seek out father figures in mere images of 

masculinity. For instance, when riding the bus, the Narrator prompts Tyler to an 

advertisement for Gucci underwear featuring a lean, toned male model. “Is that what a 

real man looks like?” (Fight Club 00:45:13-00:45:14), he sneers and Tyler laughs. I 

would point out that, firstly, the advertisement is in black and white (indicative of the 

binary placed upon masculinities under consumer capitalism) and the model’s head is 

completely cut off (he is without a face, the privileged site of individual identity, and 
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becomes merely an icon, feminised and incomplete). When fathers are present, Fight 

Club depicts them as utterly deficient in their guidance, so much so that they are 

metaphorically absent. In a later scene Tyler describes the relationship between himself 

and his father as like following a script: “‘Go to college’…‘What now?’... ‘Get a 

job’…‘Dad, now what?’…‘I dunno. Get married.’” (Fight Club 00:40:01-00:40:15). In 

both scenes, Fight Club is concerned with “the impact that this substitute has on the 

development of coherent, mature masculinities in young men” (Chopra-Gant, “Absent 

Fathers” 91). So, without a father and with only feminising images of masculinity to 

turn to, Tyler is left to function as his own father; “he becomes it and builds a 

communal world where he functions as the ubiquitous, authoritative patriarch” (Slade 

230). Important in this sentiment is the blurring of the boundaries between fathers and 

sons. Also Fight Club is not actually calling for change at the cultural level. Rather than 

advocating for social changes to the problems with masculine gender roles, Fight Club 

insists that it is up to individual men to reconcile themselves to paternal absence and to 

become the hegemonic ideal that they otherwise cannot have (Chopra-Gant, “Absent 

Fathers” 95). In other words, Fight Club does not offer a resolution so much as it 

requires learning to adapt and perform within the ‘crisis’. This point is key to 

understanding Fight Club’s relationship to masquerade, but just as pressing, as this 

paragraph implies, is the misogyny inherent in the film’s criticism of the heterosexual 

family unit.  

 Central to Fight Club’s logic is not just criticism of new forms of masculine 

performance nor anger at the lack of stable, essentialist views of gender in modern 

America – the film also employs a misogynistic rhetoric, seeking a return to 

‘masculinity’ as inherently meaning ‘non-feminine’. Cultural critics have condemned 

the film for its violent reclamation of masculinity; though the Fight Clubs are for “men 
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only” (Fight Club 00:47:52-00:47:52) – and no actual, physical violence is directed 

towards women in the film – it is significant to point out, as Giroux does, that “the 

flight from the feminine becomes synonymous with sanctioning violence against 

women as it works simultaneously to eliminate different and opposing definitions of 

masculinity” (“Masculine Violence” 19). In other words, these men are not only denied 

access to a ‘real masculinity’, but they are also “invaded by femininity” (Ashcraft and 

Flores 9), working to once again scapegoat or mask hegemonic masculine violence as 

problematic in and of itself. Tyler’s rebuke that “We’re a generation of men raised by 

women. I’m wondering whether another woman is really the answer we need” (Fight 

Club 00:40:22-00:40:27) is indicative of this kind of metaphoric violence that Giroux 

rightly critiques. Yet, as much as Tyler and the Narrator are repulsed by women 

(specifically, mothers), they seem attracted to the prospect of becoming like them, or, at 

least, performing the maternal role. In one pivotal scene, the maternal mark is literally 

placed on the Narrator when Tyler burns his hand with lye and the chemical leaves a 

scar that distinctly resembles a vulva. Each member of Fight Club will come to bear this 

scar and the film fails to notice the contradiction inherent in its alleged phallic 

masculinity as being dependent on being wounded, literally bearing the sign of lack (C. 

King, “Both Ways” 374). What Fight Club is exhibiting here through its simultaneous 

rebuke and use of feminine signifiers is that masculinity is constituted through its 

Others at the same time as it seeks to exist outside of them. This kind of violent putting 

on of femininity, through the logic of masquerade, reveals that masculinity’s 

continuation is predicated on usurping its Others, donning them as a costume or, in the 

case of the lye burn, using them as a literal trial by fire. In this regard, Fight Club’s 

representation of its central female character, Marla, bears closer attention.  
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 Fight Club’s depiction of Marla further conflates fakery with feminisation. Like 

Point Break’s Tyler and Face/Off’s Eve and Jamie Archer, Marla is adept at gender 

performance. When Fight Club first introduces Marla, she is attending a support group 

for men with testicular cancer and her place there is never questioned by any of the 

other supporting characters. In fact, Marla asserts that “I have more of a right to be 

there than [the Narrator]” because “[she] still has his balls” (Fight Club 00:17:03-

00:17:06). Notably, Marla’s introduction is the Narrator’s breaking point; the support 

groups stop having their cathartic effect because he is in the presence of another 

“tourist”, another “faker” (Fight Club 00:12:13-00:12:15). Marla embodies Moore’s 

idea of masculinity employing a kind of gender tourism and as Marla’s lie reflects the 

Narrator’s lie, Fight Club depicts masquerade as either acceptable or unacceptable 

through the rhetoric of authentic or inauthentic alignment with sex and gender (167). So 

when the Narrator tells Marla about his Fight Clubs and asserts they are for “men only” 

(Fight Club 00:47:52-00:47:52), he is arguing that the Fight Clubs are a space that are 

for ‘real men’ or, in other words, they are a space that is not constituted by performance 

in contrast to the support groups, what Marla calls “like the testicle thing” (Fight Club 

00:47:54-00:47:54). In short, Marla is a threat because she “reminds [the Narrator] of 

his own phoniness” (Giroux, Breaking In 264) – she reminds him that his masculinity is 

just as much a performance as her own femininity. But what the film fails to recognise 

is how “[Marla] is no less a subject of the film’s project of reformation than The 

Narrator” (Greven 165). In fact, her very being as an unemployed, single, childless 

woman challenges the very project of capitalism to the extent that she exists as the 

physical embodiment of Tyler’s mantra: “It’s only after we’ve lost everything that 

we’re free to do anything” (Fight Club 01:04:01-01:04:04). However, Marla’s freedom 

to hit rock bottom comes at the cost of poverty (she steals clothes from a laundromat 
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and pawns them and steals meals from a meals-on-wheels service to make ends meet), a 

consequence that neither the Narrator nor Tyler face in their pursuit to challenge the 

status quo. Fight Club exemplifies the contrast between the two genders in the fight 

scene between the Narrator and his boss. As the Narrator challenges his boss, the 

embodiment of feminised capitalist culture, he ends up fighting himself and walks away 

triumphant with “corporate sponsorship” (Fight Club 01:18:56-01:18:56) for the Fight 

Clubs. Fincher’s portrayal of “self-violence” (Ta 275) in Fight Club reveals the film’s 

paradox that its male characters are unable to recognise: patriarchal culture is to blame 

for a generation of men raised by women and, despite their hatred of that culture, the 

Narrator and Tyler are still granted benefits that are inaccessible to characters like 

Marla. Marla’s performance of gender is a threat to be managed while Tyler and the 

Narrator’s performances are valorised. This point is especially significant in Fight 

Club’s depiction of the symbol of ultimate masculine authority: the penis. 

In Fight Club, the gap between being and having the phallus is rendered through 

the distinctly capitalist discourse of ownership. And because this discourse reduces the 

phallus to something that can be purchased and/or commodified, Fight Club is 

especially anxious about the extent to which ownership of the phallus becomes 

available to all – not just hegemonic masculinity. The perceived threat here is that 

purchasing the phallus is just another way to adopt its signification, in other words, 

another way to potentially ‘put on’ the phallus and perform its power (rather than the 

phallus being something biologically and, therefore, exclusively male). Notably, it is 

Marla who owns the phallus in Fight Club, in the form of a dildo. In the film, “the dildo 

is a postmodern fetish that stands in for the missing male penis” (Juhasz 213; original 

emphasis). “Oh, don’t worry. It’s not a threat to you” (Fight Club 00:51:20-00:51:22), 

Marla reassures the Narrator (notably, in the guise of Tyler) when he spots her dildo on 
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the mantle; put another way, Marla uses her dildo for pleasure, not power (Juhasz 213). 

Similarly, the Narrator, though he has a penis, does not use it for power either. In one 

pivotal sequence, the Narrator’s luggage is detained at the airport due to a suspicious 

buzzing noise in his suitcase. The T.S.A agent jokes, “Every once in a while, it’s a 

dildo” and the Narrator replies, “But I don’t own a –” (Fight Club 00:25:09-00:25:23). 

Not only is the film, once again, engaging with the logic of the phallus through a 

capitalist rendering of ownership but the Narrator’s dialogue is interrupted by the T.S.A 

agent at the precise moment he would have said ‘dildo’; he is literally cut off. Notice 

that, in the ‘I am Jack’s [organ]’ narration sequences, there is never ‘I am Jack’s penis’. 

Phallic power, in Fight Club, is completely cut off from the site where it supposedly 

originates. Fight Club’s representation of the dildo accomplishes a detaching of bodily 

organs from their host and reconstructing them as fully dependent on discourse (Juhasz 

211). The reduction of the phallus to a commodity that can be put on is precisely the 

threat that Tyler is hoping to rectify.  

 Fight Club extends this Lacanian logic of the phallus with a new term, that is 

‘cocks’. Andrew Slade marks in Fight Club a distinction between the penis, the phallus, 

and (the film’s wording) the cock and I agree with such an assessment (237). I believe 

Fight Club’s cock is the redefinition of phallic power at the site of the penis constituted 

through – not in opposition to – masculine masquerade. Put another way, the logic of 

the cock does not so much combat essentialist definitions of hegemonic masculinity 

but, rather, exemplifies how hegemonic masculinity secures its continuation by 

performing naturalness. From the film’s very beginning, with Tyler’s cocked gun in the 

Narrator’s mouth, Fight Club presents a simulacra of the penis, going on to structure the 

fantasy of masculinity through the film. In Tyler’s world, to be a ‘real man’ is to not 

only have a “nice, big cock” (Fight Club 00:33:33-00:33:33) but to be one, more 
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importantly. Tyler’s defining characteristic is his anarchic cockiness, his ability to “cut 

through the bullshit and be a real man” (Slade 232). Tyler does so during his night-time 

job as a projectionist, splicing cocks from pornographic movies into family films. 

Pivotal to this idea is the elevation of the cock into the realm of representation without 

sacrificing its masculine power; when made into an image, the cock can be spliced 

anywhere. But is this not the ‘crisis’ – “the capacity to disengage and arbitrarily insert 

free-standing penises anywhere” (Juhasz 214) – around which Fight Club is structured? 

‘Cock splicing’ signals the contradictions within the rhetoric of ‘crisis’; the cock is 

deliberately projected as marginal, fleeting, and a form of identity that is paradoxically 

exaggerated by its waning (Friday 2). Put another way, Tyler projects flickering images 

where he himself is a flickering character, similarly spliced in to the narrative in 

fleeting moments in Fight Club’s first act (Klecker 96). And so, when the film gives its 

last word to Tyler’s cock, this non-diegetic insertion of a penis is both an intrusion and 

without a source, violently inserted yet flaccid, betwixt and between, “no one knows 

that they saw it, but they did” (Fight Club 00:33:27-00:33:28). Overall, Fight Club’s 

deployment of the cock is an attempt to reinsert the power of the phallus into the penis 

through, not in spite of, the realm of performance; the goal is not to change reality as 

much it is to reinsert/splice one’s self back into it. But does this in-between state have 

any radical potential in Fight Club?  

 Fight Club’s representation of masculinity in flux does, at times, open up 

possibilities for a queer reading. This sentiment is particularly true of the character Bob 

(Meat Loaf). Bob embodies a divide between male and female (Peele 866). Once a 

champion bodybuilder, Bob developed enormous breasts as a result of having his 

testicles, afflicted by cancer, removed. The audience learns that “Bob’s status, as a 

physically, economically and socially castrated man with breasts, is a product of his 
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failed pursuit of a popular modern masculine ideal” (Iocco 50) – that is, the 

bodybuilder. There are multiple ways of reading Bob and it would be irresponsible to 

ignore the radical potential that such a fluid character poses in a film like Fight Club. 

On the one hand, Fight Club satirises the weepy New-Man masculinity that Bob 

performs within the support groups, exemplified with the Narrator’s face grotesquely 

lodged between Bob’s “bitch tits” (Fight Club 00:03:14-00:03:14), at the same time as 

this culture actually relies on so-called feminine qualities of crying, hugging, and 

emotional support and empathy (Giroux, “Masculine Violence” 9). In this way, perhaps 

the film employs a masculinist logic which seeks to usurp (puts on like a mask and then 

mocks) the valuable and necessary outlet that a more feminine identity performance 

may provide (Greven 172). On the other hand, Fight Club poses the question “Are we 

still men?” (Fight Club 00:03:23-00:03:23), if one is, like Bob, without testicles or with 

breasts and, notably, the answer is “Yes…Men is what we are” (Fight Club 00:03:25-

00:03:27). And though Bob is eventually killed off in the film (murdered by the police), 

he is never completely annihilated. Bob’s death in service to Project Mayhem 

immortalises him and Fight Clubs across America honour his memory by giving him 

that which the Narrator ultimately lacks: a name. The men of Fight Club chant as if in 

prayer, “His name is Robert Paulson, his name is Robert Paulson, his name is Robert 

Paulson” (Fight Club 01:47:25-01:48:07). In this vein, Fight Club suggests that men 

who embody a queer space should not be excluded from notions of what it means to be 

male; asking what it means to be a man may not necessarily mean that this kind of 

identity ‘crisis’ is socially useless. Thus, it may be useful to examine Fight Club’s 

representation of homoerotic masculinities in more detail.  

 Fight Club attempts to restore homosociality as the defining path to ‘real 

manhood’. Men’s relationships with each other, even violent relationships, are 
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positioned as the most intimate path to knowing one’s true self. And this is especially 

true considering the film’s plot twist (that the Narrator is actually Tyler the entire time). 

The violence that bonds the Narrator and Tyler is represented quite self-consciously by 

the film’s homoerotic undertones. For instance, when the Narrator wonders where he 

will live now that his condominium has been destroyed, Tyler tells him to “cut the 

foreplay and ask” (Fight Club 00:31:53-00:31:54). Their first fight then ensues and, 

once completed, the two sit next to each other, exhausted and contented, with Tyler 

smoking a post-coital cigarette. Once the two progress beyond nightly fist fights outside 

bars and set up Fight Club, this violent male bonding is only exacerbated. For example, 

when Tyler is explaining the rules of Fight Club, the film’s editing cuts between men in 

the crowd undressing, removing belts and unbuttoning shirts. In one pivotal fight 

between the Narrator and the aptly named Angel Face (Jared Leto), the connection 

between homoeroticism and violence is explicitly made: the Narrator explains, “I felt 

like destroying something beautiful” (Fight Club 01:37:03-01:37:05). Perhaps the 

Narrator needs to destroy Angel Face because he thinks he is beautiful. Hence, Fight 

Club: 

[Is] a cautionary tale against homoeroticism and for the homosocial. It 

agitates against male beauty campaigns for the nearly defeated but 

still potent and reclaimable power of male bonding...By ridding itself 

of homoerotic energies, the film undertakes an apparently salvific 

project for the larger culture, expunging homosexual desire from the 

American homosocial (Greven 167-68). 

 

And masquerade confounds this process, for as much as the reveal that Tyler is the 

Narrator would seem to displace the film’s homoerotic energies onto “narcissistic 

doubling” (Rehling 72), the fact that two male stars are physically present on screen 

must be accounted for (in contrast to Neo/Thomas Anderson, for example, who is two 

personalities in one body); as in Face/Off, it is significant that Brad Pitt is talking to 
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Edward Norton. Homoerotic violence becomes a way of hegemonic masculinity 

affirming its ‘true’ self, paradoxically, through the process of gender masquerade. 

Ultimately, in Fight Club violence is a substitute for sexual relations between men 

(Greven 170).  

 In Fight Club, violence literalises the splitting of male embodiment. Violence 

enables straight, white masculinity to occupy the role of victim and victimiser 

simultaneously. But to what extent does the film, as Terry Lee argues, turn this violence 

against toxic, patriarchal masculine roles rather than letting these roles attack them 

(419)? Once again I must question the gap between parodic performance (in this case, 

of violence) and oppressive enactment of that performance. I am inclined to view the 

film’s representation of violence as, instead, the more ‘real’ path to manhood 

paradoxically constituted through performance; “violence is…constitutive of this 

condition of dissociated identity” (Ta 265) as much as much as this split identity 

constitutes violence. The authenticity of what the men experience in the Fight Clubs is 

“real, not like T.V.…everything else in your life got the volume turned down” (Fight 

Club 00:39:15-00:39:30), unlike the masquerade of everyday life (Robinson, 

“Feminised Men” 15). The real is reinstated in these exclusively male spaces, spaces 

that produce a new, collective identity for men in the form of a mask of black eyes, cut 

lips, and broken teeth.         

 Most importantly, these wounds are to be celebrated in Fight Club. The display 

of wounds is central to the performance of masculinity in the film. The bloodied and 

bruised male body is the one celebrated as the more ‘real’ type of masculinity, in 

contrast to the perceived feminising influence of New-Man masculinity, exemplified 

when Tyler snidely remarks at the new members of Fight Club, “I look around, I look 

around…I see a lot of new faces” (Fight Club 01:09:52-01:09:56; emphasis added). The 
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doubled meaning of this term ‘new’ conflates New Men with unharmed, pristine bodies. 

This violent transformation from New Men to ‘real men’ is celebrated as spectacle; the 

wounds are not inflicted to rejoice in healing a fragmented masculinity, instead 

“[wounds] are a healing force, creating an already broken and thus unbreakable 

professional body” (Ashcraft and Flores 18). Put another way, violence is a pharmakon 

in Fight Club. The point is not to overcome a hegemonic masculinity that requires a 

toxic performance of violence but, instead, to rejoice within it and reconstitute 

masculinity in the realm of the real by using violence as a masquerade (wounds) and a 

performance (the physical fights). In this regard, I will now examine a particularly 

violent scene in Fight Club, made all the more disturbing by its racial undertones.  

 While Fight Club seeks to restore notions of reality to its definition of men and 

manhood, the question remains as to whether all men have access to this process of 

transformation. Fight Club’s depiction of race is certainly telling in this regard. The 

film reasserts that ‘real men’ are white men through, like its depiction of femininity, a 

character foil of unacceptable masculinity. Significantly, the foil in question here is an 

Asian man, Raymond K. Hessel, in the “human sacrifice” (Fight Club 01:21:37-

01:21:37) scene. In this scene, Tyler takes the Narrator to a run-down convenience store 

where Raymond is working. Already, stereotypes about Asian-Americans are at work 

here. Then Tyler drags Raymond out onto the street, forces him to his knees with a gun 

against his head, and forces Raymond to tell him “what did [he] want to be” (Fight 

Club 01:22:42-01:22:43). Raymond explains that he wanted to be a veterinarian but 

college was too expensive and Tyler responds by instructing Raymond to resume his 

studies or he will kill him. Once the encounter is over, Tyler explains, “Tomorrow will 

be the most beautiful day of Raymond K. Hessel’s life. His breakfast will taste better 

than any meal you and I have ever tasted” (Fight Club 01:23:49-01:23:57). In other 



157 

 

words, the audience is meant to understand the scene as a pedagogical moment for the 

Narrator. The reality is much more disturbing. Brian Locke’s mise-en-scéne analysis of 

the scene is apt: 

Tyler’s domination of Raymond is total. He stands rock solid while 

holding the gun to Raymond’s head; Raymond’s body undulates with 

fear. Tyler is calm; sweat glazes Raymond’s face. Tyler’s voice is low 

and composed with no articulated pauses; Raymond’s speech 

alternates between stuttering and high-pitched whimpering and 

crying. Tyler is the master who interrogates; Raymond speaks only 

when spoken to...In the shots with both of them in the frame, the 

camera presents Tyler in sharp focus, Raymond in soft, low-angle 

shots emphasize Tyler’s looming presence over a genuflected 

Raymond (62-63). 

 

The scene is all the more disturbing when put in contrast to the scenes when Tyler is 

mentoring the Fight Clubs, occupied by mostly white men: they stand equal to him and 

as vulnerable (bear-chested) as he is. Non-white masculinities are represented as 

feminised and weak, while white masculinities are strong and united. Despite Tyler’s 

threats, the film never checks back in with Raymond; he is used and then discarded so 

that white men may further their own agenda as leaders of a new masculinity 

movement.  

 So, does Fight Club’s narrative proffer some kind of resolution to masculinity in 

‘crisis’? The film’s ending and iconic plot twist (that Tyler is not real) proves rich for 

analysis in this regard. While Robinson asks what it matters if Tyler is a fantasy and 

further argues that “representing the violence of fight club and Project Mayhem as an 

hallucination does not in any way change the film’s…social critique that figures virile, 

anti-capitalist rebels purging the world of the inauthenticities of the feminine and a 

feminising consumer culture” (“Feminised Men” 27), I would say the ultimate reveal 

that Tyler is not real actually furthers Fight Club’s ideological investment in the points 

that Robinson raises. In fact, the very notion that the film is a kind of hallucination 
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forces the audience to perform a secondary viewing of Fight Club to perhaps locate 

where fantasy ends and reality begins; but the point is that neither is discernible and the 

masquerade is as real as reality itself. Therefore, every frame of every scene requires a 

re-writing or, perhaps, a re-member-ing as the audience come to understand that the 

Narrator is actually accountable for Tyler’s violence and mayhem. In turn, this 

“interpellates viewers into the standpoint of the white male protagonist” (Kusz 468) as 

the audience experiences the Narrator’s ‘crisis’ of the real by merely watching Fight 

Club. Furthermore, the Narrator’s coming to terms with Tyler’s inauthenticity is 

perhaps metaphoric of masculinity ‘crises’ in general; once he realises that he is in fact 

Tyler, the Narrator is able to defeat Tyler by, significantly, shooting himself in the face. 

We return here to Harry Brod’s understanding of gender masquerade that presupposes 

that an authentic self can be made manifest, but the problem here is that this unitary 

self, as Brian Baker points out, is not a ‘healed’ subjectivity but “a psychotic one” (80), 

symbolised by the gaping wound now in the Narrator’s jaw. The new, resolved 

masculine subject is split by his healing and healed by his split and this is the end note 

on which Fight Club attempts to resolve its masculinity in ‘crisis’: the point is not to 

solve the condition per se, but to find mastery within it (and so the masquerade 

continues). Notably, another way that the film suggests that peace can be found within 

‘crisis’ is through, like Point Break and Face/Off, an ending in heterosexuality.  

 Fight Club attempts to dispel its homoerotic undertones in the film’s ending. 

Though the film’s final word is given to Tyler’s cock, spliced in before the final credits 

roll, Fight Club’s narrative resolution is through the union of the Narrator and Marla. 

As Project Mayhem’s plan is successful and credit buildings blow up and topple to the 

ground, the Narrator takes Marla’s hand, confesses “You met me at a very strange time 

in my life” (Fight Club 02:01:38-02:01:41), and the two watch the explosions like 



159 

 

fireworks while The Pixie’s “Where Is My Mind?” plays in the background score. With 

a shot that suggests that if men cannot beat women at gender performance they may as 

well join them, there are a number of ways to read this sequence as a whole. Firstly, it is 

hard to ignore the connotations of phallic-shaped buildings limply falling after an 

explosion. Secondly, and in a similar vein, blowing up the buildings accomplishes a 

final iteration of Fight Club’s ultimate project: the violent, parodic ‘blowing up’ of 

hyper-masculine, phallic masculinity. Thirdly, I would point out that Marla and the 

Narrator stand hand in hand with the camera at their backs in a wide shot framed by the 

window like stage curtains and the mise-en-scéne composition positions them as actors 

on a stage moments before the final bow; in other words, the (gender) performance is 

now over. Combining these readings in the centralised image of the newly united 

heterosexual couple, blowing up the buildings is a project of rebirth and, hence, of 

resetting the performance of masculine subjectivity on the stage of capitalism; indeed, 

as the Narrator describes, “If you erase the debt record then we all go back to zero” 

(Fight Club 02:01:38-02:01:41). In other words, the film does more than reconnect its 

male subject with an authentic masculinity (with the final shot closing the gender 

performance), but it does so by reinserting the Narrator into one of cinema’s most 

conservative narrative formulas: the romance (Chopra-Gant, “Absent Fathers” 98). Like 

Point Break and Face/Off, Fight Club reaffirms the centrality of heterosexuality at the 

expense of law and order. Though the masquerade may be over, the performance (or, at 

least, representation) is not, as the extra-diegetic insertion of Tyler’s cock self-

reflexively reminds us. So, as Ken Windrum asks, “which side of the Narrator’s 

consciousness – status-quo or revolutionary – has prevailed?”(315). The collapse of the 

buildings as a metaphor for impotence may prove telling in regards to Fight Club’s 

handling (or lack therefore) of social and political change. 
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Significantly, Fight Club does not advocate for changes in thinking about 

masculinity at the social or cultural level, but instead posits that only some men can be 

privy to rethinking their gender identities. In other words, Fight Club does not preach 

for a structural change to ‘men’ as a collective; “The exclusive membership of Fight 

Club also enables them to imagine themselves both as different from, and superior to, 

other men” (Kusz 467; emphasis added). So, what does Fight Club actually change for 

men? Henry Giroux and Imre Szeman argue that what changes is “the context enabling 

men to assault each other” (101) and, adding to this point, I would suggest that the film 

re-establishes the importance of context to gender performance. The only difference 

between men like Tyler and the Narrator and the other so-perceived unenlightened men 

like Raymond and the Narrator’s boss is that Tyler and the Narrator are able to perform 

naturalness as they work to reinscribe the ‘real’ back into the definition of straight, 

white masculinity. Put another way, the film sets up a hierarchy between naturalised 

performance (New Men) and the performance of naturalness (‘real men’), where ‘real 

men’ and their masquerade always come out on top. Since Fight Club so violently 

attacks the conformist and fake wider consumerist culture that New Men are so deeply 

embedded within, naturally, the film’s ultimate message is that it is up to individual 

men to wake up to the masquerades of their daily lives and ‘act out’, as it were, against 

the system to reclaim some semblance of a genuine, essential masculinity. One fantasy 

is merely exchanged for another, one mask changed over just like Tyler’s film reels. 

Insidiously, Fight Club admits to the fact that masculinities can change – and have 

changed at the cultural level – but only it does so in order to posit a countercultural 

crossroads where they can change back.  

Ultimately, the masculinities and attitudes towards masculinities represented in 

Fight Club demonstrate how hegemonic masculinity can change its face in order to 
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retain power and dominance within patriarchy. To what extent, then, does Fight Club 

fall into the structures it is trying to critique? Conversely, is the film successful in 

playing out the contradictions in gender masquerade? I believe Fight Club does offer a 

complex view of masculinity as a masquerade, but the film’s failure to recognise 

hegemonic masculine violence as merely another form of performance and of 

“packaging…a carnivalesque activity easily subsumed within corporate modernity” 

(Emig and Rowland 4) means that the film undeniably falls into the structures that it is 

trying to critique; one mode of masquerade is merely exchanged and valued at the 

expense of another. The Fight Clubs’ advancement into Project Mayhem perfectly 

encapsulates this sentiment. Firstly, Rosli Talif and Amirhossein Vafa ask an apt 

question about the need for Project Mayhem in the first place: “why is it that with the 

establishment of fight club, the assertion of masculinity as an effort to confront the 

crisis of manhood leads to more acts of aggression?” (454). In other words, if Fight 

Club is the cure for ‘crisis’, what is the point of Project Mayhem? Again, ‘crisis’ is 

merely being deferred, as it can only ever be, rather than solved as the film so 

adamantly claims. In fact, Project Mayhem merely exacerbates the conformist culture 

which Tyler and the Narrator rail against. All members wear black and have shaved 

heads, evoking a militaristic aesthetic, except for the Narrator/Tyler who is the 

unquestioned leader (perhaps, patriarch). Similarly, Project Mayhem requires absolute 

obedience from its members to the extent that “The first rule of Project Mayhem is that 

you do not ask questions” (Fight Club 01:32:46-01:32:49). Project Mayhem’s terrorism 

“ironically echoes the very violence of the wartime soldier that had to be suppressed to 

reinsert him back into the very domesticity that Fight Club seems to critique…those 

that are drones in the workplace become drones in the new masculinity” (Baker 77). 

The film’s uncritical take on Project Mayhem suggests that, while Fight Club exposes 



162 

 

the contradictions in masculine masquerade, the film is not so much playfully engaging 

with deconstructing this condition, but rather positions one form of masquerade as more 

acceptable than another. Fight Club’s failure to acknowledge its hierarchical thinking 

about masquerade demonstrates how hegemonic masculinity can perform naturalness so 

insidiously. 

Fight Club is an action film about, by, and for straight, white masculinity. As a 

postmodern action film, Fight Club is inherently concerned with the reliability of 

American masculinity in the 1990s. The film’s instances of self-reflexivity highlight 

Fincher’s own place within contemporary action cinema as the archetypal straight, 

white male director in Hollywood. Fight Club’s preoccupation with ambiguity serves to 

mask Fincher’s status as such; the goal of the film is to obfuscate straight, white 

masculinity in order to reinscribe it in the realm of the real. As I pointed out in my 

argument, more critical work needs to be done on Fincher’s performance as an action 

film director in order to resist falling into the trap of leaving straight, white masculinity 

unexplained and, therefore, invisible (in contrast to Bigelow and Woo who are seen as 

exceptions to the action-genre rule because they are perceived as ‘having’ a gender or 

race, respectively). Fincher’s aesthetic, a unique blend of CGI elements and 35mm film, 

likewise suggests an attempt at evoking the real (through the almost too perfect grading 

of CGI in combination with raw, gritty 35mm graining). At the level of genre, Fight 

Club performs the naturalness of a violent, traditional, hard-body action film and, again, 

seeks to obscure its masquerade by going back to essentialist ideas about a stable, 

coherent body. Like Face/Off, Fight Club ‘acts out’ against masculine gender roles and 

blows them up in order to expose their contradictions and shortcomings (read: 

feminisation); although, where Face/Off ends without a clear conclusion or premonition 

for the future of masculinities, Fight Club asserts that masculinity can be recovered, the 
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fantasy can be defeated, and the specific way in which this is accomplished is by 

coming to terms with ‘crisis’ and adapting to its conditions so that masculine power is 

still retained. Nonetheless, this semblance of reality that has seemed to be gained in the 

film’s narrative resolution is still marked by splitting and performance (a fact that 

remains uncritically examined in the film’s logic). Fight Club shows how hegemonic 

masculinity works to obscure its genesis through, paradoxically, invoking masquerade, 

splitting, and performance.  

Fight Club marks an important shift in the way that masculinities are split in 

1990s action cinema: the shift from others (Point Break and Face/Off) to alter egos. 

And, paradoxically, it is the alter ego, Tyler, who is markedly more of a ‘real man’ than 

the Narrator. The film poses that it is the fantasy version of masculinity that should be 

ideal and can be recovered. Fight Club has no qualms about acknowledging that 

multiple masculinities can exist at any given time in culture, but unfortunately suggests 

that the specific model of masculinity offered to men under consumer capitalism (the 

New-Man model) is dangerous and must be eradicated. Fight Club invokes a backwards 

momentum: erasure, obfuscation, nostalgia, and covering are the film’s main conceits. 

In this way, ‘crisis’ permeates all aspect of men’s lives in Fight Club, not just at the 

personal level, but temporally and geographically also. Unfortunately, the film is 

misogynistic in its treatment of Marla and femininities more widely. The feminine in 

Fight Club is associated with conformity and fakery, whereas the masculine is 

associated with individuality and ‘realness’. The film evokes a gender hierarchy based 

on one’s relationship to performance and the real; capitalism is feminising as 

feminisation requires participation in capitalism. What Fight Club is exhibiting here 

through its simultaneous rebuke and use of feminine signifiers is that masculinity is 

constituted through its Others at the same time as it seeks to exist outside of them. This 
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kind of violent putting on of femininity, through the logic of masquerade, reveals that 

masculinity’s continuation is predicated on usurping its Others, donning them as a 

costume or, in the case of the lye burn, using them as a literal trial by fire. Overall, 

Fight Club deals with the splitting of masculine subjectivity into man and mask. The 

film literalises the conflict between two competing versions of masculinity and though 

the New Man survives in the end he is nonetheless still split open and Tyler’s cock is 

still given the ultimate, final word. 
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Chapter Five: The Matrix and Men of the Machines 

As America faced the turn of the century, the Wachowski sisters’ sci-fi action 

blockbuster, The Matrix, was released. The Matrix follows Thomas Anderson (Keanu 

Reeves) on his journey from New Man to new man. Anderson begins the film as the 

archetypal New Man of the 1990s, imprisoned in the cubicle of corporate America, and 

ends The Matrix as something new for masculinities entirely: his superhero-like alter 

ego known only as the One, prophesised to have the power to dodge bullets and fly. 

Inciting this journey is a terrible feeling in Anderson that something is not quite right 

with the state of the world. His paranoia will go beyond simple dissatisfaction and 

disillusionment with his white-collar job when Anderson learns that humanity has 

actually been imprisoned in a computer simulation, the titular Matrix, and what he and 

the rest of the world believe to be real life is a machine-induced hallucination. The only 

hope for humanity’s freedom is a group of hackers who have escaped the Matrix, led by 

Morpheus (Laurence Fishburne) and Trinity (Carrie-Anne Moss), who believe 

Anderson to be the man prophesied as the one who will unplug the Matrix for good. But 

the Matrix has in its programming a defence mechanism for upholding its hallucinatory 

grasp on humanity in the form of the Agents – sentient computer programs disguised as 

men, headed by Mr. Smith (Hugo Weaving). In order to truly free himself from the 

Matrix, Anderson must fight and defeat both the Agents as well as his own self-doubt 

about whether he truly is the One as Morpheus and Trinity so adamantly believe.  

Anderson’s journey “from self-doubt to faith” (Constable, “Baudrillard 

Reloaded” 248) is the crux of The Matrix as a film about masculinity in ‘crisis’; he must 

have faith in himself instead of some higher power (the Matrix) at the same time as he 

must doubt this higher power instead of himself. The Matrix extends Fight Club’s 
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culture of ornamentation to a literal universe born out of (a computer) simulation. In 

this way, masculine rage in Fight Club becomes masculine paranoia in The Matrix. 

Marita Sturken notes that “The contemporary version of masculinity in crisis has 

emerged hand in hand with several other distinct social trends: identity politics and 

paranoid narratives” (203). Sturken’s concept of paranoid narratives in contemporary 

American cinema produced in times of masculinity ‘crises’ thus provides an invaluable 

framework through which to understand and view The Matrix: 

Narratives of paranoia are most often read as culturally disruptive 

stories that powerfully evoke the alienation of everyday life and the 

terror of citizenship. The prevalent paranoia of the 1990s was…a 

means through which citizens mediated their identification with the 

nation (207-208). 

 

In Sturken’s model, The Matrix examines the relationship between American 

citizenship and gender, especially when she elaborates: “The paranoid citizen assumes 

that others get all the attention and all the benefits of the system…when this paranoid 

citizen gets angry he does something to up the ante, to be noticed forever” (208). In the 

case of The Matrix, the film exacerbates masculine paranoia that gender and identity 

politics have moved from the personal level to a systemic feature of American life (as 

this chapter argues, the Matrix itself is coded as female). In other words, this system has 

the power to define masculinity as opposed to masculinity defining the system. So, 

Anderson’s paranoia-fuelled journey from self-doubt to faith is more than a messianic 

narrative trajectory on the part of The Matrix; more than that, Anderson’s ‘crisis’ is a 

solipsistic re-inscription of masculinity as the centre (and saviour) of America. 

In this chapter, I extend my analysis of masculine masquerade and alter egos to 

The Matrix. I locate this analysis in the film’s science-fiction elements, including 

explorations of the film’s imagined dystopian future and representation of technology 
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and artificial intelligence. Generic pastiche is a vital point of analysis when looking at 

The Matrix; this chapter explores masculine masquerade as a kind of pastiche in tandem 

with genre. Furthermore, The Matrix’s representation of masculine masquerade is 

conceptualised by two key motifs: becoming and consciousness. The two motifs are 

intertwined; Anderson’s mission to ‘wake up’ to the reality that there is no reality is but 

the first step in his transformation into Neo (his hacker alias) and then finally into the 

One. That this transformative wake-up call is accomplished through fighting (Anderson 

literally has sense beaten into him) leads me to ask in this chapter to what extent The 

Matrix weaponises gender performance. Weaponising gender performance is of 

particular concern in The Matrix because, as Morpheus specifies, the Resistance 

hackers can only run and hide from the Agents for so long; someone will eventually 

have to fight them. In this chapter, I explore the tensions between New Men and ‘real 

men’ in The Matrix with particular emphasis on which kind of masculinity works in 

service of the status quo. Where Point Break and Face/Off feature police as the 

protagonists who must out perform a criminal adversary, The Matrix delivers the 

reverse: a group of radicals are now working to dismantle the systems protected by a 

corrupt police force. However, The Matrix’s narrative resolution does not actually 

feature the collapse of those systems (the Matrix) and, instead, celebrates Neo’s mastery 

over them. In this way, this chapter argues not only that the Matrix is a metaphor for 

‘crisis’ culture but that The Matrix calls for masculinities to ascend into said culture. To 

what extent, then, does the film name itself as one of the simulation machines which it 

supposedly rails against? 

In contrast to Fight Club, which relies on nostalgia and remembering to 

reconstruct masculine gender roles in present-day America, The Matrix imagines a 

dystopian future brought about as a result of masculinities from the 1990s. The Matrix 
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is a text which looks forward, rather than backward, and this concept is replicated in the 

technological advancement of its graphics. As Rocío Carrasco argues of gender in 

virtual reality films, “gender is no longer a fixed category from which to articulate 

and/or understand human experiences but a variable and unstable concept, influenced 

by several factors, including technological developments” (34). The use of technology 

within both the Matrix and The Matrix is intimately tied with the film’s attitudes 

towards the relationship between gender and the real. Indeed, just as there are multiple 

selves within the Matrix (the digitally projected body in the fictional world of the 

Matrix and the so-called real body in the real world) there are also multiple bodies 

within The Matrix (consider, for instance, the use of stunt doubles and CGI doubles). In 

this way, Carrasco further argues that The Matrix represents a kind of “simulated body” 

(35): 

In line with Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum, ‘the simulated 

body’ implies that the embodied collapses into the mediated to the 

point where the real turns out to be a simulation, a mere illusion. 

Wrapped in this hypermedia society, subjectivities seem to become 

disturbed and unable to distinguish reality from simulation, affecting 

the way in which the body is culturally understood...In these films, the 

fluid interaction of the body with cyberspace complicates issues of 

gender depiction, partly because the spectators—like the characters—

are sometimes unable to distinguish reality from virtuality in the 

worlds that are displayed (44). 

 

This interaction between gender and technology in The Matrix offers a new way of 

viewing masculinity where the male body is inherently malleable and open to question. 

Just as the characters within the film can never be sure that what they are experiencing 

is reality, viewers of The Matrix have almost no way of telling where practical effects 

begin and CGI ends. Like the Matrix itself, the use of technology in The Matrix is 

intended to be seamless and perhaps this can be figured as a metaphor for hegemony 

more widely as it works to seamlessly conceal its genesis. However, the crux of the film 
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is ultimately escaping the technological nightmare of living in the Matrix and, in this 

regard, it is telling that this digital culture is associated with fakery and deceit. 

The technological ‘culture’ of the Matrix goes beyond the mere metaphor of 

consumer capitalism as conformist and phony by offering a film where the entire world 

is literally a simulation. The Matrix represents a world 200 years into the future (from 

the year of the film’s release, 1999) where technology has gone awry. Artificial 

intelligence became so advanced that it took over the human world and now uses 

human beings as batteries to power its central system; significantly, the machines have 

the power of “fusion” (The Matrix 00:42:32-00:42:32) or, in other words, duplication. 

The world of the Matrix is marked by stark whites and sickly green hues, as rigid and 

structured as the binary code in the film’s opening credits; immediately the audience is 

presented with a world where something is not quite right (not even the sky is blue, but 

instead a pale green as if infected with technology). Significantly, the un-reality of the 

Matrix is described with a masking metaphor: “It is the world that has been pulled over 

your eyes to blind you from the truth” (The Matrix 00:27:58-00:28:01). As A. Samuel 

Kimball argues, the Matrix: 

[Having] not just achieved awareness of itself but having acquired the 

capacity to simulate – which is to say represent – the world with a 

mimetic exactitude so fine-grained humans cannot perceive the 

difference between the copy of reality and the reality copied, the AI 

and its Matrix have effected a global virtualisation of experience 

(178).  

 

In other words, technology has become so advanced that it is able to simulate a world 

so perfectly fake that human beings are unaware that they are living in a machine’s 

hallucination. The Matrix’s aesthetics – the bilious greens and sterile whites – reflects 

its narrative emphasis on technology’s impact on human life; “it produces a spectacle of 

technology that equals the narrative content in its effect on the viewer” (Melzer 2). In 
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this way, through the use of computer graphics to depict a world consumed by 

computer graphics, The Matrix frustrates the blur between movies and verisimilitude 

despite the hyper-realism of its technological effects (Kimball 189). The aesthetics and 

technology used within The Matrix become what the story is really about and the film 

names itself as one of the deceitful machines it rails against. Overall, the technological 

culture of the Matrix is associated with the unreal. Furthermore, it is difficult to ignore 

the capitalist undertones in the film’s representation of machines using humans for 

batteries. 

As in Fight Club, The Matrix is deeply concerned with the feminising influence 

of capitalism. Where Fight Club equates specifically consumer capitalism as producing 

a culture of ornamentation, The Matrix’s equivalent is technology and its ability to 

seamlessly produce a fake world. The text infuses capitalism with a maternal metaphor 

in the titular ‘Matrix’, derived from the (later) Latin word for ‘womb’ and originating in 

the Greek word metra (uterus) (Blackmore 25). Further, and as Morpheus explains, 

“What is the Matrix? Control. The Matrix is a computer-generated dream world built to 

keep us under control in order to change a human being into [a battery]…Human beings 

are no longer born. We are grown” (The Matrix 00:43:20-00:43:47). It is worth noting 

briefly that Morpheus’ dialogue mirrors Simone de Beauvoir’s proclamation that “One 

is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (de Beauvoir 243). Becoming and growth, in 

de Beauvoir and The Matrix’s understanding, are fused with notions of womanhood. 

And when Morpheus shows Neo this reality, the maternal imagery continues: Neo 

wakes up naked and completely hairless, like a newborn, in a womb-like sack, covered 

in a placenta-like liquid. He is tangled and plugged into cables, like an umbilical cord, 

and observes all the other human beings like foetuses in their respective pod-wombs. A 

grotesque, spider-like machine then advances on Neo, gnashing its metal fangs like a 
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vagina dentata. Here, in the ‘real’ world, humanity is enslaved as perpetual foetuses 

and is used to power the technological mother; in an insidious inversion of the mother 

figure, human beings grow the machine for its own power. This maternal imagery 

mirrors the human body under capitalism: a battery in the machine, or a “copper top” 

(The Matrix 00:23:22-00:23:22) in the Resistance’s slang. The simulated metropolis of 

the Matrix is the child of the biotechnological mother and, whether in the real world or 

the simulation, wider culture has been grotesquely feminised. The Matrix has its 

counterpoint in the Nebuchadnezzar, Morpheus’ phallic ship, the name of which means 

“to defend the boundaries” (Kimball 177). This culture has revoked any notion of 

authenticity and, by extension, a stable, essentialist view of masculinity and gender 

more widely. The anti-capitalist attitude of The Matrix betrays a misogynistic rhetoric 

and seeks the return of rigid gender roles in a firmly reinstated patriarchy, rather than 

the technological nightmare of the Matrix. Though the film presents a world in contrast 

to the Matrix, whether this world is real or not still remains open for debate. 

The Matrix leaves open the possibility for questioning the validity of its so-

called ‘real world’. The film establishes two distinct worlds, the metropolis of the 

Matrix and “the desert of the real” (The Matrix 00:41:23-00:41:23) (appropriately, the 

film borrows a direct quote from Baudrillard here). Within the narrative then, “it is the 

existence of the paraspaces that apparently establishes a set of oppositions, the Real 

World as opposed to the Matrix, reality as opposed to illusion, freedom as opposed to 

enslavement” (A. Wood 123). This establishment of oppositions is represented in The 

Matrix through Morpheus’ choice to Neo to either take the red pill or the blue pill: 

“You take the blue pill: the story ends, you wake up in your bed and believe whatever 

you want to believe. You take the red pill: you stay in Wonderland, and I show you how 

deep the rabbit hole goes. Remember, all I’m offering is the truth. Nothing more” (The 
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Matrix 00:29:12-00:29:44). Because the film constructs these oppositions as binaries, 

the meaning of each term depends upon the other; put simply, “for the characters within 

the text the reality of the Real World is dependent on a belief that the Matrix is an 

illusion. If the Matrix is an illusion, then the Real World must be real” (A. Wood 123). 

But is it? How deep does the rabbit hole go in The Matrix? For the film’s characters 

leading the Resistance against the machines (and the film’s audience along with them) 

the Matrix is a third-order simulation, Baudrillard’s Disneyland – “presented as 

imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real” – when, actually, “The 

Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor false; it is a deterrence machine set up in order 

to rejuvenate in reverse the fiction of the real” (26; emphasis added). If the masquerade 

of the Matrix were to be revealed, there would be no illusion to secure ‘reality’; “the 

Real is not the ‘true reality’ behind the virtual simulation, but the void which makes 

reality incomplete or inconsistent, and the function of every symbolic Matrix is to 

conceal this inconsistency” (Žižek 246). In other words, whether red pill or blue, each is 

an induced hallucination – the only assurance is that Neo will wake up in either of the 

worlds, and to him that will be the reality he has chosen and, by extension, that will be 

the identity he has chosen (he is called Thomas Anderson in the Matrix and Neo in the 

‘real world’). Just as the film is split between reality and illusion, so too are the 

masculinities within the film split. 

The Matrix asserts that the New-Man masculinity of the 1990s has continued 

into the future and has remained in ‘crisis’. The film presents Anderson as the 

archetypal New Man, the ‘ordinary’ white male. By day, Anderson is a computer 

programmer stuck in the classic plastic, white cubicle and uniform of corporate 

America, dulled and unsatisfied with the present condition of his day to day life. By 

night, he is a hacker who goes by the alias ‘Neo’ – his alter ego’s name literally means 
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‘new’. Significantly, his identity is split from the outset, divided by day and night; his 

‘crisis’ or dilemma throughout the film is one of consciousness. Aptly, in the scene 

which introduces Anderson, he is asleep in front of his computer. He is groggy, 

dishevelled, and barely conscious (“some critics might say this is a constant state for 

Reeves” [83] adds Pat Mellencamp). “Wake up, Neo” (The Matrix 00:07:05-00:07:13) 

flashes across Anderson’s computer screen and this will be his mission throughout The 

Matrix: to wake up to the knowledge that he is living in a fake world manipulated by 

external forces. Throughout the film, Neo will be continuously put to sleep only to 

wake up in another reality and awakened to the reality of his situation to the extent that 

“we are never certain whether Thomas Anderson / a.k.a Neo is asleep or awake, in 

reality or virtuality” (Mellencamp 83). In contrast to the Narrator in Fight Club, whose 

personal ‘crisis’ afflicts him with the inability to fall asleep, Neo’s challenge in 

overcoming his ‘crisis’ is to wake up to what the Matrix really is and who he really is as 

well. His split condition is only exacerbated by living in the simulated metropolis of the 

Matrix; he is a fake man in a fake world, unaware and unconscious of himself. Neo’s 

awakening, both literal and figurative, therefore, “is supposed to mark the moment 

when his suspicion becomes focused and is directed toward the realisation that his life 

is alienated and manipulated by an invisible ideological power which he has to find and 

fight” (Konig 4). Overall, The Matrix literally calls for New Men to wake up to their 

reality; it is not masculinity itself which is fake, per se, but rather the feminising, 

capitalist culture from which it is grown.   

Unsurprisingly, then, Neo is portrayed as a feminised New Man. The Matrix 

does this through the use of intertexts. Firstly, consider the casting of Reeves as Neo. In 

the aforementioned introduction to Thomas Anderson, the camera lingers over Reeves’ 

eyes, focusing on his soft eyes, long eyelashes, and dainty hand under his face. 
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Furthermore, Neo has an uncanny resemblance to Trinity, the film’s only female lead: 

both have high cheekbones, a long face, and slicked back, short, dark hair (Edwards 

118). Just as Reeves’ Utah in Point Break bears close resemblance to Tyler, Neo looks 

much like Trinity in The Matrix. In addition, when the Oracle later calls Neo “cute” but 

“not too bright” (The Matrix 01:13:40-01:13:53), her comments are perhaps self-

reflexive as “we do not feel that she is displaying vast insight so much as 

acknowledging what we have already noticed for ourselves. Reeves is a star whose 

screen persona has…colossal loveable dopiness” (Kaveney 75). Reeves’ star image in 

the 1990s is one of androgyny or, at least, as a “pretty boy” (Edwards 119). Secondly, 

Neo is likened to Alice from Alice in Wonderland. Neo’s first instruction from 

Morpheus is to “follow the white rabbit” (The Matrix 00:07:45-00:07:46), a clear 

intertextual reference to Carroll’s tale. Neo will step through the looking glass in his 

journey or, rather, the looking glass will step through him as it does when a mirror 

encroaches upon him, liquidises, and streams down his throat; “suggesting a primacy of 

subjectivity over the real, this initial image of reality existing within a human being 

foreshadows how the film will argue that both the simulation as well as the real can be 

dominated in this manner” (C. Williams 9). The combination of both intertextual 

references demonstrates that Neo’s identity is made up of different selves and genders 

(of mask and man), suggesting a kind of androgyny. The film never condemns Neo’s 

femininity, but rather reserves its misogynistic rhetoric for the feminisation of wider 

capitalist culture more generally. Feminisation in men, specifically New Men, seems to 

be acceptable within the world of The Matrix, in stark contrast to a text like Fight Club, 

and here we see the Wachowski sisters’ influence on the film’s gender politics take 

hold. The real enemy is the Matrix itself and those that work to preserve its hegemony: 

the film’s ‘real men’.  
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The Matrix presents ‘real men’ as a kind of enemy because they work to 

preserve the illusion of hegemony. Hegemonic masculinity is represented in the film 

through the figures of the aptly named Agents. The Agents are sentient computer 

programs disguised as men who work in service of the Matrix to uphold its 

hallucinatory grasp on the general public, thus maintaining the status quo; in contrast to 

Point Break, The Matrix’s Agents hold the power of masquerade and become an image 

of a corrupt system of law and order. Their image is one of hyperbolic capitalist 

masculinity: each Agent is costumed in identical black suits, has a blank, void 

expression doubly concealed with black sunglasses, and bears the most common Anglo-

Saxon names imaginable such as Mr. Smith, Mr. Jones, and Mr. Brown. As Kim 

Edwards argues, “the uniform of the Agents is ominous, indistinguishable and doggedly 

masculine…The ‘suits’ are villainous and generally mindless clones, and repression of 

their sexuality, individuality and personal freedom because synonymous with their 

exaggerated display of masculinity” (120). Hence, the Agents represent the threat of 

hegemonic masculine conformity; indeed, as Morpheus says, “Inside the Matrix, they 

are everyone and they are no one” (The Matrix 00:57:38-00:57:41). Significantly, the 

Agents are adept at masquerade. In one sequence when Morpheus is explaining the 

Matrix to Neo, a woman in a red dress walks by and catches Neo’s eye. She is a 

hyperbolic image of femininity, bearing resemblance to a femme fatale. When Neo 

looks back at her, he is met with Mr. Smith pointing a gun to his head. The woman in 

red was a disguise all along; she is literally ‘made up’ to be looked at. Edwards has also 

noted that the woman in red is the only portrayal of hegemonic femininity found in The 

Matrix and it is significant that she is quite literally a male construction (120). The 

sequence with the woman in red shows how the Agents use masquerade in order to 

duplicate and reproduce hegemonic gender relations. It is this power over simulation – 
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as Christopher Williams says, this “agency” (11) – that Neo must learn in order to 

overcome the Matrix. Overall, by working in service to the status quo of the Matrix, the 

Agents demonstrate how ‘real men’ work to naturalise gender performance, to preserve 

the illusion of hegemony, in contrast to the film’s New Men who must learn how to 

perform naturalness to thrive within it. 

The Matrix is a film about straight, white men learning to weaponise gender 

performance. It is significant that Thomas Anderson’s journey to becoming Neo occurs 

only within the virtual reality of the Matrix. Neo’s ascendency into the One requires 

out-performing the Agents at their own game and on their own turf and, hence, Point 

Break and Face/Off’s trial by fire becomes in both Fight Club and The Matrix learning 

to fight fire with fire. As Rehling argues: 

The fact that virtual reality offers the fantasy of the ultimate Cartesian 

trip at a time when the body is a site of identity critiques may signal a 

white male ‘desire to return to the ‘neutrality’ of the body’ at a 

historical juncture when white heterosexual masculinity’s universal 

status is being challenged. Yet, at the same time, the potential fluidity 

of gendered, raced, and sexual identities in the virtual real, a fluidity 

which deconstructs any recourse to the ‘natural’, has obvious 

ramifications for normative masculinity, which has secured its 

traditional privileges through ontological discourses of sexual and 

racial difference anchored in the body (117). 

 

It is the straight, white male body which the film literally circles around (consider the 

bullet-time filming style, wherein Neo maintains a static pose and the camera literally 

circles around him) (Gallagher 251). By anchoring Neo’s heroic journey in the world of 

the Matrix, rather than the real world, The Matrix suggests that “the source of Neo and 

of the other resistance fighters’ agility when jacked into the Matrix comes from their 

awareness of themselves as existing simultaneously in two worlds” (Feng 151; 

emphasis added). It is in his awareness of the fakery of the Matrix that Neo is able to 

outperform the system; to overcome the confines of simulation requires one’s 
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awareness of the knowledge that their gender is a performance. The narrative of The 

Matrix is structured around the threat of failing to pass (Feng 154). Weaponising gender 

performance in The Matrix evinces the mind/body split that characterises masculinity.  

 The Matrix both aligns with and aggravates theories of masculinity which claim 

that hegemonic masculinity privileges the mind over the body. Seidler argues that “Men 

learn to live in the mind…They develop an inner relationship with their reason and 

mind, which becomes the source of freedom and autonomy, and an external relationship 

with the body, which becomes a site of unfreedom and determination” (79). And in The 

Matrix, all characters live quite literally within the mind. The film is organised around 

Descartes’ principle, ‘I think, therefore, I am’, or, in Morpheus’ words, “Your mind 

makes it real” (The Matrix 00:55:25-00:55:25). The problem with Descartes’ and 

Morpheus’ assertions, as Mark Rowlands points out, is that both depend upon the 

stability of both an ‘I’/‘mind’ and the real (73). In other words, to assert that ‘I think, 

therefore, I am’ suggests that it is the self who produces its own reality. But is this point 

not antithetical to The Matrix wherein it is actually artificial intelligence which 

produces and controls reality? The Matrix is “a splinter in your mind” (The Matrix 

00:27:10-00:27:10) which Neo must extract in order to achieve self-determination. 

Though “The body cannot live without the mind” (The Matrix 00:55:38-00:55:38), it is 

Neo’s body which will be the site of reformation. He will learn speed, agility, strength, 

and superior fighting skills in order to take on the Matrix’s Agents. Thus, “Control over 

the body becomes a metaphor for the triumph of the (Cartesian) mind, the 

transcendental subject” (Melzer 7). To ask, “What is the Matrix?” (The Matrix 

00:11:17-00:11:17), as Neo does, is to question the power structures around him which 

create both his reality and his very sense of masculine subjecthood. His body is able to 

defy gravity and perform superhuman feats within the Matrix only so long as he is freed 
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from “a prison for [his] mind” (The Matrix 00:28:30-00:28:32). In The Matrix, “the 

only way to recover a conscious subjectivity is by reactivating the connection between 

mind and material body -- the mind's recognition of the material conditions surrounding 

it” (Melzer 5). Overall, The Matrix has an ambivalent relationship with theories of 

masculinity which dictate that the masculine is exclusively associated with the mind. 

Yet the mind is still central within the film and, appropriately, ‘crisis’ is also brought 

about through memory and, by extension, time. 

 Time is also a simulation in The Matrix. In the battle for mind and body, “More 

important than ‘what’ is ‘when’” (The Matrix 00:37:36-00:37:37), more important than 

one’s self is the memory of who one is. Though this chapter mentioned that The Matrix 

is set in the year 2199, it is important to specify that this date only applies to the real 

world (and even so, the film specifies that this date is only an estimate and it is actually 

impossible to know when the characters exist in time and space). The world of the 

Matrix instead simulates the year 1999. Hence, what the machines have accomplished is 

not just world domination but, more than that, they have implanted false memories into 

the human population. In this regard, I disagree with Keith Brooker who equates the 

present with fakery and the past with authenticity in The Matrix (258); the film is 

concerned with the repercussions of a fake past inducing an equally fake present, where 

the only certainty or authenticity is, paradoxically, in knowing that the present moment 

has been faked. The Matrix is a text which deals with both an imposed collective 

memory loss and the fight to remember or wake up to the truth (Blackmore 15). This 

culture, lacking a temporal referent, breeds ‘crisis’; with space and time both simulated, 

“human beings define their reality through suffering and misery” (The Matrix 01:32:27-

01:32:29). Such is the case for Anderson at the start of The Matrix when Mr. Smith 

challenges him by saying: “It seems that you’ve been living two lives. In one life you’re 
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Thomas A. Anderson, program writer....Your other life is lived in computers where you 

go by the hacker alias ‘Neo’…One of these lives has a future, and one of them does 

not” (The Matrix 00:17:54-00:18:31; emphasis added). Here, Agent Smith’s dialogue 

draws attention to how identity is contingent on time (and, perhaps, vice versa). Neo’s 

metamorphosis into the One will see him able to manipulate time, particularly by 

freezing it to dodge bullets or block punches. The more he is able to believe in himself 

and his identity as the One, rather than this perception of time and its laws induced by 

the machines, the more he is able to do (Blackmore 34). The Matrix demonstrates how 

time is as illusory as identity and may be just as helpful in maintaining or denying the 

status quo. Where Fight Club calls for a masculine re-member-ing, The Matrix insists 

on a time-less masculinity. Such a masculinity is only possible through relationships 

between men. 

 The Matrix is an anomaly in this thesis because homoerotic undertones in the 

film are not just reserved for the relationship between hero and nemesis. Both Mr. 

Smith and Morpheus are in competition on their respective manhunt for Neo; they both 

want and need him because he is, in a double entendre, the One for them. Like Fight 

Club, and in contrast to both Point Break and Face/Off, Neo does not want to get his 

man so much as his man (in this case, men) wants to get him. Characters on both sides 

cannot seem to stop penetrating Neo with phallic objects, be it with an electronic bug in 

his bellybutton or a power cord to his brain. In this regard, The Matrix is reflective of 

Sedgwick’s homoerotic “triangle” (Between Men 181) or, perhaps, trinity (notably, 

‘Trinity’ is the name of the film’s only main female character). Hence, I do not entirely 

agree with Nora Koller’s assertion that “The film’s characterisation of male-to-male 

physicality as violent, painful and predominantly infectious serves to validate its 

ambition to reinstate heteropatriarchy” (38). This analysis does account for the 
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aforementioned grotesque scene where Mr. Smith inserts an electronic bug into Neo in 

order to track him, but Koller’s conclusion does not apply consistently throughout The 

Matrix. Consider the scene where Neo is being taught combat skills. When the jujitsu 

program is uploaded electronically into his brain, Neo’s body arches back and his 

mouth is agape in an orgasmic O-shape. Panting and sighing, he asks for more. After 

this sequence, Neo will engage in an equally homoerotic combat training sequence with 

Morpheus which will echo Fight Club’s “I want you to hit me as hard as you can” 

(Fight Club 00:32:16-00:32:17) sequence when Morpheus will yell, “Stop trying to hit 

me and hit me!” (The Matrix 00:53:29-00:53:30). In this case, literal bonds between 

men are teachable moments, moments where knowledge and power are shared and the 

experience is pleasurable instead of grotesque. The Matrix is ambivalent in its depiction 

of homoeroticism. Regardless, it would be academically irresponsible not to point out 

that homoeroticism is always linked with some kind of violence in The Matrix, and I do 

partially agree with Koller (38). In this regard, I will examine violence in the film more 

closely.  

 Violence is likewise a simulation in The Matrix. As well as violence being a 

performative cover to facilitate bonds between men, violence in The Matrix is also 

presented as necessary for masculinities in an artificial culture. In The Matrix’s war 

between hegemonic masculinities (the Agents) and New Men masculinities (the 

resistance), the film makes clear that the winner will be whichever man can most 

effectively harness the power of performance. Because the Agents, in compliance with 

hegemonic masculinity’s insistence on defining itself through the rhetoric of the real, 

function through an essentialist discourse, their violence will ultimately fail. To 

illustrate: “[Morpheus has] seen an agent punch through a concrete wall. Men have 

emptied entire clips at them and hit nothing but air. Yet their strength and their speed 



181 

 

are still based in a world that is built on rules. Because of that, they will never be as 

strong or as fast as [Neo] can be” (The Matrix 00:58:47-00:59:00). The Agents’ strength 

lies in maintaining the belief that, following Morpheus’ quote, the wall is real; in 

contrast, Neo’s strength will come from knowing that in the Matrix there really is no 

wall or, in other words, that the wall can be punched through because it does not exist. 

These ‘rules’ that the Agents must abide by are a metaphor for the rules and borders of 

gender, specifically the divide between an essentialist and social constructionist 

discourse. “Do you believe that my being stronger or faster has anything to do with my 

muscles in this place”? (The Matrix 00:52:03-00:52:10), Morpheus asks Neo and, in 

doing so, explicitly rejects essentialist understandings of masculine strength as inherent 

in one’s body. Morpheus’ question also marks a distinction between violence in 1980s 

action cinema and 1990s action cinema where violence, strength, and speed remain 

necessary but what has changed is the context of the body (that is, ‘this place’). What 

matters is not so much one’s physicality but their performative arena; and, in The 

Matrix, simulation reigns supreme. Neo will ultimately win because he realises that the 

rules that govern masculine roles are, like the wall, fake and thus can be taken 

advantage of. Violence in The Matrix is a manipulation of and reaction to artifice. 

Significantly, violence is also racialised in The Matrix.  

 In tandem with its critique of gender relations in a dystopian version of 

America, The Matrix is likewise a racially charged narrative. Isiah Lavender argues that 

“The film establishes an ethnic connection between AI and cyborgs through a set of 

master/slave relationships” (443-444), the Matrix being AI (white supremacy) and its 

inhabitants being cyborgs (minorities), so that these categories come to symbolise new 

ethnicities which Lavender calls “technicities”: “the integration of various technologies 

with humanity, which produces new ethnic forms out of men, women, and machines, 
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i.e. artificial people and post-humans” (439). The emancipation of a population of 

people held as slaves is inherently a racially-charged narrative, “a science-fiction 

version of Hollywood’s interracial buddy flick” (Haslam 98). Like Fight Club, The 

Matrix incorporates race into its conflict between ‘real men’ and New Men, but where 

The Matrix diverts from Fight Club is its ability to critique racist power structures and 

essentialism more widely. The racially-charged humour of Morpheus, a black man, 

telling Agent Smith, The Matrix’s version of a police officer, that “you all look the 

same to me” (The Matrix 01:24:09-01:24:09) would certainly point to a narrative that is 

able to be read as a critique of white supremacy and, notably, the dialogue uses a 

masquerade metaphor to do so. Morpheus’ comment highlights that the threat of 

whiteness is inherently linked to the threat of conformity, a world without difference or 

uniqueness. Likewise, Agent Smith will later express his disdain for human beings who 

are able to split themselves in his rant about humanity: 

Every mammal on this planet instinctively develops a natural 

equilibrium with the surrounding environment but you humans do not. 

You move to an area and you multiply and multiply until every 

natural resource is consumed and the only way you can survive is to 

spread to another area. There is another organism on this planet that 

follows the same pattern. Do you know what it is? A virus (The 

Matrix 01:37:53-01:38:40). 

 

Agent Smith and the machines “desire human consciousness and virtual performance to 

be strictly correlated – a textbook definition of essentialism” (Carrasco 153) and Neo, 

Morpheus, and the resistance more widely threaten this condition in their doubling of 

identity. Overall, The Matrix uses a racially-charged narrative in order to demonstrate 

the struggle between New Men and ‘real men’ and which category should be allowed to 

continue/multiply through dividing one’s self. This condition of splitting and 

fragmentation likewise extends to the level of genre in The Matrix.  
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 The Matrix is a heterogeneous text, comprised of multiple genres and references 

to multiple intertexts. Not only that, The Matrix also self-reflexively points towards 

itself as a product of screen media through the repeated image of television screens in 

the film: Morpheus specifically mentions television in his description of institutions that 

contribute to the illusion of the Matrix; Morpheus even provides Neo with the history of 

the Matrix through a television screen; at one point, when jacked into the Matrix via 

screen and bound to a chair, Neo’s position mirrors that of the cinema audience (Bahng 

168); and a recurrent technique the Wachowskis use is to seamlessly transition from 

watching a scene on a television screen to being inside the scene itself. The film’s 

recurrent references to television “[suggest] the way in which, in our own world, 

television plays a major role in the postmodern blurring of the boundary between reality 

and fiction” (Booker 259). The Matrix then offers its audience fragments of that very 

screen media. Chad Barnett’s article of the film details the numerous intertexts that The 

Matrix engages with: 

The action sequences blend the choreography and elegance of a John 

Woo movie…Neo blends the traditional martial arts movements with 

the swagger and smirk of a boxer – at one point he actually brushes 

his thumb to his nose. The showdown at the end of the film looks as 

though it was precipitated by Agent Smith saying ‘This town ain’t big 

enough for the two of us.’ The kiss that brings Neo back to life at the 

conclusion of the film is Sleeping Beauty with the gender roles 

reversed. The sentient Agents appear to be out of Men in Black; Neo’s 

role as ‘The One’ is similar to Luke Skywalker’s in Star Wars; the use 

of mirrors, the white rabbit, and the red pill/blue pill decision evoke 

Alice in Wonderland; and Cypher’s comment to Neo that, Kansas is 

going bye-bye’ is a direct reference to The Wizard of Oz (364). 

 

Just as “the film can be conceived of as a world composed of the fragments of other 

worlds in film” (Lutzka 124), so too for the film’s engagement with masculinity. The 

Matrix acknowledges that there is nothing truly new about genre nor New-Man 

masculinity as an identity; each is only ever made up of the fragments which came 
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before it, endlessly being put on like a mask again and again. The film’s use of 

intertexts and genres is also a metaphor for masculinity being dependent on its Others to 

define itself, particularly women in the case of The Matrix.  

As I have done for Bigelow, Woo, and Fincher, I would like to account for the 

significance of the Wachowski sisters’ identities. Lana transitioned and came out in 

2010 and Lilly came out in 2016, though rumours of both sisters questioning their 

gender identities can be traced as far back as 1999 when The Matrix was released 

(Kaveney 78). I believe the sisters’ questioning of gender and identity is the central 

conceit of The Matrix which can be figured as a metaphor for coming out more 

generally. The film asks who we really are and, more importantly, if it is even possible 

to really know and become the person we are meant to be. Yet The Matrix never falls 

into the trap of assuming that a real self is no less predicated on gender performance 

than an ‘unreal’ self; there are, simply, multiple selves which one can experience and 

become throughout their lives. Clearly, multiplicity is at the heart of The Matrix at the 

level of character (all characters have two names), genre (as a cross between science 

fiction and action), and, most significantly, director (two siblings working together). 

Acknowledging the Wachowski sisters’ questioning of gender both inside and out of the 

text questions the consistency of the straight, white, male action-film director. Indeed, 

the Wachowski sisters’ experience asserts the malleability of all gender identities, 

including femininity.  

 The Matrix represents femininity as a performance as well as masculinity. The 

film’s main female lead, Trinity, is, like Neo, visually androgynous. She is 

characterised by masculine looks, such as her cropped, slicked-back haircut, long face 

with square jaw, and ‘nude’ makeup. Trinity has been read as butch by numerous 

scholars (Koller 306). Upon meeting her, Neo remarks, “I just thought you were a guy” 
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to which Trinity smirks and replies, “Most guys do” (The Matrix 00:10:34-00:10:40). 

At the same time, Trinity is also feminised in a tight cat-suit and high heels. The very 

name ‘Trinity’ likewise evokes multiplicity (Edwards 119). Critics such as Theresa 

Geller suggest that Trinity, as a female action hero, can be read as both a queer figure 

and a queering of the action genre (12). Geller gives Trinity the archetype of the 

Hollywood “tough chick” (11): 

By positing a woman in the expected role of action hero, the 

representation of the state as coherently masculine is subverted. This 

subversion of generic expectation often leads to a break in the 

“continuous process of constructing affiliations” that such a depiction 

entails. That is, by replacing the action hero with a woman, it becomes 

possible for the assumptions accompanying the idea of the action 

hero, such as political and personal alliances, to shift (11). 

 

As a tough chick, Trinity subverts the gender expectations aligned with the traditional 

masculine action hero. But, again, the division between a so-called real world and the 

world of the Matrix complicates matters. As Geller points out, it is only in the Matrix 

that Trinity is fetishised; in other words, the feminine cat-suit and heels are only 

Trinity’s simulated image (22). In the so-called real world, Trinity (and all the others of 

the resistance, both male and female) wears something akin to gym wear in torn, pale 

greys. Geller describes: “‘tough chick’ films such as these posit a ‘queer’ form of 

femininity through the female lead’s use of mimicry. Trinity…in this way, [mimics] the 

masquerade, ironically performing a masculinised version of overstated femininity” 

(22). Androgyny is certainly valued within The Matrix, but that is perhaps the extent of 

the film’s radical potential in regards to women and gender performance. The film’s 

ending, which ultimately confines Trinity to a love interest, both confirms and 

complicates the queer potential of The Matrix and gender performance.  
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 Like Point Break, Face/Off, and Fight Club, The Matrix ends with a resolution 

that affirms heterosexuality at the cost of law and order. However, the film’s 

construction of Neo as both masculine and feminine complicates this premise and does 

open up the potential for a queer reading of The Matrix’s narrative resolution. To 

illustrate, in the film’s ending, Neo is bested in a fight with three Agents and is finally 

shot by Agent Smith. Neo is seemingly defeated until Trinity whispers to him, “I’m not 

afraid anymore. The Oracle told me that I will fall in love and that that man, that the 

man I love, would be the One. So, you see, you can’t be dead. You can’t be, because I 

love you” (The Matrix 02:03:52-02:04:10) and kisses him. Neo is resurrected, regains 

consciousness, continues the fight, and defeats all the Agents. Only after Trinity’s kiss 

does he gain the power of the One: he can now not only perceive the computer code of 

the Matrix but can out-perform its laws and restrictions. Neo’s ascendency into the One 

and mastering of the Matrix comes after a literal kiss of life, a resurrection, from 

Trinity. While “In the end, the movie contains Trinity within the heterosexual matrix of 

romance and love” (Melzer 4), numerous critics have rightly pointed out that The 

Matrix’s resolution is a gendered inversion of the Sleeping Beauty narrative, with Neo 

as the sleeping princess and Trinity as the handsome prince (Konig 8; Haslam; 102; 

Barnett 364). Multiplicity is at the heart of The Matrix including its interpretations; like 

Point Break, The Matrix’s ending both aggravates and complies with the traditional 

Hollywood ending in heterosexuality. Both films share a commonality in their 

representation of androgyny as ideal. But this gender inversion highlights the ways in 

which Neo’s male subjectivity is “performatively enabled by the gendered, embodied 

figure which the dominant ontology would deny by relegating it as ‘other’” (Haslam 

102). In other words, Neo needs the multiplicity and androgyny of Trinity in order to be 

the One. While Haslam’s point demonstrates that masculinity needs its Others in order 
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to change the status quo (to out-perform the Matrix), to what extent is Neo’s femininity, 

like a mask, put on for the kiss then subsequently taken off when he ascends into the 

One? To answer this question, I will examine how Neo’s masculinity is changed in the 

film’s narrative resolution.  

 Neo’s transformation into the One demonstrates how multiple masculinities may 

exist in one body at the same time. At the end of The Matrix, Neo embodies both New 

Man and ‘real man’ masculinities simultaneously; he is neither Thomas Anderson nor 

Neo anymore per se, but rather, something else altogether in his subject position as the 

One. Much has been said of the significance of Neo flying through the sky in The 

Matrix’s closing shot. Koller argues that Neo’s ascent into the sky “signifies his 

acquisition of an omniscient, hegemonic subject position where the universal male ‘I’ 

sees everything” (319; emphasis added). I would also add that, in this closing shot, Neo 

is costumed in black sunglasses remarkably similar to the Agents’; Neo has achieved 

the power of simulation (secured in the previous sequence in his defeat of the Agents by 

literally transferring his projection into Mr. Smith and imploding him) thus securing 

hegemonic masculine dominance, like a ‘real man’. Yet, he is not too far from the 

feminised New Man the audience were introduced to. Edwards calls Neo a “frock-

coated superman… his androgyny is deified and glorified, for this paraclete is not 

defined by boundaries but by the transcendence of them” (122). But, most importantly, 

where Johnny Utah needed to affirm that his gender is a performance in order to 

succeed, the One must mask this fact in order to achieve ontological security. Though 

Thomas Anderson became Neo through a series of performative tests and Neo became 

the One by mastering simulation, the One must ultimately cover up this process so long 

as he exists within the Matrix. It is only within the Matrix, not the real world, that Neo 

can dodge bullets and fly. In other words, “Neo cannot function outside of the dominant 
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ontological matrix and still be the self-contained singular hero – the One without the 

Other – because the performative nature of this identity has been exposed” (Haslam 

105). The Matrix is not a film about an ascent into manhood but, instead, an ascent into 

‘crisis’ (that is, thriving within a culture of the un-real) as opposed to a ‘descent’. As the 

One, Neo is the postmodern male: both and neither, man and mask, and New and ‘real’. 

“Neo, in the end, does not break through to reality so much as he creates reality” 

(Goonan 110) and in order to maintain his power, Neo must therefore continue to live in 

the Matrix, to defer his ‘crisis’ rather than defeat it.  

 Like Fight Club, The Matrix ultimately falls into the structures it is trying to 

critique in its narrative closure which privileges change only for a select few rather than 

the collective whole. Though the crux of the film has seemingly been freedom from the 

oppressive reality of the Matrix, the film’s final shot of Neo flying like Superman 

suggests otherwise. As mentioned, the fact that freedom from the controls and 

boundaries of the Matrix can only exist, paradoxically, within the environment of the 

Matrix means that Neo and the Resistance’s goal of liberation is merely a fantasy. 

Because it is only in the Matrix that Neo is empowered, the film suggests that “The 

only route to liberation is not to destroy but to assume control over the false 

reality…and the choosing of what sort of false reality to live in” (Watson 161-162). In 

other words, Neo has not so much taken back reality for humanity as much as he has 

become the one that creates reality; control and power have merely shifted hands rather 

than being altogether dismantled. And it is significant that the one with the power over 

simulating reality is a masculine man; while all other human beings are, as quoted 

previously, grown rather than born into the Matrix, Neo is the only one to ‘grow’ 

himself for himself (R. Smith 2). The project of reformation in The Matrix is not the 

Matrix itself but masculinity. Masculinity has at last ‘woken up’ from the hallucination 



189 

 

it was trapped in and realised that if you can’t beat them, join them. Unlike Fight Club, 

which asks for masculinity to exist outside of culture itself, masculinity in The Matrix 

has understood that it is advantageous to live in a culture of ‘crisis’ when one’s gender 

is a performance. Neo has accomplished the project that Utah, Archer, and the Narrator 

have only begun: he has not just taken control of his gender performance but taken 

control of such a culture which requires gender performance as well. “The movie 

celebrates not freedom from the Matrix, but the indulgence in exciting filmic 

simulations” (Freeland 214) or, in other words, The Matrix celebrates the ascent and 

reintegration of masculinity into power without necessarily having to specifically be a 

model of hegemonic masculinity. Overall, Neo cannot serve as a model for liberation 

for others (not even those in the Resistance) because, as the One, “he is literally one of 

a kind whose example cannot be duplicated” (Booker 255) and The Matrix 

unfortunately reveals that freedom is only possible for those select (masculine) few 

because it is ultimately their destiny.  

 The Matrix is a superhero film of sorts. In an interview, The Matrix’s producer, 

Joel Silver, said that the Wachowskis “wanted to find a way to make a superhero movie 

today where the audience would accept superheroes in a way that wouldn’t feel to them 

like Saturday morning television” (qtd. in Watson 162). Because the film is ultimately 

concerned with masculinity in the process of becoming, The Matrix explicitly draws on 

the idea of the origin story, a classic trope in superhero fiction. Like Peter Parker being 

bitten by a radioactive spider, Bruce Banner’s exposure to gamma radiation, Bruce 

Wayne’s loss of his mother and father, or Clark Kent’s arrival on Earth, the origin story 

– that is, the story of how the everyday man comes to be the super man – is a 

cornerstone of superhero mythology. Indeed, The Matrix follows the origin story’s 

pattern: Thomas Anderson, the everyman, one way or another has been chosen/is made 



190 

 

aware of his great destiny, awakens his powers, goes through a process of training to 

learn how to handle these new abilities, creates a costume/masquerade, fights a super-

powered villain, gets the girl, saves the day, and, in the process, earns the identity of the 

super man. As Keith Booker points out, the aforementioned image of Neo flying 

through the sky with his leather ‘cape’ billowing behind him directly recalls Richard 

Donner’s Superman, released in 1978 (261). But The Matrix is a superhero film 

primarily because it deals with masculinity’s ability to split itself. In superhero lore, the 

self in mask is stronger, faster, smarter, and more masterful than its every-man 

counterpart. But, most importantly, the super man must learn to tame and control the 

process of performance and of becoming. As such, it is up to Neo alone to realise and 

believe that he is the One in order to fully grasp his super powers. And, as Eric 

Lichtenfield notes, The Matrix and other superhero films are different from those action 

films of the 1980s which, by contrast, immediately establish its everyman as already 

high powered before the story even begins (247). I believe that The Matrix anticipates 

the superhero boom that began in the early 2000s and continues into the present day. 

Masculinity within The Matrix is the model for what ‘crisis’ may look like in present-

day America.  

 The Matrix ironises what masculinity has achieved through the action genre in 

the 1990s: the successful splitting of self into man and mask and ascension into 

embracing ‘crisis’ and the unreal more generally. The film demonstrates, through Neo’s 

journey from Thomas Anderson to Neo to the One, how masculinity’s project in 1990s 

action cinema is not so much a destruction of a so-called fake, feminine, capitalist 

culture, but the reclamation of said culture for masculinity; that is, a reorganisation of 

power, in other words, where ‘the real’ does not dictate masculinities but, rather, 

masculinities dictate what constitutes ‘the real’. Such a text is aptly directed by two 
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now transgendered women, where The Matrix can be seen as a metaphor for the 

exploration of gender identities and for coming out as well. The Wachowski sisters 

demonstrate that the archetypal straight, white, male action-film director is a category 

that is in flux. Action cinema more widely is also in a state of change and re-definition, 

as exemplified by The Matrix’s combination of genres and intertexts to recycle the 

action genre. Thus gender and identity, as well as genre, are a pastiche in The Matrix 

and this concept exemplifies the existence of multiple masculinities (Neo, in the film’s 

conclusion, is both New Man and ‘real man’ at the same time). These masculinities are 

articulated through the metaphor of gender masquerade, where two seemingly 

incompatible identities can merge and blend in the figure of the One. In this regard, it is 

vital to read The Matrix as a kind of superhero film because, as is the case with Neo, the 

self in mask is stronger, faster, and more masterful than a supposed real self. Like Fight 

Club, The Matrix is concerned with the opposition between New Men and ‘real men’ 

but acknowledges that this is not where the real fight should be; instead, masculinities 

need to literally come together in order to reclaim dominance against a culture of fakery 

and ornamentation by not dismantling this culture but ascending into it. The Matrix 

proves that the solution to a masculinity in ‘crisis’ is not to resolve per se but to 

embrace this condition wherein performance reigns supreme. In this regard, I would 

argue that The Matrix exemplifies a difference between the performance of hegemonic 

masculinities and the hegemonic performance of masculinities, where masculinity is not 

just a performance but it also affectively performs (naturalness). 

 In this regard, and by further understanding the film as a kind of superhero film, 

The Matrix weaponises gender performance. Fight Club attempts the same conclusion, 

but is ultimately undercut by its eradication of Tyler Durden in the resolution. By 

contrast, The Matrix sees Neo successfully split into two distinct modes of identity, all 
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the more powerful because of this condition. From its numerous fight training 

sequences and its adaptation of the superhero origin story, weaponising gender 

performance has been The Matrix’s goal throughout and masculinity’s goal in the 1990s 

more generally. Thus, masculinities fight fire with fire, perfecting their gender 

masquerade to out-perform the culture of ‘crisis’ (as opposed to a kind of trial by fire, 

as exemplified in Point Break and Face/Off). The Matrix calls for masculinities to 

literally wake up to their condition in order to secure their future. As a sci-fi dystopian 

action film, The Matrix is heavily concerned with what the future will look like for 

masculine gender relations. The film insists on a time-less masculinity, one that, as is 

the case for the One, cannot be duplicated but still retains the power of duplication. 

Such power is held by the Agents in the film’s beginning who naturalise performance in 

service of the titular Matrix and whom Neo will combat by specifically performing 

naturalness. The battle between the Agents and the Resistance is also a metaphor for the 

fight between gender essentialism and social constructionism; androgyny is highly 

valued in The Matrix and is the only text in this thesis which appreciates femininity in 

its leading man. Still, the film does retain a misogynistic rhetoric for its conflation of 

capitalism with a culture of feminine ornamentation. Likewise, it would be 

irresponsible to fail to point out that Neo needs his gendered and racial Others in order 

to succeed. The extent to which he uses and abuses these Others remains a matter of 

debate (The Matrix invites multiple readings, such as the queer potential and 

simultaneous reinforcement of heteronormativity in Trinity as the love interest). 

Overall, The Matrix is the precursor for masculinity in ‘crisis’ at the end of the 

twentieth century and the film should be used as a model for where masculinity in the 

2000s and beyond has headed and perhaps will go; so long as the culture of ‘crisis’ 
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remains intact, masculinity must acknowledge itself as a performance or masquerade in 

order to retain hegemonic dominance.  
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Conclusion: The Masks in Men 

Dumb Movies for Dumb People 

 My thesis has been an exploration of how American action cinema from the 

1990s represents masculine men in ‘crisis’. My findings validate the importance of 

unmasking hegemonic masculinity as well as asserting the significance of studying 

action cinema. As I discussed in the introduction, both hegemonic masculinity and 

action cinema are all too often overlooked in academia, the former taken for granted 

and the latter dismissed as low culture. But as Steve Shaviro argues, “postmodern 

power functions on the side of the object, rather than on that of the subject: it explores 

the shift of power away from the gaze, and toward the image itself” (174). In other 

words, it is imperative to ask how images produce power; hegemonic masculinity 

informs action cinema at the same time as action cinema informs hegemonic 

masculinity. Both have loud voices in the current patriarchal climate and rather than 

cutting through the noise to listen to what each demands and inadvertently centring 

their discourses, I believe how the noise is amplified, the means rather than the end, is 

vastly more important to consider. Both take up space on cinematic and patriarchal 

stages and that is precisely how they retain this platform in the first place – through the 

stage. For it is the performance of hegemonic masculinity that patriarchy demands, the 

acting out of behaviours through work, sport, violence, and, indeed, watching action 

movies that proves one to be a man.  

 But power exposes itself, as Foucault argues (History of Sexuality 100), and I 

believe there may be a more optimistic conclusion to be drawn here about the potential 

of the stage as a means. Could the spectacle of action cinema in turn make a spectacle 

out of hegemonic masculinity? Caroline Ruddell believes so, aptly citing Fight Club’s 
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‘masculine makeup’ of cuts, sores, and bruises as an example of action cinema’s unique 

ability to “[move] away from placing women as bodily spectacle, and encouraging men 

to ‘look’ at themselves more in this light” (496). Geir Oygarden agrees, labelling 

external wounds such as a broken nose, cauliflower ears, scars, and fractures as 

exhibiting a kind of “external masculinity… experiences [that] are written on the body 

in a style that opposes its symmetry…the deforming of nature as an aesthetic 

expression, or as a way of communicating masculinity” (112). Ruddell and Oygarden’s 

comments follow the vital research of Cohan, who says that bodybuilder cinema in 

particular demonstrates “the extent to which an actor’s appearance, no less than his 

female counterpart’s, has to be artificially fashioned into an image of physical virility 

for the eye of the camera—with a little bit of help from toupees, shoe lifts, and Max 

Factor” (“Masquerading” 221). The spectacle of action cinema has the potential to 

expose a kind of camp-drag masculinity. 

 Consider further action cinema’s dependence on the star system and stunt 

doubles. Dyer says that star image blurs the line between appearance and reality 

(Heavenly Bodies 2). Tom Cruise, for instance, is considered a ‘real life’ action hero 

because he risks his life doing all his own stunts in the Mission Impossible (1996-2018) 

franchise. The intertextual nature of star image produces a masculinity that depends 

upon art for virility – spectacle indeed. Considering stunt work further, Jacob Smith has 

conducted excellent work into how stunt doubles exemplify a ‘crisis’ in masculinity 

(35). Stunt men trouble the lone-action hero narrative in their job to literally double the 

star; not only this, but their capacity to perform death-defying stunts threatens the 

masculinity of the star and, thus, must be masked as seamlessly as possible (only 

confounded further through the use of CGI stunt doubles, like in The Matrix). It is the 

stunt man’s job to produce authenticity through the use of spectacle. These examples, 
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the star system and stunt doubling, demonstrate how “acting itself is seen as tinged with 

unmanliness” (Shaviro 221). Screen acting “blows the cover of a ‘natural’ man in its 

technical acknowledgment that gendered sexualities are constituted out of fakery and 

spectacle” (Shaviro 221). This is perhaps the most significant and unique potential of 

cinema: to put masculinity on screen, to act masculine, is to almost essentially expose it 

as masquerade. And though the star system and stunt doubling are certainly not unique 

to action cinema alone, they are certainly vital characteristics of its generic makeup and 

each phenomenon provides an even more concrete conclusion that the cinematic 

medium is absolutely vital in unmasking hegemonic masculinity.  

 

Masculinity in ‘Crisis’ in Action Cinema Today 

What does masculinity in ‘crisis’ look like today? What, if anything, has 

changed in action cinema’s representation of masculinity in ‘crisis’? In 2007, Lynne 

Segal offered: “When we look thoughtfully at the evidence usually offered for the crisis 

in masculinity today, we quickly decipher a picture in which all the most significant 

differences on display are differences between men themselves rather than between 

men and women” (xx). Segal’s findings reveal that difference, in contrast to hegemonic 

conformity, still remains a threat to masculinity’s ontological security. And I believe 

that this threat of difference manifests quite literally between men themselves, as Segal 

says; that is, men in the 2000s are anxious about competing versions of themselves. 

This anxiety does indeed manifest in representations of masculinity in action cinema. 

Where Utah, Archer, the Narrator, and the One are ultimately able to harmonise their 

split states, action cinema’s heroes in the 2000s are suddenly not as sure of themselves, 

so to speak. I believe that this dilemma is made manifest in the figure of the superhero. 
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The latest cycle in action cinema is that of the superhero subgenre. As Friedrich 

Weltzien points out, once regulated to the realm of nerds and geeks in the 1990s, 

superhero movies have become mainstream in 2000s action cinema and wider popular 

culture, earning billions of dollars worldwide (230). Further, as Palmer notes, in the 

1990s, by contrast, comic books “all failed to morph themselves off the pulp page and 

into live action” (15). What has triggered this movement from underground to the 

mainstream? Why is the image of the super man saturating our screens? Extant 

scholarship argues that superheroes both exacerbate and soothe cultural anxieties about 

an increased need for national security in post-9/11 America (Macfarlane 447). 

Released in 2002, Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man certainly validates these findings that 

superheroes are a direct response to the threat of terror in America; Peter Parker is the 

guardian of New York City specifically. In this regard, weaponising gender 

performance begins to take on far more sinister and militaristic discourses and is 

certainly worth investigating; Hollywood has a role to play in military recruitment. But 

for my research in particular, I believe that superhero films signal the next iteration of 

masculinity in ‘crisis’. If men in the 2000s are concerned about differences within 

themselves, then the superhero literalises this image in the gap between man and mask, 

or Steve Rogers and Captain America, for example. Like 1990s action cinema’s 

representation of masculinity in ‘crisis’, at the heart of the superhero film are messages 

about both masculine transformation and a supposed real masculine self (Brown, 

“Superheroes” 135). Both elements come together to produce an image of masculinity 

where the self in mask (‘Captain America’) is faster, stronger, smarter, and generally 

more powerful than its unmasked self (‘Steve Rogers’). Perhaps this image could only 

become manifest in the 2000s because, as I have explored, masculinity coming to terms 



198 

 

with masquerade was the lesson to be learnt in the 1990s; hence, The Matrix anticipates 

the superhero explosion that the 2000s are currently experiencing.  

But where The Matrix’s the One revels in his journey to power, superheroes in 

the 2000s often find that power is traumatic and alienating, represented in the image of 

aptly-named super powers. ‘Superpowers’ are Segal’s threat of difference to the 

masculine self. The superhero’s dilemma is that “My own masculinity is strangely 

separating from me, turning into my shadow, the place of my filiation and my fading” 

(Bhaba 58). Consider the X-Men films (2000-ongoing) where ‘mutants’ are treated by 

the general population as second-class citizens for their abilities, labelled as ‘freaks’ 

and scorned at for being ‘unnatural’. Similarly, Man of Steel (2013) represents 

Superman as an alien in every sense of the word – Kal-El is literally from another 

planet and metaphorically alienated from humanity because of his super strength. 

Taking this concept one step further, numerous superhero films often show the 

consequences of superpowers, rather than their benefits. In Captain America: Civil War 

(2016), there is mounting societal pressure on the Avengers to impose a system of 

accountability on super-powered people after the battle for Sokovia in Avengers: Age of 

Ultron (2015), which led to mass destruction and countless deaths of civilians. Thus, as 

James Mulder argues, “The superhero’s body now guarantees social instability” (1053).  

Though the self in mask remains undoubtedly stronger, masculinities in the 2000s are 

more concerned with the wider social and political consequences of this power than 

their 1990s counterparts. Put simply, the ‘crisis’ facing the men in these films is that of 

controlling too much power. 

 

Further Research 
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I believe that the superhero subgenre’s representation of masculinities in ‘crisis’ 

proves rich for further analysis through gender masquerade. As Antony Easthope says 

of superhero masculinity: 

The fiction of double identity bears further meanings. It represents a 

split between the sense of a better self and an ordinary self, between 

the superego and the I. Though that split forms a necessary stage in 

narcissism and the growth of the individual, it has other consequences 

in terms of…the dominant version of masculinity (29; emphasis 

added). 

 

Easthope’s wording begs the question: what is the dominant, hegemonic form of 

masculinity emphasised in superhero narratives? As I have outlined in this conclusion’s 

previous section, the image of hegemonic masculinity represented in the superhero 

subgenre is undoubtedly one that is dependent on gender masquerade. But this may just 

be the first step and there are numerous questions which could potentially be asked of 

the subgenre.  

Firstly, to what extent do superheroes harken back to the image of the 

bodybuilder hero of action cinema from the 1980s? Where 1980s action heroes are 

distinctly muscular and 1990s action heroes are slender and toned, superheros of the 

2000s prove to be a mix of both. Where Captain America bears closer resemblance to 

the bodybuilder hero (and whose origin story shows the medically-induced 

transformation of soft body to hard body), Holmlund cites Hugh Jackman’s Wolverine 

as an example of a, granted, toned but “not all that big” (Impossible Bodies 10) body. 

But Mark Simpson is careful to clarify that, while Man of Steel’s Superman’s body 

bears closer resemblance to Rambo than Johnny Utah, superheroes are “closeted” (25) 

bodybuilders: “they wore bodysuits that decently covered their flesh and masks that 

disguised their identity; their lives were rigidly divided between body-less bourgeois 

respectability and muscular super-hero fantasy; they led a ‘double-life’ that no one 
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knew about and were never to be seen at the gym” (25-26). In other words, Superman’s 

masculine identity is predicated on masking his body where Rambo’s is exposing it. 

Weltzien’s article on changing dress as a display of hegemonic masculinity in the 

superhero subgenre certainly calls attention to this practice, but I think this concept 

needs to be taken further to account for not just the superhero’s dress but his 

muscularity. What does it mean for superheroes to be ‘closeted bodybuilders’? What is 

the relationship between dress and muscles? Further, what is the goal in harkening both 

the hard-body hero and the soft-body hero? 

Secondly, what needs to be accounted for and is particular to superhero action 

narratives are images of fatherhood. As Karam Kvaran describes: 

One of the central themes in many superhero films is the importance 

of fathers or father figures...Father figures provide advice, protection, 

and mentoring. More importantly within the superhero context, father 

figures exist to instil in their screen prodigy masculine values and life 

lessons (223). 

 

Consider The Amazing Spider-Man. This adaptation of the Spider Man story adds an 

extra layer to Peter Parker’s identity not found in its predecessor, Spider-Man, or the 

later Spider-Man: Home Coming (2017): that is, an on-screen representation of Peter’s 

biological father, Richard Parker. When Richard dies, Peter is taken in and mentored by 

his Uncle Ben, a father figure. Richard and Ben are instrumental in shaping the person 

that both Peter Parker and Spider Man strive to be: in his everyday life, Peter, like his 

father, is an accomplished student of science and, as the super-powered Spider Man, it 

is Uncle Ben who instils in him the moral lesson that responsibility to one’s fellow man 

is more important than personal choice. The Amazing Spider-Man and the numerous 

other superhero films which follow this narrative trajectory “strengthen the patriarchal 

notion that masculinity is constructed and based on the opinions of other men, thereby 
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making women irrelevant” (Kvaran 219). The gap in the literature that this thesis is 

specifically trying to fill is how hegemonic masculinity continues without images of the 

family in action films, and the answer this thesis proposed was images of gender 

masquerade. But superhero films, as Kvaran’s findings demonstrate, utilise both 

practices of masking and images of family (particularly fathers). What is to be made of 

this kind of double enforcing of hegemonic masculine continuation? Is there a 

relationship between the biological family and the performance of gender not yet 

accounted for in action cinema’s ‘crisis’ texts?  

Thirdly, a fascinating trend in the early-2010s has been to focus on villains in 

the superhero subgenre and I believe this may open up possibilities for a further 

exploration of the relationship between criminality and masquerade that I have begun in 

this thesis. Arguably incited by Heath Ledger’s Oscar-winning performance as the 

Joker in The Dark Knight (2008), a certain fascination with the narrative and 

psychology of villains has sprung up in superhero films. Other examples include Venom 

(2018), Suicide Squad (2016), and Joker (2019). This trend is not merely a macabre 

fascination with the dark side of human nature. Instead, I would propose that these films 

undo the hero/villain binary which traditional action cinema is dependent on; as 

Holmlund offers, “The use of doubles magnifies the hero’s internal contradictions by 

externalising them, projecting them outward onto the villain” (“Sexuality and Power” 

32). To clarify, Spider Man never appears in Venom and Batman never appears in 

Suicide Squad or Joker; these films uncouple villains from their respective heroes. To 

this end, the very categories of ‘hero’ and ‘villain’ are called into question (and I 

believe this process is literalised by masquerade). Take the Joker as an example. Calvin 

Thomas, describing Jack Nicholson’s Joker in particular, analyses his character as such: 
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He simultaneously consolidates and disperses an identity that both 

must be and cannot be taken seriously, and begins to signify both the 

murderousness of stable identity as well as its abject destabilisation. 

Joker thus represents an attack on and of identity, an assault on and of 

representation, and this attack underscores the ironic duplicity of 

representation itself, the dependence of subjective identity on 

objectifying representational images that simultaneously guarantee 

and threaten the very coherence of ego boundaries (225). 

 

Perhaps, like Bodhi and Troy, the Joker is a villain because he is able to outperform the 

system. Indeed, Joker’s epithet is the clown prince of crime. How does this dynamic 

play out when there is no hero, no Utah or Archer, to contrast with him? An analysis of 

masculine gender performance and morality using Riviere’s theory of masquerade as 

akin to criminality would prove rich for analysis in future studies of manhood in ‘crisis’ 

in action cinema, especially after Joker received a staggering 11 Academy Award 

nominations and two wins in 2020.   

 

Reflections on Masculine Masquerade 

 This thesis has demonstrated that in action cinema hegemonic masculinity 

retains power by coming to terms with and then masking its condition as a performance. 

In this regard, I draw the same conclusion as Halberstam who argues that “non-

performance is part of what defines white male masculinity” (235), but throughout my 

argument I have taken this wording a step further to specify that hegemonic masculinity 

is actually the performance of non-performance. To say that hegemonic masculinity is 

just non-performative, without specifying how its authenticity is constructed or called 

into being, borders on arguing that masculinity is natural. Masculinity is never just 

natural; it is only ever invisible, a performance which seamlessly passes. Perhaps 

masculinity’s invisibility explains why Halberstam also purports that “there are very 
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few places in American culture where male masculinity reveals itself to be staged or 

performative” (243). I vehemently disagree and would instead point to filmic 

representations of masquerade, costuming, and disguise as examples where masculinity 

explicitly cites its own performance. Why does masculinity do so? In order to access 

the real in postmodern conditions, particularly those under threat of gender ‘crisis’, 

masculinity must be and can only ever be, paradoxically, performed. And it is 

masquerade which can both naturalise this process as well as call it into question, as 

Peberdy likewise asserts (29). Like a mask, the role of hegemony is to cover up and 

displace its own shortcomings and contradictions, as I explored in this thesis’ first 

chapter, citing the gap between the penis and the phallus as an example. By exploring 

how masculinity retains hegemonic dominance through gender performance and 

actually defining hegemonic masculinity based on this phenomenon, my research has 

contributed to wider gender studies by affirming that gender performance does not 

always offer a radical or optimistic understanding of masculinity as some scholars, such 

as Maurice Berger, have previously claimed (5). 

 Instead, what needs to be explained are the conditions that at different historical 

moments prioritise one performance of masculinity over another (Solomon-Godeau 

74). In other words, how and why does a ‘real man’ perform masculinity in contrast to 

other modes of manhood? As I have argued, ‘crisis’ not only gives rise to this question 

of who or what makes a ‘real man’, but it also provides an answer in becoming “a 

condition of masculinity itself” (Beynon 4). What I mean by this is that, no matter how 

differently a performance of masculinity appears from its predecessor (metrosexual 

masculinity of the 1990s contrasts greatly with the man in the grey suit of the 1950s, for 

example), a ‘real man’ is always a man that goes through ‘crisis’. This is why I assert 

an ontological ‘crisis’ in my first chapter and thus bring together gender masquerade 
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and ‘crisis’ theories. And this is why there can never be a resolution to masculinity 

‘crises’, only a deferral or a re-staging. It would be irresponsible of this thesis to argue 

that masculinity does not change. As I demonstrated in my first chapter, masculinities 

do change but to hold on to power rather than relinquish or share it. However, and what 

I am instead suggesting is, along with Donald Moss’ argument about masculine 

masquerade, that masculinities should be classified as ‘emerging’ rather than ‘new’ 

(“Masquerade” 1189). Even the New-Man masculinity of the 1990s is not ‘new’ per se 

because, as this thesis has pointed out, he still retains power and privilege under 

patriarchy, just through masochistic spectacle rather than narcissistic; “‘look how I 

suffer…but don’t look at the way in which I consolidate my power over you’” (Powrie 

et al 13). Alongside an examination of the cultural, historical, and political conditions 

which produce performances of ‘crisis’, we must also survey the language academics 

use around gender performance.  

 I will suggest an alternative which may be useful to consider when future 

research addresses masculinity in ‘crisis’. Throughout this thesis I have spoken of 

‘action’ to denote both the film genre and the performance of masculinity. My research 

is thus indebted to West and Zimmerman’s specific phrase, the “doing” (121) of gender. 

But Francine Deutsch claims this wording is too unspecific. Deutsch proposes a new 

convention: “that we reserve the phrase ‘doing gender’ to refer to social interactions 

that reproduce gender difference and use the phrase ‘undoing gender’ to refer to social 

interactions that reduce gender difference… the phrase ‘doing gender’ evokes 

conformity; ‘undoing gender’ evokes resistance” (122). Through an examination of 

masculinity in ‘crisis’ I have found that it is specifically hegemonic masculinity which 

does gender, rather than undoing gender, in Deutsch’s language. But what of other 

masculinities? In this thesis, I claimed that ‘real men’ naturalise performance and New 
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Men perform naturalness. Is performing naturalness undoing gender? Again, the 

question of the gap between parodic performance and oppressive enactment of that 

performance rears its head in this thesis. For that matter, is there any circumstance 

under patriarchy which allows masculinity to undo gender? I believe that so long as 

masculine gender performance is conflated with ‘crisis’ –  which is loaded with a 

vocabulary of victimisation, wounding, panic, and anxiety (as explored in this thesis’ 

first chapter) – I will have to answer in the negative. After all, ‘crisis’ is a hyperbolic, 

carnivalesque version of what masculinity really is; the more it asserts itself, the more it 

calls itself into question, and the more it must mask this very process. So, in the end, 

was it the men who were really wearing a mask, or was the mask wearing them? 
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Notes 

 
i I have formatted the phrase ‘New Man’ in capital letters in order to distinguish it, the model of 

masculinity that emerged in the 1990s, from the phrase ‘new man’, referring to an emergent style of 

manhood. I have done so because it is a key point of my argument that New Men, despite their name, are 

not new at all, but rather a repackaged version of the 1980s model of machismo. 
ii This thesis’ definition of patriarchy comes from Ian Buchanan’s dictionary of critical theory: “…entire 

societies in which men are in control on both a micro and macro scale, that is to say, in control of 

individual families as well as the principal organs of power” (361). I use this feminist definition of 

patriarchy in order to distinguish between anthropological definitions of patriarchy. This thesis uses 

Buchanan’s definition in order to highlight the idea that discussions of gender relations must account for 

how and where power is distributed in societies.   
iii At the time of The Matrix’s production and release, Lana and Lilly Wachowski identified as male, used 

male (he/him/his) pronouns, and referred to themselves by the names assigned to them at birth (Laurence 

and Andrew). In this thesis, I am choosing to acknowledge the sisters as transwomen, use their preferred 

names, and use female pronouns (she/her/hers) not only because their identities are vital in challenging 

the myth of the archetypal ‘male’ action-film director, but out of respect.  
iv The protagonist of Fight Club does not have a name. Much scholarly material on Fight Club often 

chooses to refer to this character as ‘Jack’ in reference to a particular scene in the film. However, I have 

chosen to refer to this character as the Narrator because his lack of a name goes hand in hand with his 

lack of identity and, therefore, is a crucial component of Fight Club’s thinking about masculinity, 

particularly the New Man.  
v For this reason, I have tried to clarify in this thesis when each man is appearing as himself or his 

opponent. Face/Off opens with John Travolta playing Sean Archer and Nicholas Cage playing Castor 

Troy. But, after the face-swapping procedure, each actor plays the other. When Nicolas Cage is actually 

Sean Archer, I will format this as ‘Troy-as-Archer’. In turn, when John Travolta is actually Castor Troy, I 

will format this as ‘Archer-as-Troy’. 
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