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Epilogue:
Towards intersectional

analyses of masculinities

In the emancipatory undertaking and epistemological pilgrimage towards a
social science where gender is an axiomatic category for understanding societal
stability and change, men must be accounted for as complex gendered beings.
Accordingly, I will argue for intersectional analyses of masculinities and tech-
nologies in this concluding epilogue.

Masculinity has multiple and ambiguous meanings which vary according
to time and place. The ways of becoming a man are also, as we have witnessed
in gender research on masculinity during the last decades, multiple. The mul-
tiplicity of masculinity has been an explicit goal and aim for a growing body
of research (cf. Morgan 1992, Cornwall & Lindisfarne 1994, Connell 2000,
Whitehead 2002). This is what Connell has termed the ‘ethnographic mo-
ment’ in studies of masculinity. As studies of masculinities now move into the
21st century, there are some themes and key conclusions that can be drawn
from research during the last two decades. In short, these are the multiplicity
of masculinity, the active and dynamic character of gendering processes of
men, and the internal contradictions and complexity within the field. What is
singled out here is that masculinity refers to male bodies but is not deter-
mined by male biology. Male bodies are performed and structured at the same
time. Structurally and individually, they are projects constantly transforming
and being transformed in local and global gender orders. As Connell (2000:29)
states: “Masculinities are configurations of practice within gender relations, a
structure that includes large-scale institutions and economic relations as well
as face-to-face relationships and sexuality”

Themes of power and powerlessness are always present, directly or indi-
rectly, in analyses of masculinities in relation to femininity, other masculinities
as well as any cross or trans-categories. To understand processes of power in
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relation to processes of gendering is also one of, if not the, most important
themes in studies of various forms of masculinity. In this study of a certain
form of masculinity in the Chinese diaspora of Penang, technical specialists
and their relation with machinery has been the narrative locus and local power
resources emanating from that conjunction. However, it has been analytically
impossible to disconnect this investigation from the larger community and
the local gender order. In this respect, the empirical intersectionality of lived
experiences in the communities was larger than the original theoretical con-
struct, which was based on an idea of a more focused study of men and ma-
chines. Technical work is always bound up with local context and if we are to
understand what technical specialists actually do, we need to contextualise
technical knowledge in each place of local practice. After all technical knowl-
edge is characterised by the expressions and activities that sustain it. As I see it,
an anthropology of technology and technical knowledge should try to take
into account the cultural frames that define a vocational life in technology, try
to gain access to the culturally defined motivational structures around which
lives are centered and see how these structures merge into everyday practice.
In short, how work and life go together because they always do.

In the case of the mechanics, it soon became clear that life and work were
closely intertwined in everyday practice. Of course, as such it connects to the
old anthropological idea and practice of holism and cosmological readings.
The holistic perspective has in this case involved the masculine script working
in between perceived “nature” and achieved or cultivated “self ” in terms of
morality and behavior, structure and aspirations of businesses and families,
since they are two sides of the same coin. Moreover, it has included the social
and geographical mobility of diaspora life and gendered imaginaries, and the
working class ambience and character of life in the Chinese communities of
Penang where I have conducted my work. However, the holistic reading that
I have attempted here, like any such attempt needs to be contextualised in
terms of social hierarchy and power.

The emerging paradigm of intersectional analyses is of immense value here.
Building on a tradition from Black Women’s Studies, the idea of intersec-
tional analyses has attracted substantial scholarly attention during the 1990s
(cf. Collins 1998, Crenshaw 1991, Young 1997). As opposed to analyses that
examine gender, race, class, and nation as separate systems, intersectionality
explores how these systems mutually construct one another (Collins 1998:63).
That is, it considers how these intersections interact and may sometimes form
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a system of double oppression. For instance, Crenshaw (1991:5) exemplifies
the need for such analysis when she argues that the failure of feminism to
interrogate race means that feminist resistance strategies replicate and rein-
force the subordination of people of colour, and the failure of antiracism to
interrogate patriarchy means that antiracism will frequently reproduce the
subordination of women.

Emanating from analyses of groups where double or multiple systems of
oppression are at work, intersectionality also seems to be a useful concept to
think with in regard to groups that are enacting domination and simultane-
ously being subordinated. I would suggest that in a world of multiple
masculinities we can observe a number of such different forms of masculinity,
where oppression works from the top down and is being reproduced at vari-
ous layers along the social scale. In a certain sense, such forms of masculinity
are hegemonic and subordinate in parallel. There are then gender relations of
dominance and subordination between groups of men (and women) con-
nected to race, class and nation. Working with a broad approach to power also
means that we should recognize that domination has multiple forms and
sources, varying sites, and differing modes of agency and operation (Nonini
1999). In the case of the men portrayed in this study, it is quite clear that they
are practicing a form of gender configuration that is at the junction of several
structural elements that subdue as well as privilege.

Within the Malaysian State, these men are essentially problematic citizens
who are subjected to a number of oppressive mechanisms, such as being locked
out from state employment opportunities or periodic prohibition of the right
to perform the lion dance at the Chinese New Year. They are disfavoured on
the grounds of race “negative.” Chineseness in Malay society often is consid-
ered crude, simple and unrefined. The racial stereotype picturing the Chinese
as such is regularly invigorated by a cultural politics that fosters Malayness as
the original set of indigenous cultural values. Being on the margins of the
Malaysian State, Chineseness is stigmatised and sometimes even seen as dis-
loyal to the unity of the newly formed Malaysian nation. In the normalising
and disciplining project of the modern Malaysian nation-state, where its citi-
zens are supposed to be localised and have a distinct territorial belonging, the
transnational practices of the Chinese diaspora are a nuisance within the na-
tional body. In social practice the Chinese often play on the margins and in
doing so they are not readily localisable. As it has been discussed, this
transnational movement is among the diaspora Chinese a highly gendered
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practice and imaginary. It is merely a male mobility that tries to escape the
constraints of a disciplining Malaysian state. It is a masculine script that cel-
ebrates wealth, family ties and hard work in the outskirts of the Malaysian
national arena. In this sense it is a subordinated form of masculinity and it is
part of the intersectional experience since race remains a fundamental princi-
ple of the Malaysian State social organisation.

The men in this study are thus structurally subordinated within a state
where merely their Chineseness symbolises something potentially disturbing
in the Malaysian federation. Within the diaspora there are then different ways
of handling the cultural politics of the Malaysian State. Traditionally, the di-
viding line between the English-educated better-off middle class and the Chi-
nese-educated working class and petty merchants has also been a dividing line
with regard to orientations towards the dominating political power of either
British or Malay rule. Although Chinese “culturalism” and ethnic solidarity
have always been strong, class cleavages within the diaspora are very signifi-
cant for how gender scripts are articulated. The “deep” ethos of Chineseness
has invariably been associated with the mass of labourers - the coolies, smiths,
miners, metalworkers, mechanics and so on. One vital part of this ethos has
been the articulation of manhood and manliness in terms of able-bodiedness,
technical skills, and embodied practices such as the embodiment of machines
and tools. In other words, a form of working class masculinity based on hard
work, physical toughness, and mechanical skills that is subordinated the cul-
tural parochialism and race-essentialised cultural politics of the Malaysian State
but still constitutes a site of resistance in terms of a working class gendered
imaginary. Vital aspects of this masculine standard have thus been part of
Chineseness and the way that it is and has been articulated. It is a form of
masculinity that, besides able-bodiedness and hard work, valorises smartness,
tricksterism, heterosexuality and mobility (Nonini 1997:219ff.). It is also a
configuration of gender that enters the cultural politics of the Malaysian State
in different ways from the urban Chinese middle class. The urban middle
class participates in the cultural contestation by condemning the racial poli-
tics of the Malaysian State. They are the ones who polemise and articulate the
frustration and grievances of the Chinese diaspora in the public sphere. In this
process the Chinese working class men rarely have a voice and are seen as even
more crude and thus “more Chinese” than the urban middle class and also as
more problematic than the better-off middle class (Ibid:220). They have a
position in neither the Malaysian public sphere nor the diaspora, since they
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lack the most important and celebrated value of all, wealth. In these terms,
the working class men of this study are enacting a subordinated form of mas-
culinity within the diaspora. Still, their sense of masculinity is deeply rooted
in a pattern where the physical and mental capacity to endure these condi-
tions becomes a test of manliness.

The capacity to endure and escape the disciplining strategies of the
Malaysian state and the lack of position within the diaspora, are essential
parts of the construction of masculinity and standards of manhood. They are
also grounds upon which patriarchal domination within families are performed.
As such, they connect to the legitimacy of patriarchy and hegemonic mascu-
linity among the working class men in two ways.

First, machinery and definitions of masculinity often work in parallel, and
the metaphoric inventory concerning gender configurations of masculinity
draws heavily upon qualities connected to machinery and technology. A man
of good standard is typically hard as steel, enduring as a machine, and fast as a
racing car. The close relation or equation between masculinity and technol-
ogy is then co-constructed in language and metaphoric use, as well as in the
embodied practices of physical labour. As I have shown in this book, the em-
bodiment of tools, machines and technology is also constitutive of patriarchal
privileges and masculine homo-social bonds. Privileges and bonds are thus
mediated and communicated through the interaction of men and machines.
What I have argued is that men embody “others” in the form of tools and
machines, and such an embodiment of machines is a constitutive part of a
masculine script among the mechanics in Penang. This also connects to the
enforcement of patriarchy through the long-lived use of the root metaphor of
the machine as the ultimate point of reference for masculine scripts based on
rigidity, strength, and endurance.

Second, the patriarchal domination within the family also requires the
localisation of women to certain spaces such as the home or workplaces close
to home. The domestication of women and children is thus part of the patri-
archal dividend and the requirements for the working class men to transverse
national borders and escape the control strategies of the Malaysian State func-
tionaries. These men are dependent upon their mothers, wives, and sisters in
order to search for possibilities elsewhere and to be able to construct the fan-
tastic imaginaries of accumulating wealth in spaces outside the home. Not
least, they are also dependent upon localised women in order to maintain the
ideological construct of the breadwinner, a goal operating in public spaces as
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part of the legitimacy of patriarchy. The gender hierarchy still so prevalent in
many Chinese families is naturally reinforced by spatial constraints placed on
women following an almost incomprehensibly long historical pattern of Chi-
nese women being confined to domestic spaces in the name of the strong
belief that family bonds should never be broken and that spirits must be as-
suaged by filial piety and respect. The domestication of these women com-
mits, in the words of Nonini (1997:219), “a kind of symbolic violence against
working-class women, presuming while denying that its realization is depend-
ent on their labor power and their confinement to domestic and adjacent
spaces - in short, to their localization.”

This kind of locally ordered hegemonic masculinity also operates within a
system where race, nation, class, and gender are the structural intersectional
elements. In this system, the men are simultaneously dominated and domi-
nating. For analyses of multiple masculinities, it seems therefore to be of vital
importance to recognise that identity politics takes place at the site or the
junction where such categories intersect. Such analyses would also highlight
multiple grounds of identity-making and the situational and dynamic charac-
ter of gender practices producing and reproducing elements of domination
and subordination. I believe that such an approach would speak to the em-
pirical and lived experiences of both men and women and it would also speak
to the need for recognising, structuring, and seemingly inevitable social cat-
egories such as gender and race. The emancipatory objective would then be to
empty these categories of their normative power and social significance.


