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REFLECTIONS ON THE ARCHETYPAL

HETEROSEXUAL MALE BODY

Murray Drummond

Abstract Despite the emerging array of papers on the male body, many are functionalist in

their approach in terms of answering a question or questions around ‘bodies’ or ‘body image’

and often from a positivist epistemology. Much of this previous research has focused broadly

on ‘males’ or specifically ‘gay males’. Consequently, there is a distinct absence of focus on

heterosexual men’s bodies and the meaning of these bodies within broader culture. This

paper aims to redress the paucity of analysis around the heterosexual male body using in-

depth qualitative interviews to listen to the voices of younger and older heterosexual males.

Introducing the Heterosexual Male Body

Being an openly straight man I have had the opportunity of growing up and

becoming a man without having to question what my heterosexuality means to me and

how my body is positioned within the broader cultural context. That does not mean to say

that at times throughout my life I have not attempted to understand my sexuality. On

the contrary, the middle years of adolescence at school were challenging in terms of

understanding why I was attracted to girls and what the implications might be for young

males attracted to boys. Given that I was captain of both the highly masculinised school

football and cricket teams during this time, I originally took my heterosexuality as im-

plicit and these roles within such masculinised sporting domains as vindication of this

heterosexuality. Sport offered the ideal medium through which my heterosexual body

could be portrayed. I needed to provide a visual representation of muscularity and physi-

cality, particularly through masculinised sport, since any adolescent perception of a ‘fag’, or

a ‘poofter’, or being a ‘gay boy’ was that of a skinny, non-athletic male. Looking and ‘being’

masculine was just as important as ‘doing’ masculinity (Connell 1983; Drummond 1997).

Indeed, not doing masculinity within a sporting context has implications for one’s

heterosexuality (Gard and Meyenn 2000; Messner 1992; Pronger 1990; Whitson 1990).

The notion of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ is a worthwhile theoretical framework around

which to understand the heterosexual male body (Connell 1983; Drummond 1997).

Indeed, what is the archetypal male body ‘supposed’ to look like, and what types of

masculinised acts is it ‘supposed’ to engage in? This notion of the archetypal male, as

Connell has suggested, pervades within current popular literature ‘about men’ and has an

‘unrelenting psychological focus’ (Connell 1992, 735). The archetypal male physique, while

seemingly established within a psycho-social context, has created a cultural means

through which to categorise the ideal body. Paradoxically it has the capacity to create

considerable socio-cultural concerns for a range of males. Further, there is a presumption

of heterosexuality*as in many other life situations*such that, when discussing the

archetypal male body, this body is implicitly straight. For example, from a personal
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perspective I have researched and published extensively in the area of men’s bodies/body

images and, unless I have specifically engaged with the gay male community, the implied

assumption within the research has been that my male participants are straight. Do the

participants or the researcher decide whether the research participants are gay or straight?

This is an important question to ponder given the cultural dynamics that exist in the

labelling of a man’s sexuality.

From a qualitative research perspective, the labelling of men as straight or gay has

ramifications for the analyses of data that have emerged for a particular group. Within the

context of this paper, based around the heterosexual male body, I now find myself in a

position of asking: ‘what is a heterosexual man?’ Indeed, this is a question that I pose to my

first-year health education students (along with: ‘what is a gay or bi man?’), while exploring

the social construction of masculinity and its relationship to health. Invariably, in an attempt

to define the meaning of masculinity, the students come to the conclusion that masculinity

is anything that is not feminine and have the mandatory chuckle about penises and

testicles. This discussion, however, ultimately involves an attempt to analyse what the

archetypal male ‘looks’ like. Historically the archetypal heterosexual male body has been

one that has displayed muscularity. Further, the perception of strength and power has

evolved through the cultural significance placed on the heterosexually masculinised Adonis

‘V’ shape. This is achieved through the development of broad shoulders and large chest,

tapering down to a smaller waist, thereby creating the perception of size. Not only is the

perceived physique identified as being powerful and athletic, it is also seen as being

sexually virile (Drummond 2005a). This is connected to assumptions about women’s

interest in identifying such a body as being robust and therefore having the capacity to

father children. Both sexual virility and desirability linked to reproductive capacity deemed

to be displayed in the archetypal male body are traditionally seen as integral to the

heterosexual male role. In this sense the archetypal male body is implicitly isomorphic with

heterosexual masculinity.

For many reasons, individuals*such as my first-year university students*find it

easier to articulate their notions of heterosexual masculinity through discussion around

body aesthetics. Accordingly, it is one that is muscular, but not too muscular. It is also a

body that is devoid of fat and hair. It must be that one is ‘cut’ and ‘chiselled’ and it must

appear strong and powerful. It is a body that clearly assumes positional power in terms of

aesthetics, which some refer to in the gay community as a hegemonic aesthetic (Filiault

and Drummond 2007), although it is a theoretical underpinning that is transferable to

heterosexual men.

In terms of masculine hegemony among heterosexual men, it could be argued that

muscularity plays a key role in the development of a masculine hierarchy. Those men who

are afforded the privilege of attaining and maintaining a muscular and athletic-looking

physique are often perceived as more masculine (Pope, Phillips, and Olivardia 2000). In his

groundbreaking text on the bodybuilding subculture, Klein (1993) identified that, owing to

the backlash that confronted gay men around HIV/AIDS in the mid- and late 1980s, many

gay men began bodybuilding to make themselves appear ‘heterosexual’ and therefore

‘pass’ as straight (Leary 1999). At the time the archetypal gay male physique was that

of being thin. With the advent of the perceived HIV/AIDS ‘epidemic’, being a thin gay

man heightened the possibility of being stigmatised as ‘contagious’ while further mar-

ginalising an already marginalised group (Drummond 2005a). The interesting historical

element to this is that, over time, as gay men came to see the cultural benefits of looking
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‘heterosexually muscular’, the increased numbers of gay men entering the bodybuilding

subculture led to bodybuilding and hypermuscularity being perceived as the antithesis of

heterosexuality and, consequently, gay. Hence the archetypal heterosexual male physique

is now one that is muscular yet with a high degree of athleticism. It has distanced itself

from the ‘protest muscularity’ (Drummond 2005a) adopted by the gay male community

and is now seen as a physique that is athletic, aesthetic and functional.

Clearly, masculinity is a fluid concept (Connell 1995) and will vary from place to place

and from one generation to another. The body plays a significant part in how masculinity

is conceived, constructed and enacted. In Australia it is arguable that the past decade has

seen a shift in the ideological construction of masculinity ‘through’ the male body. As the

nation becomes increasingly multicultural and clearly diverse, particularly within

metropolitan cities, an array of ‘accepted’ male body images is becoming ‘tolerated’,

though it is evident through interviews with young males that the hegemonic form of

masculinity associated with heterosexuality and the body is still that of athletic

muscularity.

Researching the Straight Male Body

While the common perception surrounding the archetypal male body is that of

being muscular, we know little specifically about the heterosexual male body and its

meaning to straight men, particularly from a naturalistic enquiry perspective. More

recently, men’s body image research has begun to investigate gay men’s bodies, body

image and body identity (Filiault and Drummond 2009). It is arguable, however, that we

can tend to problematise marginalised groups first and research such groups sooner as a

result of these perceived inherent problems. This section will identify a number of key

elements associated with the research that I have undertaken around the heterosexual

male body with over 200 males from a range of ages and demographics. While I have

interviewed gay men as specific cohorts (such as young, Asian, and ageing men), the

research data in this paper will be focused on straight men. Importantly, it must be

recognised that the men I did interview as part of the heterosexual cohort within this

paper were never specifically invited to express their sexuality.

A key issue that needs to be considered is: ‘what is a heterosexual male body and

who decides whether it is heterosexual?’ Given that sexuality is a fluid state, merely

identifying oneself as heterosexual at the time may not mean ‘straight for life’. Indeed,

there is a possibility that the research participants are yet to define, and enact, their

sexuality or sexualities. As a qualitative researcher in the field of men’s body image, it is

important to be mindful of the research cohort and the fluid nature of sexualities in any

data analyses. That being said, it was evident that the men were presenting a hetero-

sexualised perspective given their discussion and labelling of gay and bisexual men as

‘others’.

My research with males about bodies and body image has employed richly

descriptive individual interviews, focus group interviews and inductive thematic analysis.

This research methodology has provided the opportunity to undertake a meta-thematic

approach (see Drummond 2005b). The other common element running through this

research is a phenomenological epistemology; that is, a research epistemology which

focuses upon what the participants take to be crucial meanings for them around their
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bodies and body image. It is this attention to participants’ constructions of essential

meaning for them that underpins phenomenological research (Van Manen 1990). Indeed,

Patton claims that the phenomenological approach maintains ‘the assumption that there

is an essence or essences to shared experience. These essences are the core meanings

mutually understood through a phenomenon commonly experienced’ (2002, 106). While

clearly I do not subscribe to any notion of an ongoing, universal or intrinsic ‘essence’ of

meaning for sexuality or body image, I find the phenomenological concern with research

participants’ understandings very useful for body research.

Understanding how the perceived masculine body is located within the lives of

heterosexual men is at the core of the research underpinning this paper. Some argue that

this is the contemporary approach to postmodern body-based research. Jung agrees by

claiming that ‘by way of body politics, phenomenology and postmodernism are in-

extricably linked’ (1996, 1). It is the postmodern interpretivist paradigm that underlines this

phenomenological research with boys and men from a range of ages.

Interviewing and Analysing the Straight Male Body

I quickly learned that, while seemingly open to the notion of being interviewed

about their bodies, men and boys not only required the line of enquiry to be framed

around either sport or health but the site of the interview also required a degree of

consideration. In many cases interviewing men about their bodies was an experience that

might place the male participant in a vulnerable, somewhat metaphorically ‘exposed’

position (Drummond 2006a). Accessing an interview locality that assisted in reducing

participant tension and anxiety became a key component of the interview process. In

consultation with participants we discussed where they would feel most comfortable to

partake in a discussion. Confined spaces such as in schools, as was the situation with

young males, were also negotiated. These spaces were crucial to the generation of

research data that were as rich and free from socially and culturally constricting forces as

possible. As a result, many of the interviews with males, other than those with boys at

schools, were undertaken in places and spaces such as homes, cafés, sporting venues and

health clubs. The men perceived these places as the most appropriate to discuss

somewhat personal aspects of themselves and their bodies.

As previously identified, unless the research was specifically investigating gay male

body issues, the men’s sexuality was not overtly addressed. The perceived sexuality of the

men was evident, however, through interview data and the subsequent inductive analysis.

This raised another important question that I needed to address. I asked myself: ‘do I need

to identify my sexuality when researching sexualities-based issues?’ When interviewing

gay men in the past, a number of this cohort asked about my sexuality or, indeed,

presumed that I was gay. The straight men did not enquire as to my sexuality nor did they

express to me an assumption of my sexuality. It is arguable that straight men are not

socially constructed from an early age to think about their sexuality, and indeed others’,

owing to the implicit ideological construction of heterosexuality in contemporary Western

culture, while, according to the men I have interviewed over the past 14 years, anything

that is not perceived to be straight is gay. Therefore the research focus is likely to impact

the research participants’ perceptions of the interviewer’s sexuality. Seemingly, in the eyes

of the participants, a gay man will research gay men’s issues and a straight man will
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research heterosexual men’s issues. From a personal perspective, identifying one’s

sexuality is meaningless to the overall research process, though being a reflective and

reflexive researcher in terms of the research cohort is key. As a heterosexual male

interviewing young gay men, tensions and a lack of reflexivity existed for me early in my

research career. As a consequence I could not use the data on one particular occasion (see

Drummond 2006a). Such issues have not existed when interviewing straight men.

The interviews were conducted originally using an audio-recorder and then

transcribed verbatim. They were then open-coded (Strauss and Corbin 1998) and analysed

by me using inductive thematic analysis. Patton argues that this form of analysis is ideally

suited to such research as it enables ‘categories or dimensions to emerge from open-ended

observations as the inquirer comes to understand patterns that exist in the phenomenon

being investigated’ (2002, 56). Patton further establishes that such an approach allows for

categories, patterns and themes to emerge as the researcher continually interacts and

engages with their data. Once the data were analysed, differences and similarities were

noted based on my own set of understandings, the literature and professional knowledge.

As a meta-thematic analysis, differences and similarities then needed to be established

between cohorts and ‘themes of themes’ needed to be constructed. What will be presented

here is the meta-thematic analysis based on my interviews with cohorts of heterosexual

males and analysed according to my understandings, the literature and professional

knowledge of heterosexual men’s bodies.

The two undisputed dominant themes to emerge from all groups of males were that

of muscularity and strength. Indeed, muscularity was perceived as being integral to the

fundamental requirements of being a heterosexual man and provided a representation of

an archetypal male (being). Similarly, strength, too, was integral to this notion. This was

related to displaying one’s masculinity through physical acts (doing). The data presented

here will reflect these significant elements by identifying how different groups of males

perceive these seemingly important aspects of heterosexual manhood. While muscularity

and strength can be easily interpreted as being homogeneous constructs, the way in

which different groups of males perceive muscles, muscularity and strength is different,

particularly across the lifecycle. Indeed, young boys’ views of muscles, muscularity and

strength are somewhat different from those of adult men and certainly different from

ageing men. Perception, social acceptance and functionality all become a part of the way

in which groups of individuals construct the meaning of muscularity and strength and the

heterosexual male. Consequently, the groups of males will be categorised as:

. Boys: what I could be

. Adolescent males: what I should be

. Adult men: what I am

. Ageing men: what I used to be.

Boys and Muscularity: ‘What I Could Be’

Recently I have begun a longitudinal research project investigating changing

masculinities among boys in early childhood through to upper primary school. Boys

between five and six years of age were interviewed in focus groups and will be

subsequently interviewed each year, for eight years, through to year 7 (i.e. 12�13 years).

The framework around which the discussion of masculinities was set was underpinned
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by sport, health and physical activity. The methodology used, given the ages of the boys,

was to engage in discussion around pictures drawn by the boys. The direction I provided

was simply ‘draw me something relating to sport’, ‘draw me something relating to health’

and ‘draw me a man’. It was this final drawing, of a man, that generated much of the

discussion. In the ‘un-sexualised’ eyes of these boys a man, in his purest sense, is muscular.

The majority of the 33 boys involved in the research project drew pictures that

emphasised muscular biceps, broad shoulders, and in some instances a small tapering

waist depicting a ‘V’ shape typically identified in archetypal male ideals (Pope, Phillips, and

Olivardia 2000). It is clear that boys at five to six years of age have a definitive perception

of what a man ‘should’ look like.

Boys in early childhood also have a clear view of what that muscular male body can

‘do’. Accordingly it can lift heavy weights given that it has immense strength and power.

It is a body that is far stronger than a woman’s and thus has the capacity to be much more

adept at sports than a female’s, particularly those that demand, speed, power and

aggression, all stereotypical masculinised traits and indeed linked to muscularity. It is a

body that is in direct opposition to that of a woman’s. Seemingly, males have big muscles,

women do not. Men can use those muscles in a more functional manner to be faster,

stronger and more powerful. By definition, women are seemingly slower, weaker and less

influential. It is quite a fundamental argument that these boys construct and yet it has the

capacity to shape their notions of what a man should look like aesthetically, his

performance in sports and his hegemonic status over women in particular as a

consequence. The following discussion with a group of five- to six-year-old boys

emphasises this notion well. Indeed, this is typical of the conversations that were held

around boys and their capacity to ‘beat’ girls:

Q: So tell me why you think that girls are not as fast at running.

A1: Yeah, I could beat them.

A2: Because boys can actually beat them because the girls are slow.

Q: Why do you think girls are slower?

A1: Because the boys are super fast, they’re faster than a stink fly [a cartoon character].

Q: Wow, that’s fast. But what makes boys superfast?

A1: Exercising.

A2: Yeah, and they get big muscles.

Q: So what do you think muscles do?

A2: Make you grow. Yeah, they make you go super fast.

Noteworthy is that this connection is then extended to adulthood, where men are clearly

perceived as being the dominant gender based on their ability to ‘outperform’ women in

various sporting pursuits through their heightened levels of muscularity:

A1: Men are the fastest in the Olympics.

Q: Why is that?

A1: Because they get fast and are fit.

A2: Because they have strong muscles.

Q: Who do you think are the strongest then?

A1: Men.

Q: Why?
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A1: Because they get fit exercising.

A3: Because they eat healthy food. Not junk healthy food.

Q: But can women eat healthy food get muscles too?

A3: No.

Q: Why not?

A3: Because they don’t have any muscles because they’re not boys.

Q: So can only men can have muscles, is that right?

A1: Yes, and get strong.

Q: What does a man look like, do you want to draw me a picture of a man?

A1: Yeah. A strong man.

Q: What does he have?

A1: Muscles.

Q: [Looking at the picture] Wow. He’s got big muscles on his arms. What do his

legs look like, are they strong too?

A2: Yep. Mine has 100.

Q: And what does it mean if you’ve got muscles?

A2: It means they get healthy food, and they buy heaps of healthy things because

they want to get really strong.

A1: So they can get in the Olympics.

A3: Yeah, because they [the men] want to win.

There was an underpinning ideology among the boys in early childhood that a man must

have a level of muscularity that is visible. Otherwise he will be seen to be less of a man and

subsequently ridiculed. In the following comment by a five-year-old boy, he makes the

connection between males being bullied and teased in the absence of an ‘acceptable’

level of muscularity:

It’s mean to show people your muscles to other people because if they have smaller

muscles and someone has bigger muscles and then they’ll go ‘ha, ha, you have small

muscles’. It will be mean to them.

It has often been assumed that children in early childhood cannot provide reliable data

that is meaningful in terms of the data’s ability to be analysed (Birbeck and Drummond

2005). As this research has shown, listening to the voices of boys in early childhood can

provide us with some insights into how they perceive the male body and the expectations

placed on a muscular male body. Given the ‘asexualised’ lens through which these

boys perceive the world we can begin to interpret these expectations as those of the

heterosexual male body.

Adolescent Males: ‘What I Should Be’

Adolescence is a period of change and of experimentation (Wolfe, Jaffe, and Crooks

2006). It is also a period of impressionability and envy. Adolescent girls, for example, may

be thought to envy those female images within contemporary media and ultimately aspire

to achieve a similar body aesthetic (Hargreaves and Tiggemann 2004). They might also

envy other females who have ‘acquired’ boyfriends with lustful bodies. Similarly, envy

among heterosexual males has often been confined to the ‘acquisition’ of culturally
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aesthetic female partners, and sports (Drummond 1997). To be openly envious of another

male’s body, in terms of its appearance, was not thought to be a traditional masculine

orientation. Historically, the male body has been seen as somewhat utilitarian with less

emphasis placed on its appearance. Its function has largely overshadowed its aesthetics.

The changing nature of contemporary Western culture has led to a shift in expectations

placed on the male body. With the rise of the industrial revolution creating less manual

labour in traditional masculinised occupations (Strand and Tverdal 2005), together with

the rise of white-collar occupations, the development of a muscular male body through

occupation-based physicality has diminished. In order to attain what has arguably been

perceived as the archetypal masculine physique typified by muscularity, men have had to

actively seek out ways and means of attaining such a physique. This has meant having to

consciously exercise to achieve this aesthetic. As Morrison and Halton (2009) have aptly

identified, men’s bodies have undergone a profound change from predominantly

instrumental to predominantly ornamental.

Adolescent males and emerging young men in their late teens and early 20s are now

bearing the brunt of the aesthetically driven Western cultural ideal (Farquhar and Wasylkiw

2007; Grogan and Richards 2002). These young males have increasingly become focal

points for niche media and advertising campaigns for products that may, or may not,

relate to the body, such as fashion, health, cosmetics and sports. Much of the imagery is

now centred on the youthful, yet adult looking, athletically muscular male physique (Pope,

Phillips, and Olivardia 2000). The physiques are somewhat alluring from a number of

perspectives in the sense that they are ‘heterosexual enough’ to be aspirational for young

straight men to want to achieve a similar body physique as well as be desired in a manner

that exudes ‘muscular sexuality’ by girls and women. It is important to recognise that this

‘muscular sexuality’ is arguably sexually alluring to gay men as well. Such bodies hold

immense positional power in the minds of young males. Given that adolescence and early

adulthood in males are significant periods in masculine identity formation the body thus

becomes a central focus around which such identity is forged. The following data are

reflective of the manner in which these young males come to perceive themselves and

their bodies as well as the broader culture around the straight male body.

When invited to discuss the meaning of masculinity, the adolescent males in

particular were the group that translated this line of enquiry into physical appearance, and

in particular muscularity:

Q: What about the word masculinity. What does that mean to you?

A: Very muscular. He would be someone who is tall with lots of muscles like Arnold

Schwarzenegger.

Q: Well what does femininity mean to you?

A: Someone like a female politician.

For most of these young males the muscular male body was most easily and conveniently

represented through sports. For example:

Yeah, I like my body. I guess I want to be a bit bigger to be able to take the hits a little

better. I guess I am still young when it comes to playing League football [Australian Rules

football]. But it’s a man’s game and you have to be able to take it.
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Many of the boys in this cohort provided specific examples of muscular male bodies from

the highly aggressive masculinised sport of Australian Rules football, as in the previous

quote. Interestingly, the majority of these players were also positioned in the two

dominant parts of the field at centre half forward and centre half back. These two po-

sitions on the field are seen as the two most controlling positions and require players with

large muscular physiques, immense strength and an ability to ‘take control’ as a leader.

Therefore, the body has the capacity to display masculinity through a visual representation

of muscularity as well as its capacity to display strength. It is also the notion of control that

reflects positional power, dominance and a form of hegemony. An adolescent male talked

about two big men in the Australian Football League who play in the key offensive and

defensive positions on the ground. He stated:

Guy’s like Wayne Carey and Darren Mead are my idols because they are big men who

play in controlling positions on the ground. They are the focal point of the team.

The other salient element in these adolescent males using Australian Rules footballers as

descriptors and exemplars of archetypal masculine male bodies is the heterosexual

implicitness within such a sporting cohort. By identifying that a footballer has a ‘good

body’ is less likely to be construed in a homoerotic manner. The bodies of footballers are

‘built’ for a heteronormative, masculinised purpose. Heterosexual males are ‘supposed’ to

gaze at these footballers’ bodies in awe in terms of the way they perform. Conversely, it is

heterosexual women, and possibly gay men, who have the cultural right to gaze at these

bodies in a sexualised manner.

Adolescent males also identified Professional World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE)

consistently as a site in which masculinised archetypal physiques are regularly on display.

Rather than an implied heterosexuality, this ‘sport’ is overtly promoted as a heterosexual

agency in which young, white, male, middle-class spectators, in particular, are indoc-

trinated into a heteronormative culture (Soulliere 2006). This has broader ramifications

than body image and masculine identity. As Soulliere (2006, 9) contends, ‘the WWE

messages stifle both minority and homosexual versions of manhood, which may

inadvertently foster racist and/or homophobic attitudes’. Large muscular men act out

visual representations of strength through power and domination over weaker and less

able men, while a highly sexualised female often fawns upon the winner, thereby en-

dorsing heteronormativity. It is arguable that young adolescent males perceive this to be

‘normalised’ masculine heterosexuality. An adolescent male provides a typical response

from the cohort of young males regarding their perception of WWE men:

The best male body has to be ‘The Rock’. He is almost 7ft tall. He’s got a nice height, and

his legs are just huge because he’s been working out a lot on them. They just look big

and muscley. I guess steroids help him a lot too. He’s got a pretty big chest and the way

his body looks it just suits his head too. His whole body looks perfect, you know. Really

well proportioned. It balances perfectly. I just love his traps.

Adult Men and Muscularity: ‘What I Am’

The majority of adult men aged between 18 and 45 years that I have interviewed

with respect to body image have also invested heavily in sports as a means through which
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they have constructed their masculine identity. Once again, heterosexuality has been an

implied notion as expressed by these men through their rejection of homosexual ideals.

While these notions cannot be taken for granted as assumed heterosexuality, they do

provide a point of reference for these men with respect to sexuality. For example, when

invited to discuss sexuality the following comments were indicative of the majority of

men:

I’ve got on alright with many gay men I’ve met. As long as they don’t pressurise me in

that particular way. I’ve met some guys who are just like any other guys really, just that

they have different habits than you and I might have.

Another man stated:

It doesn’t worry me. I’ve known and met quite a few over the years and they seem okay.

I mean, you get them in sport at different levels and come across them over the years. As

I say it’s no skin off my nose if they do their own thing. I mean it’s only a sexual thing.

Similarly it was claimed:

As long as they’re not trying to do a line on me they can have it. As long as they’re not

performing in the streets and jumping up and down in these gay Mardi Gras’ they can

just keep it to themselves that’s fine. I don’t have to go having sex on the streets with my

girlfriend so they don’t go having sex on the streets with their boyfriends, that’s fine.

It was in light of these comments that enabled the heterosexual framing of these men’s

lives.

As was found in relation to adolescent males, for adult men muscularity and being

physically bigger was a key theme associated with heterosexual masculinity. The point of

difference with the adult men was that they were less aspirational with regard to attaining

the muscular physique they seemingly desired. Indeed, the men talked about wanting to

be bigger but rarely provided solutions or strategies towards attaining this larger body.

Hence, ‘the body we have is the body we have been dealt’, as one of the men suggested.

Another man stated that:

I still do weights. I suppose I do them once a week if I can. But it’s just a fact of life. I mean

people are born the way they are . . . So I mean, you are what you are and you can’t do

much about that so you’ve got to be happy with what you’ve got.

In relation to developing size and visible musculature the same man, similar to many of

the other men, was resigned to not ‘bulking up’:

I did weights until the cows came home and it really didn’t make much difference at all. It

just made me stronger and made me develop a fairly defined sort of shape.

Noteworthy, however, was the clear articulation of the adult men’s understanding of the

significance of muscularity in the lives of heterosexual men. Hence, most of the men

identified that at some point in their lives they would like to be bigger and more muscular
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for several reasons. One of these included sexual and physical attraction to women, the

other was the recognition and peer approval that it would likely produce from other men.

The following comment by one man provides a strong indication of the type of body that

is perceived as being the archetypal male physique:

I like myself. I like me, but I wouldn’t mind being bigger. A bit bigger in size. Bigger in

size, bit bigger in size. A bit heavier and a bit bigger in size. You know, blond hair, blue

eyes, tan. You know, your bronzed Aussie. That’s a good look. I like that. I wouldn’t mind

being bigger. So, you know, I’m happy with myself but, if I could just be a bit bigger, I’d

probably be a bit happier.

Similarly, the following claim provides further evidence that if they were to have a second

chance the possibility of attaining a body that they perceive to be bigger and arguably

more masculine would be considered:

Well, you could basically put down your ideal man as probably your idol really. When you

look at it I mean, there’s always someone there you’d like to be and I guess if you had a

second chance in the world you’d ask if you could have those longer legs and bigger

chest or stronger arms. But that dream is always there.

For this man, the notion of being bigger is clear, which in turn could impact positively on

sporting performance through extra musculature, though it is the claim of being more

‘muscle bound’ once he has retired from his sport that is significant and provides an

indication of the meaning of muscles to masculine identity in the wake of sporting

retirement for these heterosexual men.

I think I’d like to be bigger. I have a lot of trouble putting on weight and that image is

probably broadcast by people constantly saying ‘God you’re looking skinny’ especially in

the middle of the triathlon season when I’m really lean or whatever it may be. I suppose

in some ways I do take offence and I suppose it does affect me. But people have been

saying it for so long now. I mean even this winter I’m trying to put on weight. I’m trying

to do a lot more weights and things like that and get stronger. Whether that’s going to

be a physical presence I don’t know, but I do want to have a bit more of a physical

presence. I mean people say I’m not, well this is probably another issue, but they say I’m

not aggressive enough and things like that. I need to be a lot more aggressive with my

racing. Whether that’s got to do with my physical stature or not I don’t know, but I

certainly want to build up a bit. Whether that means looking good or not I don’t know.

Although I suppose if I gave up the sport I’d probably want to look a bit more muscle

bound than I do now.

Ageing Men and Muscularity: ‘What I Used to Be’

As a man ages, the ‘being’ and ‘doing’ components of masculinity begin to

deteriorate. Indeed, his body becomes less muscular as a result of inevitable physiological

processes, while his strength is somewhat diminished as a result. The ageing heterosexual

men that I have interviewed within ageing men’s bodies research projects typically

identify that these changes are difficult to negotiate, particularly early on when they first

THE ARCHETYPAL HETEROSEXUAL MALE BODY 113

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
 
O
f
 
S
o
u
t
h
 
A
u
s
t
r
a
l
i
a
]
 
A
t
:
 
2
2
:
1
0
 
2
5
 
F
e
b
r
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
1



begin to recognise and experience these changes. Some of the men referred to their body

‘failing’ them. One might suggest that ageing men, irrespective of sexuality, would

seemingly be homogenous in their views towards ageing as the masculinised body begins

to ‘fail’. Yet this has certainly not been evident among the ageing gay men that I have

interviewed in the past (Drummond 2006b). The significant difference that exists is that

the ageing heterosexual men appear to be attempting to live up to an expected

archetypal ideal of what a heterosexual man’s body should be able to do. It is noteworthy

that many of these men considered that they had enacted their masculinity through their

occupation and felt that they no longer had the capacity to do this given that they were

now retired. They also enacted their masculinity through the tasks they were ‘supposed’ to

traditionally undertake as a heterosexual man, namely tasks that their ‘wives were not

supposed to do’. Cleaning gutters on the roof, mowing lawns, washing cars and other

manual labour were their masculinised domain. A problem arose when the men’s bodies

could no longer allow them to ‘do’ those activities that they once could ‘do’ to enable

them to perform and visually display their masculinity. Even tasks such as taking lids off

jars for their wives, which demonstrated clearly their masculine heterosexuality in

opposition to femininity, became problematic and impacted their masculine identity to

which one man claimed: ‘I suppose it makes you feel worthless’. Regarding the physical

deterioration of his body another man stated:

Well I had a serious lung problem a few years back and I thought I was gone on a number

of occasions. That was only five years ago and I could only crawl to get around. It made

me feel terrible, you know, ‘man-wise’. Your body just can’t do what it used to be able to

do, and that affects you.

While muscles and muscularity play a significant role in the lives of ageing heterosexual

men, these men understand that their bodies will no longer have the capacity to retain

their muscular aesthetic. They also understand that some physical loss of strength will

occur, which appears to play a more significant role in the masculine identity of these

men. It is important to recognise, however, that as men age, despite the initial anguish

they experience over the physical loss of particular traditional masculinised bodily acts,

they do come to terms with these physical changes over time. The same man who

commented about his lung condition went on to claim:

I’ve had to work pretty hard to get back where I am so every day is a bonus and I am just

very happy to be here, and it’s a lot better than the alternative. After all, most of the

people around my age are dead.

Conclusion

Throughout this paper I have identified the meaning of muscles, muscularity and

strength to heterosexual males across the lifespan from boys in early childhood, to

adolescent males, adult men and ageing men. While the meaning of muscularity is

different for each group, I have identified that there is a significant degree of importance

in each regarding this perceived element of heterosexual masculinity. The boys in early

childhood provide evidence that they are shaped in a socio-cultural context with respect

to how they come to view the male body and its subsequent muscularity. Accordingly in
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their eyes, the male body is muscular and strong as a result. It is a body that is physically

stronger and more powerful than that of girls and women. It is also larger and can ‘do’

physical acts, such as sport, better. While these are simplistic perspectives they do provide

an understanding of the fundamental tenets of thought that underpin young boys’

concepts of what it is to be a man.

Adolescent males offer a different lens through which to understand perceptions of

the heterosexual male. It is arguable that this group, above all identified within this paper,

are the most impressionable in terms of body aesthetics. Adolescent males are coming to

terms with the changing nature of their own body as well as attempting to interpret

meanings of straight and gay masculinities and how these fit into their own lives. It

appears that contemporary heterosexual masculinity is defined through a muscular and

strong male body. While this is a somewhat simplistic understanding of the heterosexual

male body, it may be the consequence of the tumultuous adolescent period. Oppor-

tunities to make this stage more cerebral for adolescent males need to be presented prior

to and during these adolescent years.

Heterosexual adult males within the context of this paper offer alternative insights

into the construction of masculinised male bodies. Accordingly, this group of men appear

somewhat more at ease with the shape of their bodies and levels of musculature, despite

articulating their desire to become bigger at some point in their lives. The heterosexual

adult phase of life, particularly from the mid-20s to mid-40s, is often consumed with work,

marriage and families. Seemingly, the size and shape of one’s body is not the highest

priority for this group of men. Body aesthetics are less likely to be a priority, particularly for

men in their 30s and beyond, as they are more likely to have found a female partner and

have ‘proved’ their heterosexuality to male peers through sexual conquests. Hence,

developing a body to attract women is less of a priority. Similarly, peer approval of

heterosexuality through the visual aesthetic of a large muscular body has diminished.

Irrespective of such a claim, it is still arguable that heterosexual men during this period of

life are likely to feel vulnerable at times with respect to body image and body identity. The

cultural archetype of the idealised heterosexual male body that is youthful, muscular and

athletic is all-pervading and has the capacity to impact negatively at the individual level.

Indeed, adult heterosexual men as a cohort have not been a research priority where men’s

bodies are concerned. They are seemingly not marginalised, nor stigmatised and for that

reason left to ‘their own devices’.

Ageing heterosexual men offer an entirely different perspective to the other groups

of males within this paper. It is clear that this group of men are not concerned with the

aesthetics of the male body in terms of muscle definition. Rather, it is how that body

functions, which is the main concern for this group of men. Strength, which in essence is

bound to musculature, is integral to their understanding of heterosexual masculinity.

Being able to ‘do’ masculinised acts that require strength are visible definers of a

heterosexual masculinised body. An ageing, ‘failing’ male body can mean a faltering

heterosexual masculine identity. Clearly, understanding the ramifications of such body

‘failure’ is a significant issue in contemporary Western society where an ageing society is in

existence.

The heterosexual male body requires attention at all levels of the lifecycle. Under-

standing how heterosexual males construct their masculinity through their body is

important within the context of a heavily aesthetically driven Western cultural ideal.
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Listening to the voices of straight, as well as gay and bisexual, men therefore becomes a

key issue in how masculinity and sexuality are constructed largely through the male body.
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