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I served on a prize committee that awarded the Berkshire Conference Article Prize to 

Toby Ditz. (I was not at that time involved editorially in this journal.) It is somewhat 

unusual for that prize to go to an article that is largely historiographical synthesis, but the 

committee, as I recall, felt that an exception needed to be made for a piece of this 

importance. Her account of the historiography she surveys is original and trenchantly 

critical, and her call for new directions is based solidly on a deep knowledge of the field. 

I admire it as much for its elegance as for its content. 

When Ditz wrote, the ‘new men’s history’ was ripe for such a synthesis. Women’s 

history had made its impact on the profession, and the realisation that men were gendered 

too had given rise to another wave of scholarship that took masculinity as a category of 

analysis. In the article, Ditz makes the crucial point that this body of scholarship still 

‘runs the risk of occluding women and downplaying men’s power over women’. 

Although ‘manliness and masculinity are a feature of a larger gender order that 

subordinates women’ and guarantees men control of resources and authority, the fact that 

masculinity is largely about differentiation among men, and scholars’ focus on all-male 

environments, has allowed them to ignore those who are not men. By focusing on the 

intersection of masculinity with other categories like race and class – which Ditz 

emphasises is productive in itself – they have ignored ‘how masculinity articulates with 

femininity’. Even the idea that masculinity is continually in a process of construction can 

ignore the role that other gender(s) play in that construction. The attempt to acknowledge 

the complexity of the masculine subject has led to a view of masculinity ‘as everywhere 

fragile and endangered, and even in constant crisis’, even among men of extreme 

privilege. Ditz argues that scholars may ‘confuse the local perturbations and conflicts that 

attend making and re-making of gender identities’ with crisis, and fail to link them to the 

larger gender order, replicating the omission of women from history.   

Ditz praises integrated histories, in which the study of masculinity is embedded 

within broader analyses, but points out that even here it is easy to overlook gendered 

power. She makes several suggestions, mining her own field of early American history 

for examples, as to how we might go about restoring the study of gendered power. Ditz 



 

suggests looking at ways in which ‘the gender order pivots on men’s access to women, its 

differential distribution, and challenges to it’.  Recognising that this is a somewhat 

universalising statement, she points out that it happens in many different ways, which 

should be the object of study. Every society has households, and most of them are 

hierarchically organised; most have some form of marriage; and many if not most have a 

variety of racial categories.  The ways these institutions interact with gender are well 

worth studying beyond the case studies she provides. She suggests several specific 

strategies: the use of comparisons between men and women on any given measure in 

order to determine where gender differences lie (it is astounding how many scholars write 

about a given phenomenon among women or among men without examining whether it is 

any different for the other gender!); attention to ‘men’s uses of the symbolic woman as 

they attempt to stablise similarities and differences among men’; recognition of alliances 

with women as a means of mediating conflicts among men; restriction of the idea of 

‘gender crisis’ to conjunctures in which men’s dominance over women, not just some 

men’s share of the patriarchal dividend, is challenged; focus on the historical appearance 

of backlash against women; and examination of the constructions of gender through 

‘people whose gender practices and identifications disrupted the conventional categories’. 

She provides early American examples for all these strategies, but they are thought-

provoking and very helpful to someone who works in another period as well.       

In the ten years since Ditz’s article was first presented at a conference, it has by 

no means become dated. The last point, about gender crossing and the disruption of 

categories, has received a great deal of attention, including in this journal, but many of 

Ditz’s other points need to be taken to heart by many scholars. I would like to assign this 

article to anyone who works on masculinity in any period.  

Ruth Karras     


