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Introduction

The moment a muscular, twenty-three-year-old Marlon Brando, costumed in a tight oil-stained t-shirt, appeared on Broadway as the ‘sexual terrorist’ Stanley Kowalski, theatregoers were confronted with a meteoric vision of male virility never before seen on stage. ‘I could hardly hold him within bounds,’ Tennessee Williams said of creating Kowalski, the antagonist of his 1947 play, A Streetcar Named Desire. It was as though he’d stumbled on some untapped, elemental force, one that the sexually fluid and little-known Brando – the ‘best-looking young man’ Tennessee had ever seen – was uniquely equipped to manifest. Stanley-Brando represented the eroticised, desiring and desirous male body, an icon of unbridled carnality that stretched the puritanical censorship guidelines which presided over so much post-war American artistic production, and asked new questions about the intersections of sexuality and masculine identity.

Stanley Kowalski is not merely a sex symbol. He is also a tyrant, and his tyranny infects and poisons his relations with the other men in the play, his poker-playing, beer-swilling buddies. Through group failure, these men collectively license Stanley’s tragic (implied) rape of the protagonist, Blanche DuBois, and her subsequent sectioning. In many ways, Stanley Kowalski is an embodiment of James Baldwin’s belief in the stalled, infantile state of modern masculinity, and Streetcar’s story an example of the deleterious consequences such masculinity, and malignant relations between men, has on others: women, families, entire communities.

James Baldwin, the novelist, essayist, and one-time collaborator and friend of Tennessee Williams, declared early in his career that ‘the great problem is how to be − in the best sense of that kaleidoscopic word − a man’. Baldwin understood that this ‘great problem’ was more than a personal or individual issue. It cut right to the heart of American society. It may, in fact, be the root cause of so many societal problems. Baldwin identified a failure in American and western life, and a failure of the ‘masculine sensibility’. Somewhere, he said, somehow, ‘something broke down’, and the result is that masculinity is stuck in an immature state, one which promotes violence and cruelty, and leaves its men isolated and unreachable.

The early 1940s through to the mid-1960s − the decades in which the writers in this book produced their most lasting works and became literary celebrities and public figures − was a time of immense cultural and societal upheaval in America, during which conceptions of sexuality and gender were being newly defined by legal and medical discourses, debated in public forums and weaponised for political ends. Tennessee Williams’ creation of the magnetic and malevolent Stanley emerged from this upheaval. But Streetcar is no dated, mid-century relic. As the theatre critic Ira J. Bilowit remarked, three decades after the play premiered, ‘You can’t imagine a time when Streetcar didn’t exist [. . .] when Stanley Kowalski wasn’t with us.’ Watching Brando as Kowalski today, in Streetcar’s 1951 Hollywood film adaptation, his preternatural sexual energy − so much beer foam sprayed over his sweat-slicked torso − is overwhelming, more salacious than much of what passes for the erotic in current mainstream cinema (particularly when it comes to sexualised representations of men). And his rage, meanwhile, all those violent outbursts and wild-eyed death stares, threatens to shatter through our screens.

Tennessee Williams’ message of sexual power, infantile masculinity and poisoned male relations, though transmitted from the past, has immediate relevance to our contemporary crisis in masculinity: from the unrelenting tirade of male violence against women to the silent epidemic of men’s mental ill-health, loneliness and suicide, and the steep rise in incidents of violent hate crime and discrimination against the LGBTQ+ community. And, just like the mid-century, our present moment is characterised by a colossal cultural shift. Once again, concepts around gender and sexuality are rapidly changing and being fought over, a morass in which the very meaning of masculinity is being critiqued and questioned, and from which it might − can − emerge changed for the better.

In Streetcar, masculine identity and the failures of relations between men are depicted by a playwright who had experienced, first-hand, the full effects of such a crisis. But Tennessee Williams’ works also offer possibilities for other, stranger, models of masculinity. As do the lives and works of James Baldwin, John Cheever and Carson McCullers, all of whom to a greater or lesser extent knew one another, were influenced by and influenced one another’s art. All four writers had relationships and desires that crossed gender lines, and this put them at odds with the dominant gender ideals of their day. They lived and worked at a time when sexuality was widely considered to fall along a homosexual/heterosexual binary, a binary which cost one side everything: heterosexuality was the monolithic norm against which homosexuality was classed abnormal (and, indeed, anything abnormal was classed ‘homosexual’). It was a time when to be queer was to be a figurative − sometimes literal − outlaw, when homosexuality was considered a psychological defect, a neurosis, a mental handicap and a moral perversion. But against this domineering, oppressive climate, these writers shared a joint, particular fascination with the idea that sexual identity is fluid, that desire is amorphous, indiscriminate, and resists neat categorisation. And they shared a conviction that such lines of thought, woven through their art, expressed in their lives, might open up new possibilities for understanding masculinity. Might, in fact, transform it.

Tennessee Williams was born in Mississippi in 1911. Though he spent much of his life as a cosmopolite − first as an itinerant, unknown poet, later as a world-famous playwright and celebrity − he always remained transfixed by his homeland. His childhood in Mississippi was ‘gracious − full of imaginings’, and provided a wellspring of ideas and inspiration throughout his career. The South also intrigued him because he felt ‘the war between romanticism’ and ‘the hostility to it’ was particularly sharp there. This war, a battle between those who revere beauty and idealism and those who wish to extinguish it, is a kind of blueprint for understanding his stage plays. It’s a battle that plays out time and time again between many of his characters. The dreamer against the hardened realist, the lover against the tyrant, the poet against the world: alternative ways of living, alternative expressions of selfhood, fighting to break free from paternalism, convention and conformism.

The novelist, poet and playwright Carson McCullers also hailed from the South; she was born in Columbus, Georgia, in 1922. For McCullers, writing was a ‘wandering, dreaming occupation’. It was a tussle between hard labour and the mysterious workings of the unconscious, from which sprout ‘illuminations’ that eventually bloom into the finished creative work. Like Tennessee Williams, she sought and found literary success away from her Southern roots. She moved to New York and published the two novels which established her reputation as a leader of a literary generation before she was twenty-three years old. At that age, she told a close friend: ‘I was born a man.’

McCullers enjoyed that her name gave people pause. ‘Carson’ was frequently taken to be a man’s name. Throughout her life, as a means of expressing how she internally felt, McCullers wore men’s clothes: baseball caps, dungarees, outsize shirts, slacks, suits. This was also a disruptive act, an act of rebellion; she meant to reorient others’ expectations of gender presentation. And in her works McCullers explores the idea that gender and sexuality are unfixed, free-floating signifiers – that everyone is in some sense androgynous in their feelings and desires – and portrays how a dominant, masculinist social order, in order to retain power, goes to absurd lengths to deny this.

With their shared Southern heritage and artistic sensibility, it was perhaps inevitable that Tennessee Williams and Carson McCullers became friends. Theirs was a deep, long-lasting union. Across their careers, they fiercely defended the integrity of each other’s artistic vision against critics and naysayers, of which, eventually, there were many. And they advocated for one another’s right to portray, through their art, what they called the ‘truth’: their critiques of intransigent masculinity and the oppressiveness of patriarchal institutions – from the macro to the micro, the military to marriage – that, they knew, sought to delimit and set the terms of love and desire.

Like Carson McCullers, John Cheever – born in Massachusetts in 1912 – also considered writing a kind of sorcery. He wrote in order to ‘divine the motives of human conduct’. As well as dozens of short stories and five novels – which chronicle mid-century suburbia, with its parochialism, paranoias and remorseless consumerism – Cheever maintained a private journal for much of his adult life. When excerpts of his journals were first published in book form in 1991, a decade after his death, readers and critics were shocked by what they contained. They held revelations about Cheever’s private life that were completely unknown to the public. In prose that alloys asperity and lyric poeticism, Cheever writes about his debilitating alcoholism, his depression, his fantasised and actualised infidelities. He also writes, extensively, about his sexuality.

John Cheever’s sexual and romantic interests included both women and men, and he was tortured by this. He felt there was an irreconcilability between his queerness and his masculinity which forced him to live a ‘double life’, one he found ‘loathsome, morbid, and anyhow impossible’. For Cheever, as for many men of his generation, masculinity necessitated heterosexuality. The two were inseparable. Any expression of alternative sexuality or gender was tantamount to surrendering one’s manhood. Still, Cheever tried to conjure a more expansive conception of masculine identity, one capacious or fluid enough to permit and even celebrate his queerness. This was a lifelong struggle, and something he returns to time and again in that act of divination and self-examination that was his writing.

John Cheever’s fellow Northerner James Baldwin also explored that ‘great problem’ of masculinity in both his fiction and autobiographical writing. Born in Harlem in 1924, Baldwin cut his teeth in the art of elocution and exhortation as a teenage preacher, before renouncing the ministry to pursue the writing life in New York City’s Greenwich Village in the mid-1940s. The Village, a hotbed of radical leftist intellectuals, actors and artists, painters and poets, seemed to promise a route to artistic success. But Baldwin soon learned that this apparent haven for nonconformists was sustained by a set of bewildering social, sexual and racial codes. Its bars were populated by voluntary middle-class exiles play-acting as libertines, its streets plagued by trigger-happy policemen – the omnipresent face of white, masculinist power – and its subterranean queer scene, he discovered, was a place of danger and contradiction. This world warped and disfigured his sense of self, provoking a severe identity crisis. In this context, deciphering what it meant to be a man – which necessitated examining how the forces of class, race and sexuality worked to construct his own masculinity – was nothing less than a matter of survival.

 

These four writers lived and worked during a period of American history in which homophobia was both virulent and diffuse. Medical-legal language and laws conspired to promote a hardened, obstinate version of masculinity whose key characteristic had existed in the cultural imagination for decades, but hadn’t before been so cleanly and clearly articulated: one that presupposed heterosexuality as the proper mode of desire, and demanded heterosexuality of its men. A masculinity which – in order to prove itself – repudiated homosexuality and anything ‘queer’ through homophobia.

Homophobia isn’t an arbitrary or accidental phenomenon; rather, it is better thought of as a tool or mechanism of oppression, neatly defined by Baldwin as ‘a way of exerting control over the universe, by terrifying people’. Society, we know, is organised by male-led institutions, in which men forge relations with one another to establish solidarity and cement power, enabling – in turn – the oppression of women. Anything that can affect or set the terms of these power-cementing, homosocial bonds is therefore, itself, immensely powerful. This is exactly what homophobia does: when wielded, it proscribes, restricts or otherwise defines bonds between men. So inextricable is homophobia from patriarchy that our society, as the pioneering queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick observed, ‘could not cease to be homophobic and have its economic and political structures remain unchanged’.

The existence and prevalence of homophobia impacts all men. Sedgwick describes a ‘residue of terrorist potential, a blackmailability of western maleness through the leverage of homophobia’ that, in essence, contorts and makes paranoid all male relations, regardless of individual sexuality. Simply put, men’s relationship to other men, in whatever form that relationship may take – fraternal, platonic, professional, familial, romantic – is haunted by homophobia, the ever-present prospect of being ‘accused’ of queerness, or being attacked or ostracised in lieu of one’s queerness.

Understanding the origins of twentieth-century homophobia helps us grasp the true extent of its impact. The very terms we use today to describe sexuality – indeed, the very concept of a sexual personage – had not yet come into the cultural consciousness prior to the twentieth century. When the historical construct of the ‘homosexual’ emerged as a category of person, it also described a pathology. Homosexuality was theorised as a sickness, a weakness, an internal flaw: a series of invented, ostracising appellations carried inside one another like Russian dolls. But the societal revulsion towards the ‘homosexual’ is more textured still. Homophobia is also, necessarily, a form of misogyny. Not only does it govern those power-cementing bonds between men which actively oppress women, but it so often manifests as an essentialist repudiation of the so-called feminine in men. Because we live in a society which relies upon the enforced subordination of one gender beneath another for its very structure, this begins to make a negative, horrible logic. Homosexuality becomes conflated with effeminacy (where effeminacy is metonymic with ‘fragility’, ‘vanity’, ‘softness’, and even – here we begin to sense how dizzying is the waltz between homophobia and misogyny – ‘illness’). Both the feminine and the homosexual, therefore, are quashed under the regime of patriarchy, lest they threaten the totality of male power.

The impact of homophobia, the way it poisons and makes paranoid relations between men and men, women and men, the way it impacts society as a whole, was felt everywhere in mid-century America. One of its most obvious and injurious manifestations even made queerness a national security threat. The communist witch-hunt that raged under Senator Joseph McCarthy into the 1950s was accompanied by a parallel witch-hunt of homosexuals, one backed by state police and the FBI, a period in American history since dubbed the ‘homosexual panic’. Homosexuality, like communism, became an invisible, omnipresent and insurrectionist threat – a mass illusion of doubles in which one’s friend, father, or brother might not be who they claim to be. It was a time, as John Cheever remembered, when everyone worried about queerness, and when every man underwent a private, psychic turmoil: ‘Is he? Was he? Did they? Am I? Could I?’

Alongside the homosexual panic, America experienced an unprecedented period of economic prosperity following victory in the Second World War. During this so-called ‘Golden Age of Capitalism’, the nuclear family and household was held as a new societal ideal, and Americans enjoyed unheralded access to consumer goods. To help sustain this ideal – marriage, procreation, and the high quality of life that the sugar-rush of endless consumerism seemed to promise – there was a renewed emphasis on heteronormative masculinity, personified in the image of the breadwinning husband and family man. This was buttressed by a revolution in the psychoanalytic community, where a uniquely American appropriation of Freudian ideas took the nuclear family – and the mandatory heterosexuality it demanded – as the ‘norm’ to which neurotic patients should be ‘adjusted’. Meanwhile, in the Southern US, other, more tangible revolutionary forces were at play. The mid-1950s saw the birth of the civil rights movement, which sought to abolish racial discrimination and segregation. This movement threw fresh light on the history of racist, masculinist violence through which white supremacy operates. The civil rights movement also stoked contentious and revolutionary discourses about the nature of America’s very soul. Within these debates, notions of nationhood and futurity – and therefore procreation – loomed large, their shadows inevitably falling over that perilous interpersonal, intra-psychic terrain of masculinity and sexuality.

James Baldwin thought that the ‘seismographic shudder’ which occurred in the American mind or soul at the mere mention of homosexuality wasn’t about a ‘fear of sex between men; it’s fear of people touching each other’. He knew that an inability or refusal to accept even the existence of sexual intimacy between men – the all-consuming, totalised terror of queerness – resulted in an inability to accept any kind of affirmative intimacy between men whatsoever. It created a void, a space in between men, which, he argued, had its roots in misogyny. ‘When men can no longer love women they also cease to love or respect or trust each other, which makes their isolation complete. Nothing is more dangerous than this isolation, for men will commit any crimes whatever rather than endure it.’ In this thinking, homophobia is something which enshrouds a spectrum of suppressed or potential affirmative, alternative relationships between men, inclusive and exclusive of the sexual. Each of these four writers sought to celebrate such relationships, to make visible those hinterlands of desire which lie between and outside the supposed sexual binary, and to reveal the consequences of its invisibility.

 

Describing sexuality and desire can be like trying to clasp at smoke, and applying contemporary language to the lived experiences of writers from the past is particularly challenging and treacherous. Language and ideas are products of history, their meanings metamorphose over time. The aim here is not to retroactively assign or ascribe fixed labels of sexual identity, from our ostensibly more progressive era, upon authors who so frequently challenged the notion that there are any stable markers of such identity, authors who believed that desire could not be tallied, rationed, or measured. Nevertheless, contemporary language can help us to speak clearly to one another now.

‘Bisexual’ is a complex term, often understood to denote a fixed third position between two distinct categories of person, an awkward configuration at risk of reinforcing the very binary that ‘bisexual’ seeks to evade or disrupt. The term also carries with it a number of stereotypes, the most harmful of which needs defusing before ‘bisexual’ can be used effectively. This is the homophobic accusation that people who identify as bisexual are really closeted homosexuals, or, conversely, deluded heterosexuals. This stereotype would imply that the only ‘valid’ bisexual is someone who maintains an even split between their opposite- and same-sex romances; an inauthentic, surely impossible characterisation that reduces desire to arithmetic and the desired to beads on an abacus. The habitual denigration of the term bisexual, however, shouldn’t dissuade us from using it. On the contrary, in a culture that casts desire in binary terms there’s all the more reason to name, explore and detail bisexuality. In this book, ‘bisexuality’ will be used to denote and validate a changeable flow of romantic and sexual desire, rather than to describe a static personal identity. In this way it helps us conceptualise and visualise sexual and romantic desire as something which can and does oscillate, directing itself towards both opposite- and same-sex interests.

And we have more fluid, contemporary terms at our disposal, too. ‘Queer’, in its original sense, meant odd, peculiar or strange. During the lifetimes of the four writers in this book, it was most often used as a homophobic slur or pejorative, but later reclaimed by the LGBTQ+ community as a positive, celebratory identifier. Since that time, ‘queer’ has become an elastic umbrella term, signifying a whole set of non-normative actions, attitudes and sexual and gender identities. As a wide, malleable signifier, however, it carries its own potential difficulties. Some suggest the word has ceased to be effective or constructive, that its contemporary usage is too broad, prohibiting it from denoting anything meaningful. Others caution that its current sense leaves it susceptible to co-option by the same social discourses it is used to critique: that any individual or entity, from politicians to the entertainment industry to corporate advertising, can easily appropriate aspects of queer culture perceived as ‘fashionable’ while disregarding the oppression suffered by those in the community.FN01 ‘Queer’ remains beneficial, however, describing both the quicksilver of an unconstrained desire, as well as alternative approaches to gender, without erecting boundaries.

Both bisexual and queer, used transhistorically, help us to describe aspects of these writers’ lives and works, especially given their own resistance to monolithic configurations of sexual identity. John Cheever, writing in his journals, would often characterise the nature of his own questing desires as his ‘sexual iridescence’, a wonderful phrase bringing to mind a mysterious rainbow-like play of colour. For McCullers, who was twice married to the same man, and fell in love with several women across her life, love and desire was something messy, sticky and adhesive – like ‘jam’ – and absolutely could not be labelled. Her belief that everyone possessed an inner androgyny was shared by Tennessee Williams. He spent most of his romantic life exclusively with men, but contended that there was no such thing as a precise sexual orientation. Williams believed everyone to be ambiguous sexually, and was reluctant to affix orientation onto his characters, even (or especially) when pressed to do so in interviews. For him, what ultimately triumphed over gender or sexuality was that paradoxically human and celestial trait: love. ‘It doesn’t make a goddamn bit of difference who you go to bed with,’ Tennessee told Playboy, in a late-career interview, ‘as long as there’s love.’

James Baldwin also expressed a fervent dislike and distrust of labels – when it came to sexuality as well as other markers of identity – believing that to label someone was to force them into an ‘airless’ cell, thereby suffocating some essential truth about their humanity: ‘If one’s to live at all, one’s certainly got to get rid of the labels.’ Baldwin, whose romantic relationships primarily, though not exclusively, tended towards men, was occasionally frustrated by the binary view of sexuality, lamenting that for many people ‘homosexuality is just the other side of heterosexuality and nobody makes any connections’ between them:

 

Those terms, heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, are 20th century terms which for me, really have very little meaning. I’ve never myself, in watching myself and watching other people, been able to discern exactly where the barriers were. Life being what life is, passion being what passion is.

 

These writers’ shared resistance to static notions of sexuality – their willingness to plunge into the vagaries of desire, dredging up revelations of immense consequence to masculinity – is, in part, what makes their stories so special. The many alternative approaches these writers took towards gender norms and conventions are helpfully described as ‘queer’; but the term bisexual might specifically denote aspects of their desires and sexualities – and those of their fictive characters – that were non-normative. But we should think of this term as a lens through which to view their sexuality, not as a fixative.

The seeds for this radical reconfiguration of masculinity, however, can be found fifty years before these writers became literary figures. They can be traced back to the life and work of the most influential poet in America’s literary history, whose art and ideas were so enchanting that they left an indelible impact on the entire culture: Walt Whitman. In his magnum opus, the poetry collection Leaves of Grass, Whitman developed a radical new philosophy of love between men, which sought to promote affirmative male bonds, to celebrate and make visible new kinds of intimacy and communion. He named this philosophy ‘adhesiveness’. Whitman’s poems suggest something extraordinary: that adhesiveness contains utopian possibilities, and might help usher in a new age, one void of social stratifications and the menace of war.

The canvas upon which Whitman paints this American utopia is suitably visionary: his depictions of adhesiveness occur in a landscape of glistening ponds and rain-slicked pines, a verdant, organic ecosystem that seems to give life to and nourish his bold ideas. In his life and work, Whitman sought to explore the exact same questions that preoccupied McCullers and Williams, Cheever and Baldwin: what is the meaning of masculinity? How should we define it? Why do relations between men so often seem poisoned by cruelty and isolation? What happens – or can’t happen – between men, at the crossroads of masculinity and desire?

Poetry is potent. It bleeds in around the edges of things, pigmenting the collective imagination of those who are exposed to it. Towards the end of Whitman’s life – just like our current moment, and the mid-century – theories and notions of sexual and gender identity were undergoing a radical, seismic shift. In the midst of this revolution, Whitman’s adhesiveness became a volatile, highly charged concept, and had a tangible impact on the twentieth-century frameworks of ‘sexuality’ which McCullers, Williams, Baldwin and Cheever all worked within and against. Leaves of Grass also became a lodestar for countless queer twentieth-century artists and writers. Indeed, for Tennessee Williams, Whitman was a talisman, for Cheever, an enigma, and for Baldwin, a key.

Just as Whitman’s story contextualises the mid-century writers at the heart of this book, so, too, can those mid-century writers contextualise our own precarious present. And though artists are not pedagogues – these writers didn’t set out to create literal guidelines through the complex terrain of gender and sexuality – their lives and works do cast a light on its deadfalls and quagmires, as well as its unfamiliar, mysterious enclaves, where new, strange and insistent possibilities for masculinity await. Their insights on misogyny, power and violence, on fraternity, paternity and friendship, and their investigations into love, sex, desire and intimacy, help us approach many of the issues men face today from new vantage points: why does masculinity, and the ways men relate to each other, seem so broken? How can we build something transformed and transformative from the ruins?
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