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Dear UT Austin Community, 
 
As most of you know, early in the morning last Sunday, June 12th, a horrific mass shooting claimed the lives of 49 
people at Pulse nightclub in Orlando. The venue catered to the LGBTQ+ community, and the night of the shooting 
was their popular “Latin Night.” 
 
Many of us involved in the Pride & Equity Faculty/Staff Association (PEFSA) feel surprised and disheartened by 
the lack of a formal response by UT leadership. We therefore dedicate this letter to the students, staff, and faculty 
who may need to hear that they are valued and supported on our campus, particularly those who identify as 
LGBTQ+, Latinx, and/or Muslim.  We also acknowledge that creating a culture of care requires an investment from 
all campus constituents, not just those being marginalized.  Our hope is that all members of the UT community will 
read and reflect on this letter and share it freely. 
 
For many LGBTQ+, Latinx, and Muslim communities across the world, this tragedy has had a deep impact.  In the 
days since then, there has been an outpouring of support and collective mourning. In Austin alone, there were two 
vigils that Sunday night, one at the Capitol and one on 4th Street.  Here on campus, the Gender & Sexuality 
Center sent out a toolkit through their listserv to faculty and staff to help them support their students and 
coworkers.  Several student groups, including the Syrian People Solidarity Group, the Queer Students Alliance, 
and Queer People of Color & Allies gathered to lead a vigil by the Tower last Tuesday night.  Later in the week, 
PEFSA held a gettogether for faculty and staff to process and discuss our experiences, concerns, and 
frustrations. 
 
In contrast, we have also witnessed a swelling of vitriol from antiLGBTQ+ groups and individuals—those who 
would rather protest at a vigil than show compassion for the slain.  We have also witnessed the attempts of various 
politicians to coopt this tragedy in an effort to further their own Islamophobic, xenophobic, and/or militaristic 
agendas.  They want us to think that antiLGBTQ+ violence is unique to Islam and/or predominantly Muslim 
countries, but they are wrong. There exists a long and sordid history of this type of violence in a variety of religious 
and geographic contexts. According to data collected by the FBI earlier this year, LGBTQ+ people— particularly 
those of color and trans people—are now more likely to be targets of hate crimes than any other minority group in 
the United States.  What’s the root of the problem? 
The answer to that question is not simple, but it is apparent to us that our country is facing a pandemic of toxic 
masculinities. Compared with healthy masculinities which exhibit emotional intelligence, selfawareness, and care 
for others, toxic forms of masculinity typically share a proclivity for aggression, violence, and control over others. 
They consider anyone and anything  “feminine” as inferior and unworthy of respect or autonomy.  Cultures that 
nurture toxic masculinities perpetuate the cycle of violence, which can take the form of bullying, assault, intimate 
partner violence, hate crimes, sexual violence, rape, and/or murder.  When assault weapons are more accessible 
than quality mental health care, mass shootings naturally follow. Toxic masculinities do not arise in a vacuum. 
They are nurtured from a young age through seemingly innocuous beliefs and expectations and are propagated 
through education, media, and legal institutions. 
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Fortunately, there are several amazing organizations, groups, and projects at this university that are 
committed to ending this pandemic.  Founded in 2001, UT’s Voices Against Violence aims to provide the campus 
with tools to identify and interrupt interpersonal violence, support survivors, and create a culture that promotes 
healthy relationships and consent. In the fall of last year, they launched “MasculinUT: The Healthy Masculinities 
Project,” and have hosted panels and film screenings in an effort to bring more awareness to both healthy and 
toxic forms of masculinity. Founded in 2012, UT’s Bystander Intervention Initiative, “BeVocal,” seeks to empower 
individuals to address both imminent and cultural forms of harm, to recognize barriers to intervention and work to 
mitigate them, and to take action, whether direct or indirect.  In various academic departments and centers across 
campus, curriculum has been developed that engages students in critical examination of masculinity, power, and 
cultural diversity. At the statewide level, there is the “Mobilizing Men Task Force,” which has been educating men 
and boys in the prevention of sexual violence for the past 8 years through the Texas Association Against Sexual 
Assault. This, of course, is a great start, but there is so much more that needs to be done. 
We asked ourselves: What else can we do at UT to help our colleagues and students proactively confront this 
problem? What types of support would we like to see from campus administration? First and foremost, take the 
time to care for each other. Interrupt Islamophobia, racism, biphobia, transphobia, and homophobia and educate 
your peers when necessary. Acknowledge and validate the multiple identities and concerns of students and 
colleagues who may be LGBTQ+ and Muslim, Black, and/or Latinx. Attend Multicultural Engagement Center 
programming. Attend Gender and Sexuality Center Ally Toolkit workshops. Report bias incidents to the Campus 
Climate Response Team. Become a resource for and champion of your campus community. We would also like to 
see more collaboration between members of existing groups and an expansion of events, programming, and 
outreach to ensure everyone’s efforts are enhanced rather than duplicated. If you are part of an organization that 
works in service of a specific campus minority, for example, consider cosponsoring an event or publication with 
groups that have different but complementary goals. 
 

From the administration, we would like to see increased funding to the initiatives mentioned above, which is 
essential to their continued success in spreading information and awareness. We would like to see revamped 
training and education initiatives for faculty, staff, and students that intentionally includes the organizations and 
campus experts who are already talking about these issues. We want to see proactive measures that create space 
for individuals to engage in difficult dialogues. Above all, we want the support and engagement of the University of 
Texas leadership in the form of a concentrated and consistent messaging campaign. Ideally, this would culminate 
in the creation of a Presidential Task Force devoted to combatting toxic masculinities and promoting healthy, 
respectful behaviors across all areas of campus. We are all Longhorns, after all, and it will require many hands to 
create the culture we envision. 
In conclusion, our ultimate goal is to witness a campus environment that is not only supportive of LGBTQ+ 
students, faculty, and staff, but all racial, ethnic, and religious identities as well. Such an environment can create 
ripples that carry our message far beyond the 40 Acres. If the tragedy in Orlando has taught us anything, it is that 
we are stronger together. If you have felt alone in these past weeks, take comfort in the fact that there are many of 
us at UT (see the list below) who understand your pain and are here when you need a friendly ear or shoulder. We 
hear you, we love you, and we will fight for you. 
In solidarity, 
PEFSA’s Orlando Tragedy Response Team 
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“When I dare to be powerful – to use my strength in the service of my vision, then it becomes less and less 
important whether I am afraid.” – Audre Lorde 
 
Note: The views expressed in this letter do not reflect the views of all members of PEFSA nor the entire University 
of Texas community.  Our hope is that this letter begins or continues a conversation that we believe must happen 
on our campus and in our communities, and that you will distribute it freely. Below you will find various resources 
and links that some might find helpful, comforting, and/or educational. This is not an exhaustive list, and thus we 
encourage those that know of additional sources of knowledge and inspiration to share them with us.   
 
 
Additional Support at UT: 
 
Behavioral Concerns Line: (512) 2325050 
 
Gender and Sexuality Center (GSC) 
 
Center for Women’s & Gender Studies in the College of Liberal Arts 
and the LGBTQ/Sexualities Research Cluster 
 
Counseling and Mental Health Center  & CMHC Support Groups 
 
Multicultural Engagement Center 
 
UT Dean of Students Emergency Services 
 
Diversity Education Initiatives, an outreach program from the Division of Diversity and Community Engagement 
(DDCE) 
 
Office for Inclusion & Equity and the Campus Climate Response Team 
 
Services for Students with Disabilities 
 
Title IX Office, UT policy on NonDiscrimination, and full Notice of NonDiscrimination on the Basis of Gender 
 
University Resource Groups for faculty and staff: 

Asian/Asian American Faculty and Staff Association (AAFSA) 
Black Faculty and Staff Association (BFSA) 
Hispanic Faculty Staff Association (HFSA) 
Pride & Equity Faculty Staff Association (PEFSA) 

 
Support in Austin: 
 
Allgo,  a statewide queer people of color organization 
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Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG), resources of special interest to ArabAmericans 
and Muslims 
 
 
Other Support and Resources: 
 
Muslim Alliance for Sexual and Gender Diversity 
 
Transgender Education Network of Texas 
 
Trans Lifeline, crisis intervention and suicide prevention services for transgender people 
 
The Trevor Project, crisis intervention and suicide prevention services for LGBTQ youth 
 
 
Further Reading: 
 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/06/16/us/hatecrimesagainstlgbt.html?_r=0 
 
http://www.alternet.org/culture/itstimeadmittoxicmasculinitydrivesgunviolence 
 
http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2016/06/toxicmasculinityandmassmurder/486983/ 
 
 
Last updated: 6/24/2016 
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Toxic Masculinity Is Killing Men: 
The Roots of Men and Trauma 
We begin the damaging process of turning boys into men 
long before boyhood ends. 
By Kali Holloway / AlterNet 
June 6, 2015, 8:55 AM GMT 

•  
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“The three most destructive words that every man receives when he’s a boy is 
when he’s told to 'be a man.'” —Joe Ehrmann, coach and former NFL player 

If we are honest with ourselves, we have long known that masculinity kills 
men, in ways both myriad and measurable. While social constructions of 
femininity demand that women be thin, beautiful, accommodating, and some 
unattainable balance of virginal and fuckable, social constructions of 
masculinity demand that men constantly prove and re-prove the very fact that 
they are, well, men. 

Both ideas are poisonous and potentially destructive, but statistically 
speaking, the number of addicted and afflicted men and their comparatively 
shorter lifespans proves masculinity is actually the more effective killer, getting 
the job done faster and in greater numbers. Masculinity’s death tolls are 
attributed to its more specific manifestations: alcoholism, workaholism and 
violence. Even when it does not literally kill, it causes a sort of spiritual death, 
leaving many men traumatized, dissociated and often unknowingly depressed. 
(These issues are heightened by race, class, sexuality and other 
marginalizing factors, but here let’s focus on early childhood and adolescent 
socialization overall.) To quote poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning, “tis not in 
death that men die most.” And for many men, the process begins long before 
manhood. 



The emotionally damaging “masculinization” of boys starts even before 
boyhood, in infancy. Psychologist Terry Real, in his 1998 book I Don’t Want to 
Talk About It: Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male Depression, highlights 
numerous studies which find that parents often unconsciously begin projecting 
a kind of innate “manliness”—and thus, a diminished need for comfort, 
protection and affection—onto baby boys as young as newborns. This, 
despite the fact that gendered behaviors are absent in babies; male infants 
actually behave in ways our society defines as “feminine.” As Real explains, 
“[l]ittle boys and little girls start off... equally emotional, expressive, and 
dependent, equally desirous of physical affection. At the youngest ages, both 
boys and girls are more like a stereotypical girl. If any differences exist, little 
boys are, in fact, slightly more sensitive and expressive than little girls. They 
cry more easily, seem more easily frustrated, appear more upset when a 
caregiver leaves the room.” 

Yet both mothers and fathers imagine inherent sex-related differences 
between baby girls and boys. Even when researchers controlled for babies’ 
“weight, length, alertness, and strength,” parents overwhelmingly reported that 
baby girls were more delicate and “softer” than baby boys; they imagined 
baby boys to be bigger and generally “stronger.” When a group of 204 adults 
was shown video of the same baby crying and given differing information 
about the baby’s sex, they judged the “female” baby to be scared, while the 
“male” baby was described as “angry.” 

Intuitively, these differences in perception create correlating differences in the 
kind of parental caregiving newborn boys receive. In the words of the 
researchers themselves, “it would seem reasonable to assume that a child 
who is thought to be afraid is held and cuddled more than a child who is 
thought to be angry.” That theory is bolstered by other studies Real cites, 
which consistently find that “from the moment of birth, boys are spoken to less 
than girls, comforted less, nurtured less.” To put it bluntly, we begin 
emotionally shortchanging boys right out of the gate, at the most vulnerable 
point in their lives.  



It’s a pattern that continues throughout childhood and into adolescence. Real 
cites a study that found both mothers and fathers emphasized “achievement 
and competition in their sons,” and taught them to “control their emotions”—
another way of saying boys are tacitly instructed to ignore or downplay their 
emotional needs and wants. Similarly, parents of both sexes are more punitive 
toward their sons, presumably working under the assumption that boys “can 
take it.” Beverly I. Fagot, the late researcher and author of The Influence of 
Sex of Child on Parental Reactions to Toddler Children, found that parents 
gave positive reinforcement to all children when they exhibited “same-sex 
preferred” behaviors (as opposed to “cross-sex preferred”). Parents who said 
they “accepted sex equity” nonetheless offered more positive responses to 
little boys when they played with blocks, and offered negative feedback to girls 
when they engaged in sporty behavior. And while independent play—away 
from parents—and “independent accomplishments” were encouraged in boys, 
girls received more positive feedback when they asked for help. As a rule, 
these parents were unaware of the active role they played in socializing their 
children in accordance with gender norms. Fagot notes that all stated they 
treated sons and daughters the same, without regard to sex, a claim sharply 
contradicted by study findings. 

Undeniably, these kinds of lessons impart deeply damaging messages to both 
girls and boys, and have lifelong and observable consequences. But whereas, 
as Terry Real says, “girls are allowed to maintain emotional expressiveness 
and cultivate connection,” boys are not only told they should suppress their 
emotions, but that their manliness essentially depends on them doing so. 
Despite its logic-empty premise, our society has fully bought into the notion 
that the relationship between maleness and masculinity is somehow incidental 
and precarious, and embraced the myth that “boys must be turned into 
men...that boys, unlike girls, must achieve masculinity.” 

Little boys internalize this concept early; when I spoke to Real, he indicated 
that research suggests they begin to hide their feelings from as young as 3 to 
5 years old. “It doesn't mean that they have fewer emotions. But they're 
already learning the game—that it's not a good idea to express them,” Real 



says. Boys, conventional wisdom holds, are made men not by merely aging 
into manhood, but through the crushing socialization just described. But Real 
points out what should be obvious about cisgender boys: “[they] do not need 
to be turned into males. They are males. Boys do not need to develop their 
masculinity.” 

It is impossible to downplay the concurrent influence of images and messages 
about masculinity embedded in our media. TV shows and movies inform 
kids—and all of us, really—not so much about who men (and women) are, but 
who they should be. While much of the scholarship about gender depictions in 
media has come from feminists deconstructing the endless damaging 
representations of women, there’s been far less research specifically about 
media-perpetuated constructions of masculinity. But certainly, we all 
recognize the traits that are valued among men in film, television, 
videogames, comic books, and more: strength, valor, independence, the 
ability to provide and protect. 

While depictions of men have grown more complicated, nuanced and human 
over time (we’re long past the days of “Father Knows Best” and “Superman” 
archetypes), certain “masculine” qualities remain valued over others. As 
Amanda D. Lotz writes in her 2014 book, Cable Guys: Television and 
Masculinities in the 21st Century, though depictions of men in media have 
become more diverse, “storytelling has nevertheless performed significant 
ideological work by consistently supporting...male characters it constructs as 
heroic or admirable, while denigrating others. So although television series 
may have displayed a range of men and masculinities, they also 
circumscribed a 'preferred' or 'best' masculinity through attributes that were 
consistently idealized.” 

We are all familiar with these recurring characters. They are fearless action 
heroes; prostitute-fucking psychopaths in Grand Theft Auto; shlubby, 
housework-averse sitcom dads with inexplicably beautiful wives; bumbling 
stoner twentysomethings who still manage to “nail” the hot girl in the end; and 
still, the impenetrable Superman. Even sensitive, loveable everyguy Paul 



Rudd somehow "mans up" before the credits roll in his films. Here, it seems 
important to mention a National Coalition on Television Violence study which 
finds that on average, 18-year-old American males have already witnessed 
some 26,000 murders on television, “almost all of them committed by men.” 
Couple those numbers with violence in film and other media, and the figures 
are likely astronomical. 

The result of all this—the early denial of boys' feelings, and our collective 
insistence that they follow suit—is that boys are effectively cut off from their 
emotions, and with them, their deepest and most vulnerable selves. Historian 
Stephanie Coontz has labeled this effect the “masculine mystique.” It leaves 
little boys, and later, men, emotionally disembodied, afraid to show weakness 
and often unable to fully access, recognize or cope with their feelings. 

Report Advertisement 
In his book, Why Men Can’t Feel, Marvin Allen states, “[T]hese messages 
encourage boys to be competitive, focus on external success, rely on their 
intellect, withstand physical pain, and repress their vulnerable emotions. 
When boys violate the code, it is not uncommon for them to be teased, 
shamed, or ridiculed.” The cliche about men not being in touch with their 
emotions says nothing about inherent markers of maleness. It instead 
identifies behavioral outcomes that have been rigorously taught, often by well-
meaning parents and society at large. As Terry Real said when I spoke to him, 
this process of disconnecting boys from their “feminine” —or more accurately, 
“human”—emotional selves is deeply harmful. “Every step...is injurious,” says 
Real. “It's traumatic. It's traumatic to be forced to abdicate half of your own 
humanity.” 

That trauma makes itself plain in the ways men attempt to sublimate feelings 
of emotional need and vulnerability. While women tend to internalize pain, 
men instead act it out, against themselves and others. As Real told me, 
women “blame themselves, they feel bad, they know they feel bad, they'd like 
to get out of it. Boys and men tend to externalize stress. We act it out and 
often don't see our part in it. It’s the opposite of self-blame; it's more like 



feeling like an angry victim.” The National Alliance on Mental Illness states 
that across race and ethnicity, women are twice as likely to experience 
depression as men. But Real believes men’s acting-out behaviors primarily 
serve to mask their depression, which goes largely unrecognized and 
undiagnosed. 

Examples of these destructive behaviors range from the societally approved, 
such as workaholism, to the criminally punishable, such as drug addiction and 
violence. Men are twice as likely as women to suffer from rage disorders. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control, men are more likely to drink to 
excess than women, leading to “higher rates of alcohol-related deaths and 
hospitalizations.” (Possibly because men under the influence are also more 
likely to engage in other risky behaviors, such as “driv[ing] fast or without a 
safety belt.”) Boys are more likely to have used drugs by the age of 12 than 
girls, which leads to a higher likelihood of drug abuse in men than in women 
later in life. American men are more likely to kill (committing 90.5 percent of all 
murders) and be killed (comprising 76.8 percent of murder victims). This 
extends to themselves, according to studies: “males take their own lives at 
nearly four times the rate of females and comprise approximately 80 percent 
of all suicides.” (Interestingly, suicide attempts among women are estimated 
to be three to four times higher than that of their male counterparts.) And 
according to the Federal Bureau of Prisons, men make up more than 93 
percent of prisoners. 

The damaging effects of the aforementioned emotional severing even plays a 
role in the lifespan gender gap. As Terry Real explains: 

"Men’s willingness to downplay weakness and pain is so great that it has been 
named as a factor in their shorter lifespan. The 10 years of difference in 
longevity between men and women turns out to have little to do with genes. 
Men die early because they do not take care of themselves. Men wait longer 
to acknowledge that they are sick, take longer to get help, and once they get 
treatment do not comply with it as well as women do." 



Masculinity is both difficult to achieve and impossible to maintain, a fact that 
Real notes is evident in the phrase “fragile male ego.” Because men’s self-
esteem often rests on so shaky a construct, the effort to preserve it can be all-
consuming. Avoiding the shame that’s left when it is peeled away can drive 
some men to dangerous ends. This is not to absolve people of responsibility 
for their actions, but it does drive home the forces that underlie and inform 
behaviors we often attribute solely to individual issues, ignoring their root 
causes. 

James Gilligan, former director of the Center for the Study of Violence at 
Harvard Medical School, has written numerous books on the subject of male 
violence and its source. In a 2013 interview with MenAlive, a men’s health 
blog, Gilligan spoke of his study findings, stating, “I have yet to see a serious 
act of violence that was not provoked by the experience of feeling shamed 
and humiliated, disrespected and ridiculed, and that did not represent the 
attempt to prevent or undo that ‘loss of face’—no matter how severe the 
punishment, even if it includes death.” 

Too often, men who are suffering do so alone, believing that revealing their 
personal pain is tantamount to failing at their masculinity. “As a society, we 
have more respect for the walking wounded,” Terry Real writes, “those who 
deny their difficulties, than we have for those who 'let' their conditions 'get to 
them.'" And yet, the cost, both human and in real dollars, of not recognizing 
men’s trauma is far greater than attending to those wounds, or avoiding 
creating them in the first place. It’s critical that we begin taking more seriously 
what we do to little boys, how we do it, and the high emotional cost exacted by 
masculinity, which turns emotionally whole little boys into emotionally 
debilitated adult men. 

When masculinity is defined by absence, when it sits, as it does, on the 
absurd and fallacious idea that the only way to be a man is to not 
acknowledge a key part of yourself, the consequences are both vicious and 
soul crushing. The resulting displacement and dissociation leaves men yet 
more vulnerable, susceptible, and in need of crutches to help allay the pain 



created by our demands of manliness. As Terry Real writes, “A depressed 
woman’s internalization of pain weakens her and hampers her capacity for 
direct communication. A depressed man’s tendency to extrude pain...may 
render him psychologically dangerous.” 

We have set an unfair and unachievable standard, and in trying to live up to it, 
many men are slowly killing themselves. We have to move far beyond our 
outdated ideas of masculinity, and get past our very ideas about what being a 
man is. We have to start seeing men as innately so, with no need to prove 
who they are, to themselves or anyone else.  

	



Jerome	Bump,	rough	draft	
	
The	Death	Drive,	Gender,	and	the	Human/Animal	Boundary	
	
Most	of	us	at	one	time	or	another	have	been	impaled	on	"the	horns	of	a	dilemma"	and	

have	taken	for	granted	simplistic	categorical	dualisms	such	as	man	vs.	animal,	male	vs.	female,	
reason	vs.	emotion.	By	focusing	on	the	opposite	poles	of	such	dichotomies	we	tend	to	ignore	
everything	between	them	and	fail	to	recognize	the	interdependency	of	each	pole	on	the	other,	
the	simultaneous	presence	of	both,	and/or	a	whole	that	is	greater	than	both.			

Take,	for	example,	man	vs.	animal.	Over	the	millennia	many	human	characteristics	have	
been	advanced	to	demonstrate	our	essential	superiority	to	animals:	consciousness,	mind,	soul,	
and	reason;	tool	use;	language;	capacity	to	manipulate	our	environment;	evolution	more	by	
culture	than	biology,	etc.	On	the	other	hand,	since	the	second	half	of	the	twentieth	century,	
there	have	been	many	reinforcements	of	Darwin’s	demonstration	of	our	continuity	with	other	
animals	–	in	almost	every	case	separated	only	by	degrees	of	difference	rather	than	absolute	
distinctions.	

More	recently,	we	have	begun	to	consider	the	human	features	that	reveal	our	inferiority	
to	other	animals.	Some	of	these	are	impermeable	barriers	between	animal	bodies	and	ours	
such	as	echolocation,	infrared	and	ultraviolet	vision,	and	the	use	of	magnetic	and	electric	fields	
to	shock	prey.	And	to	monitor	and	navigate	the	environment.	Technology	may	enable	us	to	
mimic	most	of	these,	but	our	aggression	represents	a	more	important	set	of	possibly	
impermeable	barriers.			

Conrad	Lorenz	argued	that	we	are	virtually	the	only	species	of	higher	animal	that	lacks	
biological	inhibitions	against	murdering	each	other.i		Because	of	our	evolution	more	by	culture	
than	biology,	especially	in	tool	making,	aggression	becomes	a	potentially	fatal	weakness	in	the	
species	itself.	Lorenz	suggested	that	“an	unprejudiced	observer	from	another	planet,	looking	on	
man	as	he	is	today,	in	his	hand	the	atom	bomb,	the	product	of	his	intelligence,	in	his	heart	the	
aggression	drive	he	had	inherited	from	his	anthropoid	ancestors,	which	that	same	intelligence	
cannot	control,	would	not	prophesy	long	life	for	the	species.”ii		

Admittedly,	Homo	sapiens	at	times	refrains	from	this	intraspecies	aggression,	but	does	
consistently	engage	in	interspecies	aggression,	a	form	of	violence	that	represents	less	
permeable	boundaries	between	humans	and	other	animals..	A	basic	tenet	of	animal	studies	is	
that	our	“violence	to	animals	is	truly	universal	–	it	is	found	in	every	culture	and	in	every	time	
period.”iii		

Various	versions	of	this	aggression	have	been	called	cruelty,	sadism,	the	death	instinct,	
the	death	drive,	and	Thanatos.	Though	usually	overlooked	in	recent	discussions	of	the	
man/animal	boundary,	this	apparently	unique	trait	has	been	drawn	to	our	attention	since	at	
least	1896,	when	Mark	Twain	observed	that	“Of	all	the	animals,	man	is	the	only	one	that	is	
cruel.	He	is	the	only	one	that	inflicts	pain	for	the	pleasure	of	doing	it.	It	is	a	trait	that	is	not	
known	to	the	higher	animals.”iv	This	opinion	is	still	widespread;	a	wildlife	biologist	recently	
remarked:	“The	sadist	takes	pleasure	in	knowing	they	are	causing	pain	and	suffering	in	
another.	I	know	of	no	animal	other	than	humans	who	fit	this	description.	Some	animals	have	
been	witnessed	killing	a	prey	but	not	eating	it.	Cats	will	catch	a	mouse	and	play	with	it	before	



they	eventually	kill	it.	However,	not	even	in	such	cases	can	the	intent	be	shown	that	the	
predator	knowingly	and	willfully	sought	to	cause	pain.”	v	

Because	of	the	association	of	the	word	“sadism”	with	the	Marquis	de	Sade	it	is	difficult	
to	disassociate	the	word	from	sexual	pleasure.	However,	Freud	recognizing	that	our	“impulses	
of	cruelty	arise	from	sources	that	are	independent	of	sexuality,	vi	eventually	decided	on	the	
term	death	instinct,	vii		Perhaps	the	best	name	for	it	is	“death	drive,”,	a	more	useful	term	than	
cruelty	or	sadism	because	it	excludes	the	word	“instinct”	and	includes	the	individual	human’s	
unique,		conscious	knowledge	that	s/he	will	die	and	the	related	potential	for	depression	and	
self-destructive	behavior,	culminating	in		suicide.	When	the	death	drive	turns	outward	rather	
than	inward	it	become	a	drive	toward	“mastery	or	the	will	to	power,”viii	that	generates	the	
“abiding	sense	of	uneasiness	inherent	in	civilized	life,ix	in	athe	as	well	as	the	more	obvious	
“innumerable	cruelties	of	history	and	man's	daily	life,”	especially	war	and/or	the		vicious	
competition	that	Freud	identified	as	the	“greatest	impediment	to	civilization.”x	Consequently,	
though	he	complained	in	1914	that	in	Adler’’s	death	instinct	system	“there	is	no	room	…for	
love,"		by	1930	he	stated	that	“nothing	is	so	completely	at	variance	with	original	human	
nature	as”	the	“command	to	love	one's	neighbor	as	oneself.”xi		

Is	this	preference	for	aggression	rather	than	connection	an	instinct	we	have	inherited	
from	animals?	Lorenz	and	others	would	say	“yes,”	but	Freud	believed	that	it	applied	to	
animals	only	in	the	original	sense	of	a	letting	go	at	the	end	life,	“a	tendency	in	all	living	things	
to	revert	to	the	inorganic	state.”xii	Even	this	minimal	connection	to	other	animals	has	since	
been	rejected	by	many	of	his	successors,	including	Lacan,	May,	Fromm,	and	Brown.	Brown,	
for	example,	observed	that”	Animals	let	death	be	a	part	of	life,	and	use	the	death	instinct	to	
die:	man	aggressively	builds	immortal	cultures	and	makes	history	in	order	to	fight	death.	Thus	
Freud’s	death	instinct,	if	we	interpret	it	dialectically	and	keep	the	distinction	between	men	
and	animals,	….	Becomes	crucial	in	the	psychology	of	historyxiii.	May	and	Fromm	also	
demonstrated	that	man’s	malignant	hyperaggression	is	not	innate	but	a	product	of	culture.		
Perhaps	the	most	obvious	example	of	the	cultural	aspect	of	the	death	drive	that	sets	us	apart	
from	other	animals	is	the	individual	human	killing	himself	because	he	decides	his	life	is	
meaningless	or	does	not	meet	the	high	standards	set	by	his	culture.	The	suicide’s	feelings	of	
“less	than”	and	“not	good	enough”	may	suggest	parallels	with	a	biological	weaknesses	that	
threaten	the	survival	of	an	animal	group,	but	the	causes	of	the	scapegoating	and/or	expulsion	
from	the	group	in	humans	are	almost	invariably	due	to	some	aspect	of	human	culture	(such	
as	need	for	a	rational	meaning	of	life)	rather	than	to	some	instinct	for	group	survival	in	
animals.		

Perhaps	our	widespread	feelings	of	“not	good	enough”	can	be	traced	to	a	primordial	
superiority/inferiority	complex.	Originally,	homo	sapiens	could	not	but	feel	inferior	to	many	
other	species:	more	often	the	prey	than	the	predator,	he	was	nearer	the	bottom	than	the	top	
of	the	food	chain.	Even	today	we	still	feel	threats	from	an	incomprehensibly	huge	universe	and	
from	all	kinds	of	incredibly	small	viruses, bacteria, parasites, insects that keep resisting all 
our efforts to destroy them. For	Adler	such	“inferiority feelings are the source of 
all human striving,” our overcompensation to “overcome our real or imagined 
inferiorities.xiv No matter what our great achievements have been, these often 
subconscious inferiority feelings remain so pervasive that he must find others to feel 



superior toward. Other groups of humans will do, but even better for this purpose are 
other species. 

Such a superiority/inferiority complex is obviously not instinctual but 
cultural, one of our “global underlying life orientations that exist all the time, 
regardless of whether the behaviors resulting from them are easily 
observable and identifiable or not. They’re not like light switches that can 
be turned on and then turned off again, rather these neuroses are ways of 
being, ways of thinking about and relating to the world and people that are 
deeply embedded within the structure of the psyche.”xv Though, at some 
level of awareness we know that the death drive is destroying ourselves as 
well as others, we keep insisting that other species are inferior to us,  must 
be controlled and at times destroyed. To justify these opinions we blame the 
victims, making them responsible for a trait that may be unique to us.”xvi 

	
GENDER	

.		 Many	believe	it	is	unique	to	the	males	among	us.	More	recent	terms	such	as	toxic	
masculinity	and	carnophallogocentrism	xvii	remind	us	that	for	many	the	death	drive’s		male	
gender	can	be	simply	taken	for	granted,	perhaps	explained	in	terms	of	the	amounts	of	
testosterone	and	oxytocin	in	the	blood	(Leonard).		for	example,	Adler,	who	advanced	the	idea	
of	the	death	instinct	before	Freud,	focuses	on	the	child’s	penis	imagined	in	play	as	a	weapon	
symbolized	by	spears,	arrows,	bullets,	etc.	When	the	child	is	grown,	this	aggression	is	used	to	
force	the	female	into	intercourse	but	also	becomes	his	'masculine	protest'	against	feelings	of	
inferiority,	driving	sibling	rivalry	and	attention-getting	behavior	in	the	family.	This	version	of	
Thanatos	has	been	explained.			Or,	is	culture,	perhaps	in	the	form	of	an	invisible	“patriarchal	
ideology,”	the	essential	component?		

However	male	vs.	female	is	another	binary	that,	like	man	vs.	animal,	helps	us	ignore	
everything	between	exclusively	male	and	exclusively	female	and	fail	to	recognize	the	
interdependency	of	each	pole	on	the	other,	the	simultaneous	presence	of	both,	and/or	a	whole	
that	is	greater	than	both.		[seed	below:	what "gender" means for clonal raider ants]	

It	is	clearly		a	gross	oversimplification.	Females	score	almost	as	high	as	males	on	the	
“Sadistic	Impulse	Scale”	now	used	in	research	on	abuse	of	animalsxviii,	and	various	studies	show	
that	from	25%	to	36%		of	abusers	are	femalexix].	Admittedly,		“Women	are	much	less	likely	to	
abuse	animals	than	men	are.	When	they	do,	it's	most	likely	to	happen	through	neglect	than	
physical	violence.	However,	when	females	do	deliberately	hurt	animals,	they	can	be	just	as	
cruel	and	as	calculating	as	men….female	animal	abusers	scored	significantly	higher	on	several	
measures	of	criminal	thinking,	were	found	to	be	more	likely	to	bully,	and	exhibited	lower	scores	
on	measures	of	perspective	taking	and	empathy	compared	to	female	controls”xx	In	fact		
Research	on	individuals	who	begin	hurting	animals	in	their	youth	and	then	“graduate”	to	
violence	against	humans	found	that	“the	correlational	element	might	possess	greater	validity	
among	females	than	malesxxi		and	that	compared	to	men	females	tended	to	be	more	deviant	
than	their	nonviolent	peers”xxii	The	internet	provides	many	examples	of	criminal	prosecution	of	
females	for	cruelty	to	animals.	In	any	case	“neither	gender	is	innately	predisposed	to	violence	–	
social	environment	is	key	.	.	.	.	Under	the	patriarchal	circumstances	that	currently	prevail	world-
wide,	this	abnormality	emerges	in	men	to	a	much	greater	degree	than	in	women.	



………However,	since	there	is	no	conclusive	evidence	that	women	are	inherently	less	violent	
than	men,	empowering	women	without	changing	the	widespread	acceptance	of	violence	in	
society”	is	not	enough.	We	must	“work	towards	a	world	in	which	violence	is	seen	as	an	
abnormality	–	an	abnormality	from	which	both	men	and	women	can	be	equally	immune”	xxiii	
	

 
ii  Conrad Lorenz, On Aggression, Harcout Brace, 1966, p. 49; Cited in Burkhardt, Richard, “The 
Founders of Ecology and the Problem of Human Aggression ,” 265-304, p. 266, in The Animal 
Human Boundary: Historical Perspectives, Ed. Creager, Angela and William Jordan, U of 
Rochester P, 2002. The greatest danger according to Lorenz was the group behavior which he 
labeled “militant enthusiasm,” ( 271).  
iii P. 217  DeMello, Margo Animals and Society  Columbia UP, 2012 
iv [“The Lowest Animal.”] [Twain’s word is  cruel, basically meaning more “disposed to 
inflict suffering; indifferent to or taking pleasure in another's pain or distress”? [OED] 
v  Wildlife biologist comment 
vi ,” [suggested that r sadism is “an aggressive component of the sexual instinct which becomes 
exaggerated and independent and, through displacement, assumes the leading position (Freud, 
1905b)]. 
vii “Mourning and Melancholia,” 1915? 
viii [(Freud 1924)] 
ix [34] 
x Freud 
xi (1914 (“'The History of the Psychoanalytic Movement'; 1930 
xii Freud 
xiii ”( Life Against Death  Wesleyan University p. 101 
xiv Adler, 
xv Evolution site 
xvi Fortunately, this behavior is not hard wired in us: “a culture in which compassion is 
‘in the air’ will ….will pull out compassionate thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, even 
from those who were headed down the path of cruelty.” And vice versa. “We can almost 
think of the cultural milieu as a giant gardener who stands above the masses and waters 
certain chosen plants while weeding out others 
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what "gender" means for clonal raider ants: 

"The world's 12,000 known species of ants display a variety of reproductive 
and survival strategies. The most familiar examples are the fully eusocial 
ants, in which many sterile female workers do all the chores, a single large 
queen lays all the eggs, and a sprinkling of male ants, or drones, supply the 
sperm. 

 Among clonal raider ants, there are no permanently designated workers 
and queens. Instead, all the ants in a colony switch back and forth from 
one role to the other. About half the time, they behave like workers, 
gathering food for their young  generally, by raiding the nests of other ants 
and stealing their larvae.The rest of the time, they go into queen mode and 
all colony members lay eggs together. Moreover, there are no male raider 
ants: The eggs develop parthenogenetically, without sperm, creating 
phalanxes of genetically identical female clones….." 

A version of this article appears in print on January 24, 2017, on Page D1 of 
the New York edition of the New York Times with the headline: Colony of 
Clues. 
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