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Abstract

This paper examines the destructive impact of hegemonic masculinity on individuals and
society in Mohammad Al-Nass’s Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table (2021). While gender
studies focus on women’s oppression in patriarchal societies, few theorists, such as
Connell, Kimell, and hooks, study men and masculinity. However, patriarchy not only
subjugates women but also enforces narrow ideals of masculinity that can be oppressive
to men themselves. Hegemonic masculinity is a concept coined by Raewyn Connell to
explain how patriarchal society manipulates and oppresses both women and less
privileged men. Hegemonic masculinity refers to the social practices and cultural norms
that establish and legitimize men’s dominant position and power dynamic in society. It
encourages traits like dominance, aggression, and physical strength, which can lead to
various forms of violence. The rigid standards of hegemonic masculinity can be
detrimental to men themselves. Drawing on Connell’s framework, this paper examines
how Mohammad Al-Naas critiques hegemonic masculinity in contemporary Libyan
society through his novel Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table (2021). Milad, the protagonist,
suffers from an identity crisis because he fails to accomplish the rigid gender role of his
society. The fragmentation of his identity leads him to be violent and destroy his life.

Keywords: Hegemonic masculinity, Raewyn Connell, Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table,
violence, gender expectations
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Negotiating Manhood: A Critique of Hegemonic Masculinity

Introduction

Gender is a central aspect of personal identity, social relationships, and
culture, shaping individuals’ values, aspirations, and roles. Gender is socially
constructed based on performing repeated activities assigned to individuals by
cultural norms. Judith Butler (1999) asserts that gender is not something an
individual accomplishes once and for all. It is “the repeated stylization of the
body, a set of repeated acts with rigid regularity,” in which being a man or a
woman is a repeated process, depending on cultural norms (33). Thus, performing
particular acts following historically and socially constructed cultural norms
defines masculinity and femininity. In other words, being male or female is a
biological issue, while being masculine or feminine depends on social and
cultural norms.

For generations, feminists in gender studies have focused on the patriarchal
oppression of women and the exclusion of women’s experience from patriarchal
culture. This focus led to the invisibility of men and masculinity studies in
feminist research. Thus, “by denying implicitly or explicitly that men were
gendered, they would escape scrutiny and resist critique or the need to change”
(Resser, 2020, p. 16), which aims to maintain their power. In this sense, studying
masculinity becomes an attempt to make it visible and manifest its characteristics
that lead to power and dominance over women. Raewyn Connell (2001), among
others, studies masculinity to understand the power of gender roles in society.
She explains that gender is about power and desire, and to understand gender
inequalities, “it is essential to research the more privileged group as well as the
less privileged” (43). Masculinity, she argues, is a social position shaped by
gender hierarchies and one that impacts the body, psyche, and cultural
experience. It is a place in gender relations, a position of men in gender order that
affects bodily experience, personality, and culture (Masculinities, 2005, p. 71).
This position enables patriarchal society to establish men’s power to subordinate
women.

Hegemonic Masculinity

Throughout studying masculinity, Connell (2005) asserts that patriarchal
society oppresses and manipulates less privileged men as well as women. To
explain this idea, she introduces the concept of hegemonic masculinity. She
defines it as “the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently
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accepted answers to the problem of legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantee (or
is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and subordination of women”
(77). This definition reflects the goal of patriarchal society by allowing men’s
dominance over women. It is established by the correspondence between cultural
norms or ideals and social institutions. In other words, it is a cultural ideal that
reinforces male privilege and power. It also legitimizes men’s dominant positions
that subordinate women and other masculinities that do not fit the hegemonic
model.

For Connell (2005), the word hegemony is essential in describing
hegemonic masculinity because hegemony relates to cultural dominance in the
society as a whole, encouraging specific gender relations of dominance and
subordination between groups of men (78). Using the Gramscian concept of
hegemony, Connell emphasizes that hegemonic masculinity is not merely about
individual behaviors but is deeply embedded in societal structures and power
dynamics. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) state that hegemony means
“ascendancy achieved through culture, institutions, and persuasion.” It does not
always relate to violence, but it could be supported by force (832). Accordingly,
hegemonic masculinity can be understood in relation to two different but
inseparable kinds of hegemony, namely, external and internal. The external
hegemony refers to the oppression and domination of women, while internal
hegemony refers to hegemony over other masculinities. In this second term of
hegemony, “hegemonic masculinity refers to a social ascendancy of one group of
men over others” (Demetriou, 2001, p. 341). In this sense, internal hegemony
oppresses and limits males’ options if they do not conform to the cultural norms
and gender roles.

As it depends on cultural norms, hegemonic masculinity promotes
dominant male behaviors. It consists of a set of values established by men in
power to organize society and ‘“‘stabilize rather than deconstruct gender order”
(Hobbs, 2013, p. 386). It establishes men’s identity, ideals, and interaction with
patriarchy. For Connell and Messerschmidt (2005), hegemonic masculinity
embodies the most “honored way of being a man, it required all other men to
position themselves in relation to it, and it ideologically legitimated the global
subordination of women to men” (832). To maintain male dominance, the ideal
masculine must have specific characteristics, such as wealth, attractiveness,
physical abilities, and sexual potency. In this sense, hegemonic masculinity forms

a hierarchy of masculinities that enables some men to access power, which
Journal of Scientific Research in Arts
(Language & Literature) volume 26 issue 7(2025)

53



Negotiating Manhood: A Critique of Hegemonic Masculinity

includes and excludes some of them. Thus, “most men are not fully able to
practice hegemonic masculinity because it requires access to particular social
resources” (Inhorn, 2012, p. 42). In other words, hegemonic masculinity creates
inequality among men and idealizes the gender roles that are described as manly.
It is associated with violence, aggression, competitiveness, and emotional
suppression.

Accordingly, some theorists criticize the concept of hegemonic
masculinity because it oversimplifies masculinity and gender roles in society.
Inhorn (2012) argues that the “application of hegemonic masculinity theory may
have the unintended consequence of reducing masculinity to a typology, instead
of elucidating masculinity as a dynamic social practice” (45). The concept is also
critiqued for promoting “toxic masculinity,” which encourages violence and
emotional repression. However, the concept becomes successful in identifying
how some men dominate women and other men (Hearn, 2004, p. 58). It reveals
that there are multiple types of masculinity, such as hegemonic, subordinated, and
marginalized masculinities. In this sense, Connell (2005) asserts that hegemonic
masculinity is not a fixed type. It differs from time to time and from place to
place, depending on the environment that produces it. It is “the masculinity that
occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender relations, a position
always contestable” (76). Thus, hegemonic masculinity is not a static but a
dynamic concept that differs according to society’s cultural norms.

Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table: Gender Roles and the Image of
Masculinity

In conservative societies, such as the Middle East, hegemonic masculinity
is a powerful force and culturally idealized. In Middle Eastern societies,
masculinity has specific characteristics, often involving physical strength,
aggression, dominance, sexual abilities, repression of emotion, and leadership.
Additionally, “hegemonic masculine man is said to be a family patriarch”
(Inhorn, 2012, p. 49). In his novel Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table (2021)!,
Mohammad Al-Naas introduces a critique of hegemonic masculinity in Libyan
society. Milad, the protagonist, is the only young man among four sisters. He
lives in a society that is defined by specific gender roles, which he fails to
accomplish for most of his life. He has feminine characteristics in his personality.
In vain, his father tries to make him a man, according to society’s definition of
masculinity, but he fails due to Milad’s fragile personality. He marries Zaineb, a
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rebellious girl, and their life becomes a challenge to the natural gender roles
assigned by their society. Milad stays at home, caring for the household, while
Zaineb goes to work. This reversal of traditional roles provokes family
disapproval. The oppression of society over Milad leads him to attempt to confirm
the stereotypical image of masculinity by practicing violence against his sisters
and wife.

The novel explores the theme of gender roles and the image of masculinity
in Libyan society. Gender roles are socially constructed based on performing
repeated activities assigned to individuals by cultural norms. For example, “the
traditional feminine gender role would be to nurture her family by working full-
time within the home rather than taking employment outside of the home.” On
the other hand, men are supposed to work outside the home and lead the family
(Blackstone, 2003, p. 337). Any change in these roles leads to the marginalization
of both men and women. In Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table, Milad enjoys working
at home, cooking, cleaning the house, and waiting for his wife to return from
work; Zaineb financially supports the family. When Milad’s mother accidentally
discovers that her son cares about the housework, she feels ashamed and blames
him for not being a man. The traditional view of masculinity suggests that men
should lead the household by providing for financial needs and making important
family decisions. Milad’s mother told him, Ja_ i ek 3l ) 5 aasy 5 55 Ja )"
"aadla) iy JI sl 5 coaniall G el GEY) s 138 ol Lo Calati 3l el 5 ery 5
“The man plants and reaps, and the woman cooks, the man builds and develops,
and the woman cleans what he built. This is the implicit agreement between the
sexes; any defect must be corrected” (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 31). Society constructs a
definite role for each gender, and any deviation from these roles leads to a kind
of violence against those persons. Myscha Burton (2014) asserts, “Men who do
not achieve the idealized form of masculinity are viewed as deviant from other
men because they do not fit within the rigid norms of hegemonic masculinity”
(51). Therefore, they become subject to violence from others.

In the novel, Milad does not live up to masculine ideals. He is usually
depicted as respecting women and dealing with them differently. He appears
affectionate and cares about his sisters’ feminine issues. He also deals with his
wife differently, allowing her to try different things society refuses, such as
smoking cigarettes and wearing a swimsuit. Being affectionate, emotional, and
caring does not belong to the masculine image according to societal norms. To

explain this dilemma in Milad’s life, Al-Naas starts his novel with a famous
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Libyan proverb, "3\ Wi 5 4be” “A family and their maternal uncle Milad.” He
explains that this proverb refers to the man who has no authority over women in
his family. This proverb indicates the power of stereotypical images about men
and women in Liyan society, in which it not only insults men but also accuses
women of promiscuity and being immoral. This proverb is central in defining the
protagonist’s character, in which he appears weak and unable to control his wife
and sisters.

Males’ image depends on gender stereotypes, which can be used to justify
and maintain hegemonic masculinity. Gender stereotypes reflect expectations
about a particular social group. Thus, boys need their fathers’ approval and
constantly desire to be like their fathers. Michael Kimmel (1994) argues,
“Manhood is demonstrated for other men’s approval. It is other men who evaluate
the performance” (128). Milad’s father feels ashamed because of Milad’s attitude
towards his sisters and his failure to act according to the expectations of gender
roles. The failure to gain the father’s approval leads to Milad’s identity crisis. He
asserts: " Awdi a5k OIS | e da ) ladl o o juat s aind ayie 81 iS" “T could see
in his eyes his disappointment in having a son like me... He was blaming himself”
(Al-Naas, 2021, p. 19). The father attempted to shape Milad’s identity according
to the societal norms, sometimes by violence and sometimes by convincing him
about the importance of being a man. He told him, ¢ e e sae clid culaal )"
“ Ly B Ogailas oy I Oaias @il sl s i “T have noticed you have a soft nature.
You need to act like a man. Your sisters need you to be a man very soon” (18).
He teaches him that he can accompany his sisters only as a father or guardian.
The father summarizes the gender roles that Milad fails to fulfill. He warns him,
"5 el 5 mallS agil eluall Gullag o Ja sl s Y eday il ¢ L a5 L “Hey idiot boy,
you are a man, it is not appropriate for a man to sit with women. They are like
salt and yeast” (18). The father follows the gender roles of his society, in which
he believes that companionship between men and women will corrupt them as
salt corrupts yeast.

The relationship between males and females in Libyan society highlights
the rigid gender roles and the expectations placed on men. The gender stereotypes
reflect cultural dominance, which represents a framework of gender relations. To
illustrate this framework, Al-Naas uses traditional proverbs at the beginning of
each chapter in the novel to introduce a clear idea about how society deals with
gender roles and gender identity, establishes male dominance, and Milad’s crisis

in this society. These proverbs reflect the societal norms and values of Libyan
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culture, reflecting the societal disdain for women and the oppression of men who
do not conform to these norms. For example, "l 42y, ) LI “Girls are devil’s
spawn” (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 126), and “Live a day as a rooster, not ten as a hen”
(32) "Aslaa s yiie Vgl a g (i In Arabic culture, the rooster symbolizes power
and control, while the hen represents weakness and submission. Such proverbs
reinforce patriarchal norms and gender roles, which lead to Milad’s internal
conflict. Al-Naas uses Milad’s conflict to challenge the gender roles in his society
by depicting Milad as a subordinated male. According to Connell (2005),
subordinated masculinity refers to a type of masculinity that is marginalized in
contrast to hegemonic masculinity. Subordinated masculinity is often associated
with characteristics that are perceived as feminine, such as emotional
expressiveness and gentleness. It 1s “at the bottom of a gender hierarchy among
men” (6). Thus, hegemonic masculinity maintains its dominance by
subordinating this type of masculinity.

Milad and Subordinated Masculinity

The traditional gender stereotypes reinforce boundaries between genders
and closely support gender ideologies, which define masculinity and femininity.
Kimmel (1994) asserts that the definition of masculinity depends on the
accumulation of cultural symbols that denote manhood. Masculinity is about
“those standards being used against women to prevent their inclusion in public
life and their consignment to a devalued private sphere” (125). Milad fails to
embody hegemonic masculinity since he cannot preserve the cultural symbols
that represent manhood in society. He is not successful, strong, cruel, or violent.
In this framework, manhood equates to power and control. Therefore, lacking
cruelty, power, or violence implies you are not a real man. Throughout the novel,
Milad appears as a subordinate male. Demerakis Demetriou (2001) argues that
“some masculinities are subordinated not because they lack a particular
transhistorical quality or because they are naturally inferior to others but because
the configuration of practice they embody is consistent with the currently
accepted strategy for the subordination of women” (344). Thus, hegemonic
masculinity encourages some traits such as aggression, dominance, and physical
strength, which can lead to various forms of violence, especially toward women
and other masculinities.

Milad’s attitude towards his sister and wife highlights his failure to achieve
traditional masculine roles. For Milad, his father was the ideal masculine figure
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whom he must learn from, regardless of his cruelty. He needs to prove himself to
his father, yet he fails to do so, and he loses the bakery after his father's death.
The bakery was the space where Milad asserted his identity. Therefore, Milad's
sense of subordination is deepened when the uncle steals the bakery after the
father’s death, leaving Milad feeling vulnerable and powerless. For most of his
life, Milad has failed to fulfill the societal norms that define masculinity, which
enhances his sense of fragmentation and subordination. He says, xS ls ja Cisual
"ok o s Jl ) G Ul s i a0 “T wasted a significant part of my youth
torn between self-acceptance and self-rejection” (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 37). Failing
to accomplish society’s masculine norms leads Milad to be fragile and oppressed
within his family and colleagues. Masculinity is about the power that maintains
“the real-life power that men have over women and some men over other men
(Kimmel, 1994, p. 125). Thus, Milad fails to be part of the hegemonic masculinity
since he is powerless toward his uncle, sisters, and wife.

After his father's death, Milad joins the military service to fulfill his
father’s wish. The father believed that military service would help his son become
a man according to societal norms. Clair Duncanson (2015) points out, ‘Militaries
are important sites for the investigation of hegemonic masculinity’ (232). In the
camp, Milad suffered more because he was physically weak and psychologically
fragile. The Madonna, the leader of the camp, tortures him, bullying him because
of his weakness. He addresses Milad as “the weak man” and “Milad the dough.”
In the camp, Milad fails to achieve male characteristics, where he faces different
levels of hegemonic masculinities, which enhance his sense of inferiority and
fragility. Connell (2005) asserts that different forms of masculinity are in
“constant interaction,” in which the formation of hegemonic masculinities
depends on the existence of subordinated men as well as women (198). The role
of this interaction between dominant and subordinated masculinities is to
maintain the patriarchal hegemony. Throughout the novel, Milad represents
subordinated masculinity because of his fragile identity and physical weakness.

Moreover, Milad’s sense of subordination is deepened because of his
infertility. Infertility shapes masculinity in Libyan society. It is strongly linked to
men’s sense of manhood and social status. It is seen as a masculine failure, so it
becomes a source of anxiety and frustration. Burton (2014) asserts, “Infertile men
are seen as deviant based on the norms associated with hegemonic masculinity;
infertility causes men to reconstruct and renegotiate their own male identity

because they deviate from the constructed norms of hegemonic masculinity” (49).
Journal of Scientific Research in Arts
(Language & Literature) volume 26 issue 7(2025)

58



Negotiating Manhood: A Critique of Hegemonic Masculinity

The inability to have children can lead to psychological distress and suicide in
extreme cases. Milad emphasizes this point by saying & csa s (38 ye clad¥) sl
O3 S Lasas 45 580 (sl O 2a cadie 43l dn) (e L jat day il ) jual) aad (laads Linaing
"Lad I Al Lslale e (S (a8 3S) 43S a2 5 “In our society, childbearing is
exhausting for couples. Shaaban, one of the neighbors, committed suicide after
harassment from his father because he was infertile. He saw all his siblings having
children despite him being the eldest. It was a tragic matter for me as well” (Al-
Naas, 2021, p. 62). Infertile men face social stigma and feel isolated because of
their failure to fulfill patriarchal expectations.

Thus, men perceive infertility as a failure to fulfil the essential aspect of
the hegemonic masculine role. Infertility leads them to feel inadequate, shameful,
vulnerable, and diminishes their self-esteem. Burton (2014) points out that a
man’s ability to perform sexually and his capacity to procreate construct a man’s
concept of his masculinity (52). In this sense, infertility causes an identity crisis
and enhances Milad’s sense of subordination. He wonders:

() Dl AY s g laly cuS VT AE ) sdgs slall ilaled s 4iled 531 Lo il il
5 oo Al 8 Alll g slall Aelia g b pilall 8 LT 5 31580 jed i Caaded Y
Y Ly Sl sk dia goball Calad 5 Gasa ) 5 lglall 5 Sl 5 3al) Cania Y
Y Ly Tleil ol Juel 5 Lt alail 5 clga ST 5 el 5 (i g ) oadle Juf o Capm
e de cand Sl IS e (JEhY) e (e Lindy da alll 5 dan g 311 (B8 S
Lo Loy 5 S allaie Ha (2 3B ) el 48 gt (5301 4y Dl e ¢ (pany )Y

PN RPN P W | FEPR W

I asked God what I had done to make life treat me this way. Was it because
[ was the only boy among four sisters, because I learned to braid my sisters'
hair at ten, and to make women's sweets at twelve, and because I made
bread, cakes, pastries, brioche, and learned to cook since my childhood?
Perhaps it’s because I agreed to wash my wife's clothes, arrange them, iron
them, and clean her house and wash her dishes? Perhaps because I left the
marital bed and played around since we despaired of having children?
When was that? Yes, my fortieth birthday, the very birthday on which 1
completely turned into the 'Milad' that the whole neighborhood mocks, and
one day the countries and the entire planet will mock (Al-Naas, 2021, pp.
44-5)

Men attempt to embody the hegemonic form of masculinity and strive to adjust
to this kind of masculinity. Burton (2014) argues that infertility encourages men
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to conform to hegemonic masculinity, since sexuality is vital to the construction
of hegemonic masculinity, and infertility becomes a threat to this norm (51).
Thus, infertility is considered a challenge to masculine aspects in society and may
lead to feelings of shame, inadequacy, and a loss of status. It, therefore, causes an

identity crisis, which leads the infertile man to practice violence to assert his
manhood.

Throughout the novel, although he has sexual virility, Milad appears as a
man who suffers because he fails to conform to traditional standards of
masculinity, especially his failure to be a father. This crisis appears in his
ambivalent attitude towards sex. Besides the idea of fertility, the idea of sexual
virility 1s crucial in identifying hegemonic masculinity. It also becomes a source
of anxiety and distress in men’s lives. For hegemonic masculinity, genitalia
become a symbol of power, dominance, and virility. In Bread on Uncle Milad’s
Table, Al-Nass uses genitalia, especially the penis, to reflect Milad’s
subordination and deconstruct the traditional concept of masculinity, which links
manhood with strength, control, power, and sexual virility. Before Milad married
Zaineb, Al-Abssi, Milad’s cousin, spent time teaching him how to be a man by
forcing him to have sexual intercourse with whores such as “Khadoja.” For Al-
Abssi, being a man means having multiple sexual affairs. Milad mentions that

ol o e OIS eclld amy s g e j a5y O "Oad" laadsaie <Y glae uall culS?

Ml B o (8 a5 (S eladll Jaa 8 4annd 3 A (530 (5 g o od sl 4x s Y “Prior to my
marriage to Zaineb and even afterword, Al-Abssi made numerous attempts to
make me a “stud.” He believes that a man is not embarrassed by anything except
the extent of his penis’s experience in making women cry and yearn for him” (Al-
Naas, 2021, p. 75). However, Milad fails to do this before Zaineb, which enhances

his sense of subordination and fragility.

In patriarchal societies, men perceive their self-esteem through the number
of heterosexual encounters during their lives. Julio Camacho-Ruiz et.al (2025)
assert that “These experiences must be validated by their peer groups, which are
primarily responsible for conferring prestige on the ‘conquering’” man and
labeling him as successful and virile” (2). Accordingly, people see and evaluate
themselves through the mirror of others.?> Al-Nass uses the symbol of the penis as
a source of anxiety and frustration, instead of being a symbol of strength and
manhood. It becomes an expression of sexual repression and the crisis of
masculinity that Milad suffers from, which appears in his tense relationship with

his wife later. Moreover, by using male genitalia as a symbol of power and
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control, Al-Nass exposes the contradictions and restrictions that society imposes
on men. He asserts that the excessive focus on sexuality can lead to isolation,
depression, and despair in men.

To enhance the sense of subordination, Al-Abssi emasculates Milad, in
many situations, attempting to expose him as not being a man enough in the eyes
of his friends and family. Al-Abssi pressures Milad by telling him he has no
control over his sisters and wife. He told him that his daughter’s sister, Hanadi,
1s wearing inappropriate clothes, and his wife betrays him with her boss. Al-Abssi
urges Milad to act to prove he is a real man. Because of such pressure and his soft
nature, Milad feels ashamed. He says:

LeS L Sl (9581 () acdaiand ol Y Jadh g Sy ) ) pall iy GllalS gl (o 51 Y
Jstag (ol Lin lildasd ¢ 5 58 Wagy ¢ (A0 L el O 0 jnfi 350 oS ol (S0
s

I do not want to burden you with the number of times I cried simply
because I could not be the real man my father wanted me to be. How often
[ felt there was something bad inside me, an evil spirit, a devil, a jinn
possessing me, trying to erase my manhood (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 21)

Shame helps patriarchal men to subordinate other men by silencing them.
Kimmel (1994) argues, “Shame leads to silence — the silence that keeps other
people believing that we actually approve of the things that are done to women,
to minorities” (131). As a representative of subordinated masculinity, Milad
realizes that he must keep silent because he fails to treat women like other men
in his society. He says,

Lo paall 44 gial) Ol Lea s lgana s Slo Linaine (38 il oyl s8l) peiind () o sall 3 e oIS
Y eranal G ciales ¢ Ladll ool caaded @l g e o gelile | jlad J<55 8 @ lIA 8 Jsan
e il G aaae 15l e il agsaill 5 IS ) saa 8 o A s Al 2l o il 85l b

G5 50 O8] A gai Jie S AT (e LetansS) 3 ke

That day, I had to deduce the rules that our society had agreed upon,
including that spontaneity in speaking about what is on your mind could
pose a danger to you and those around you. I learned the wrong lesson; I
learned to be silent because, at the same time, I did not want to betray my
father’s commandment to forsake lying and deception. I tried many times
to overcome the habits I had acquired from my sisters since childhood, but
to no avail (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 20)
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Milad’s inability to conform to society’s norms about masculinity makes him a
subordinate male and subject to violence from other men in his society.

The Destructive Effect of Hegemonic Masculinity on Milad

Failing to fulfill the expectations of masculinity leads Milad to be subject
to violence from his father and other men in his society, such as Madonna and
Al-Abssi. As a subordinated male, he suffers physically and emotionally. The
father beats him because of his feminine behavior, especially toward his sisters.
Milad remembers that his father used the belt to beat him, telling him, <lie gial”

"Sba Aam Al (IS J s Ya ) T will make a man out of you, even if it is the

last day of my life” (129). In patriarchal societies, violence is normal, especially
domestic violence. Hegemonic masculinity encourages violent behavior toward
women and weak men. Violence, therefore, functions as a tool of implicit and
explicit pressure to enforce conformity to dominant norms.

Violence becomes a tool for asserting power and maintaining the
hierarchical structure of hegemonic masculinity. Throughout the novel, Al-Naas
examines the effect of the hegemonic idea on individuals, especially Milad. Milad
is not only subject to violence from other men, but also practices violence against
himself every time he fails to meet the criteria of masculinity. He attempts to take
his own life three times due to feelings of powerlessness and social
marginalization. One of the destructive effects of hegemonic masculinity is that
it limits men’s emotional expression. To maintain power, men are not required to
express their emotions in social relations like women. This suppression can lead
men to commit suicide. Jo River and Michael Flood (2021) point out that suicide
becomes a means of silencing painful emotions. They add, “Paradoxically,
suicide could also become an alternative means of demonstrating masculinity,
whereby the body becomes both the vehicle and object of violence” (916). In this
sense, suicide becomes an attempt to pursue a hegemonic pattern of masculinity.
Throughout the novel, Milad attempts to commit suicide every time he becomes
a subject of violence from other men. River and Flood note that men who attempt
suicide conceal emotions to pursue a hegemonic model of masculinity (923).
Milad asserts: (& <ulS Jaii¥) A ley & K83 je Jsf b asly 5 syl 8 < S Ll
"l el 5 S8 ) (3OUall 5 Sa (he g pa O ALY aat ) ) Caad Laie o iy Sl
“For trivial reasons, I have often thought about suicide. The first time I thought
about suicide was during military service, and when Zaineb refused to talk to me
for three days. I escaped from the idea of divorce to the idea of ending my life”
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(Al-Naas, 2021, p. 20). After the first attempt of suicide, Milad confirms that
M D 00 B SI A sl (e a5 A 2ie Oy i LD S ailea L (S) ¢ Sl Aol s
2La) Lo dadl o (¥ Sy 5 b sl ol WS 5 ¢ ol 31T LS“The days of the camp have
passed, but they were very painful. Upon leaving the big gate, I decided that I had
become a man as my father and the Madonna wanted. I can now do whatever I
want” (45). However, the camp does not teach Milad how to be a man. Instead,
it enhances his sense of weakness and fragility. Therefore, he attempts to commit
suicide again when he hits his wife, and when Al-Abssi tells him about his wife's
infidelity.

Milad believes that he must conform to society’s norms of masculinity. He
has no choice because Al-Abssi and other men in his society accuse him of not
being a man, as he is not practicing violence toward his wife, sisters, and sister’s
daughter. He asks himself, o) b dai 9elld (o oSailn oS 5 € il sa ) amnind () (San Ja"
"o el O s aminl of Ll degd GG Y “Can T regain my masculinity? And
how can I do that? There are only two options: either I regain my masculinity, or
[ end my life” (23). However, Milad fails to end his life three times, so he chooses
to regain his masculinity. He discovers that military service could not teach him
how to be a man because <lelu (o S Y 540 LT 5 o il Y1 8 (e A Y a1

"l Qa3 ES 5 “Masculinity does not come from Killing rabbits with bare hands
and eating them raw, nor does it come from hours you stand under the sun” (22-
3). Therefore, he wants someone to teach him how to be a man, and he thinks of
Al-Abssi. Hanan Mabrouk ( 2023) points out that Al-Abssi represents the perfect
conventional man, whom Milad tries to be like due to the social and family
pressure. She adds that Milad is a victim of outdated cultural standards that
stigmatize and accuse him. He tries to justify a sin he did not commit and erase a
shame he did not cause by searching for another gender identity (87). By seeking
another gender identity, Milad thinks that Al-Abssi’s model is the way, especially
his practice of violence against others.

In his attempt to prove his masculinity, Milad practices violence against

his sisters, although this is not his true nature. He remembers, 3 a3 0"
eyl ST el Lgma & g3y Gadl) 0V V) sl (e Al Ll haa Y L (o jraall
" s A sl JSE e 38l Az Jadll e “Once 1 hit my little sister
because I found a letter from one of the boys who studied with her at school, but
my trembling from the act made me sweat from the monster hiding inside me”
(20). He imitates his father’s way of treating women. Haidar Mahallati (2023)

explains that following the father’s image of masculinity leads Milad to deny his
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true self, replacing it with a violent personality (276). Milad needs to prove
himself to his father by practicing violence against his sister because hegemonic
masculinity is deeply embedded in the societal structure and power dynamics. In
other words, as Keagan Gardiner (2002) argues, gender is deeply structured into
society, shaping an individual’s psychology, identity, and sexuality, and
eradicating it will be extremely difficult (3). In this sense, traditional gender roles
limit individuals’ opportunities and choices.

Moreover, a failure to achieve the criteria of manhood may encourage
some men to take “corrective action in the form of discriminatory violence, in
this case, directed to more vulnerable persons” (Allison & Klein, 2021, p. 6861).
Those men use violence toward vulnerable persons, such as women and
subordinated men, to achieve and reaffirm their masculinity. Because hegemonic
masculinity depends on power relations and hierarchical status within society,
violence is directed toward vulnerable persons as a source of demonstrating
power and reaffirming masculinity. In Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table, Al-Abssi
accuses Milad’s wife of infidelity, saying that he saw her with another man. He
convinces Milad to hit Zaineb and gives him his belt, and tells him:

mmﬂ;\)é‘\}hs ca"_\:ggl\ GJ\J&: JAM\ d;‘)l\ C)u.u}% ?‘J;J\ ce\‘}ﬂ\ (e p ¢l
ﬂdwm‘d)hjudh\ksﬁc&#@y@ﬁl’&bt@)\w‘)‘)ﬁyc&_ﬂ.nds.a
e 6% L Lglad) Loy i85 () Lgd Ol o) i cad g Lo S 8 elaghainn o ¢z sl (e
o 8 Sia 53 e s sl s N Le da W zlisy da RENEN

Belt terrifies women; the belt is the weapon of the most powerful man. Go
home, take your belt, and flog her. Do not justify to yourself or her that you
are hitting her because she is betraying you, just flog her and you will see,
she will forget that rude fat man, and she will obey in everything you say,
even if you tell her to kill herself. Do it, Milad, for your comfort... does a
man need a reason to beat his wife? Tell me (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 163)

Al-Abssi’s words encourage Milad to be violent against his wife. He suspects that
she betrays him, so he feels that his masculinity is in danger. He thinks that he
needs to take action to regain his reputation. He says: & 5 ile" :dleall oo
Gl i ginan | Lenae Jlal Ul g cdinall slal s e cilea s ddliae (SLel 8 "2

" s il ) &) i dlilall Gy ) csaall MAandSIM e A AT 22 Cuad e )3 L
“I kept hearing the phrase: “a family and its maternal Uncle Milad,” in different
places. My reputation spread through the city’s neighborhood. I try to erase it....
I heard it till I could not stand it anymore. After graduating from Al-Abssi’s
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academy, I went to the family home to end this matter and regain my dignity”
(154). Patriarchal society oppressed Milad because of his soft nature. Al-Abssi
and other men in society treat Milad as a subordinate, making him angry. This
emotion manifests as violent outbursts directed at his sisters and wife.

Throughout the novel, Al-Naas examines the effect of the hegemonic idea
on individuals, especially Milad. Milad’s struggle highlights the toxic
implications of hegemonic masculinity. As he tries to be part of society, he sees
Al-Abssi as the model he needs to imitate. Milad’s relationship with Al-Abssi is
complex. For Milad, Al-Abssi was the example of the man he wanted to be. He
asks himself if Al-Abssi can teach him how to be a man. Al-Abssi embodies
traditional masculinity with qualities like physical strength, control over others,
and multiple sexual relationships. Al-Abssi despises women and thinks that
everything a woman says is an invitation to sex. This creates internal conflict for
Milad as he tries to fit into traditional masculinity while desiring to break free
from patriarchal constraints. Milad begins to question the concept of masculinity
and rejects the toxic masculinity that Al-Abssi represents. Throughout his
relationship with Al-Abssi, Milad comes to realize that masculinity is not a single,
unified concept. He believes that there must be another way to be a man. Unlike
Al-Abssi, Milad respects women and does not understand why men in his society
treat women violently. Throughout telling his story, Milad rejects the traditional
model of masculinity imposed by society.

In Milad’s journey, Al-Nass describes the pressures society places on
subordinate men like Milad and how he is defeated in the face of masculinity
norms in his society. By describing these pressures, Al-Nass, according to Hoda
El-Sheikh (2023), justifies what happened at the end of the novel when Milad
abandons his sisters and kills his beloved wife, leaving her as if she is sleeping at
home as he is in a dream and will wake up (29-30). By killing Zaineb because of
the pressure of society on Milad, Al-Naas advocates for a more compassionate
understanding of what it means to be a man. At the end of Milad’s story, which
he tells to an anonymous person, he tells him that he had a sexual affair with his
wife’s friend, Madam Mariem, and returned to kill his wife because she betrayed
him. He describes the scene as if he were dreaming, telling the anonymous man:

sebeV) (e g gl e 308 je caad B ulS il e a8 gl daddiul Al o gall i3S
Mo A Ll Ll Lt Meclaa sliall can S cleladl LT 1 ea s (8 a5 ol g S el
Coda g A JA Lga s ) i) gl ) (8 (s sally ) e clgiialinl (o sally Wisaa L o Gy o
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Vsl Gl claa o cpSull 5 el ahali chnand (pialS 3 (8 et 5 (gama o Leul

bl e i ) L Ui
I took the blade that I used to score the bread. She was trembling, unable
to get up from exhaustion and fatigue, crying, moaning, and screaming in
my face: “Go on, do it, I have hated you and my life with you,” go on, do
it, you traitor ...... I ran towards her, holding the blade, embraced her,
and passed the blade across her neck. Her spirit burst out. I placed her head
on my body, and she whispered two words in my ears. I froze. The apron

and the knife were stained. She calmed down. I became dizzy. We slept
side by side on the kitchen floor (Al-Naas, 2021, p. 201)

This contradiction between Milad’s final act and his true self represents the
danger of hegemonic masculinity on vulnerable and subordinated men like Milad.
Inhorn (2012) points out that because “hegemonic masculinity is unattainable for
so many ordinary men, it may lead to distress for those unable to achieve
normative expectations” (43). The failure to fulfill the standards of masculinity
leads Milad to be violent in an attempt to assert his masculinity to his society.
This failure creates a conflict between his desire to achieve masculine ideals and
his critique and protest of them.

Inhorn explains that, in the Middle East, the masculine man is a family
patriarch. He exerts his power and authority over his family through coercion and
force. She adds that this is true especially when family honor is threatened.
Women who shame themselves by licentious behavior shame their families as
well. In this sense, “The family patriarch (or his surrogate) must respond swiftly
and definitively to defend the family honor, even through honor killing of the
offending female member. As a hegemonic male, he is supported in his exercise
of power and violence by other male relatives” (Emphasis is original, 49). Milad
responds according to the societal norm, though he was not sure about the
infidelity of his wife. He confesses that he betrayed his wife, but the societal
norms punish women only. Thus, hegemonic masculinity does not oppress
women but also men by forcing them to act violently toward women and other
weak members in society.

Milad’s feelings of failure in the face of societal masculine norms and
losing the sense of belonging to a male gender identity lead him to act violently.
Younis Al-Fanadi (2022) points out that the bias toward masculinity and against
the female entity leads to the crime depicted in the final scene, which reflects a
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clear intellectual and psychological disturbance (75). To enhance this sense of
intellectual and psychological disturbance, Milad narrates his story in a
fragmented way. The loss of chronological order reflects his sense of loss and
confusion. The dream-like narrative makes the reader question reality and the
effect of rigid gender roles that lead to this extreme violent action. Al-Sheikh
(2023) notes that Al-Nass leaves his readers believing that Milad descends into
madness (29), especially when he tells his companion at the end of the novel, La"

o) iy JSB 2y P43 58 W s b i3l 5 el pama g ALl e amaai ¢l (353
"asill Ay A Al JI BV e el ) s 5 “Let’s taste the bread. We will put it on the
table and bring jam and butter. Do you need tuna? After we eat, we can see
Zaineb, she is still sleeping in the bedroom” ( Al-Naas, 2021, p. 202). Until the
end, Milad denies that he killed his wife because this action does not belong to
his true nature. Al-Naas emphasizes that this act of madness is the result of the
pressure of society on men who could not fulfill the rigid gender role.

Bread on Uncle Milad’s Table as a Critique of Hegemonic
Masculinity

Throughout the novel, Milad’s internal conflict becomes more apparent.
He rejects the toxic masculinity that society attempts to impose as the only kind
of masculinity. His failure to achieve masculine societal norms broadens his
identity crisis and sense of fragmentation, creating a contradiction between the
idea of masculinity assigned by society and his true self. By presenting Milad’s
conflict, Al-Naas rejects traditional masculinity and criticizes the societal norms
that enforce rigid gender roles. These gender roles perpetuate violence, especially
domestic violence. He asserts that it is difficult to challenge these roles. Al-Naas
symbolizes society as a bakery and people as dough. The Bakery represents the
social and cultural norms that shape and create people, so he chooses baking as a
career for his protagonist. Milad asserts this idea by saying, 4sii 3l il o
"t B e s alaliThe issue of bread looks like life, at least my life” (30).
Although Milad was clever in making bread, he himself was soft as dough and
easily shaped by the societal norms. Men and women in society are soft and easy
to shape like dough, while society puts pressure on them to shape them according
to its norms and stereotypes. For Al-Nass, there is no escape from the societal
norms. Throughout the novel, Milad is shaped by society, leaving him with no
choice.
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However, Al-Naas attempts to introduce another kind of masculinity to
challenge the hegemonic ideology of masculinity. Zaineb tries to help Milad keep
his nature as an affectionate man. She tells him:

Cuat o) il o el cCadal 5 o gia il by clinal el @1 Jlall Ly qial ol
VLS (SN 5 pall 5 oS e ) jal8 5L g8 S 13 agy Y ¢ e it GlY g4l 8l L U<
) raal) dlenal dlul Lavie 3l ags Le o al (e JEIAUS Leland CuiS () agy

Ll

-

I never cared for strong men. I loved you because you are you —
affectionate and kind — and because you make me pizza and listen to
everything I say, and because you respect me. It does not matter if you are
strong and capable of punching, hitting, and kicking. Nor does it matter if
you are brave enough to kill for me. What matters ...... is that when I hold
your little finger, I feel at peace (98)

Zaineb attempts to remind Milad that societal norms about masculinity do not
matter. She urges him to keep his gentle nature. Al-Nass highlights that the true
strength of masculinity lies in kindness, empathy, and mutual respect, not in
violence and killing. He challenges hegemonic masculinity, which has a
destructive effect on individuals, especially those who do not conform to it, like
Milad.

Throughout the novel, Al-Nass represents the destructive power of rigid
societal gender norms. He criticizes hegemonic masculinity that oppresses men
like Milad, leading him to a destructive action like killing. He clarifies that the
collective pressure of hegemonic masculinity can distort the human nature of
men, leading to tragic consequences. He clarifies that hegemonic masculinity
consists of a set of values established by men in power to establish inequality
between genders and legitimize patriarchal characteristics in society. As
hegemonic masculinity is a cultural ideal that reinforces male privilege and
power, he urges his readers to ask about the stereotypical gender roles and the
consequences of hegemonic masculinity on individuals and society as a whole.
Hegemonic masculinity depends on the cultural norms that promote dominant
male behaviors that are associated with violence, aggression, and emotional
suppression, which Milad fails to accomplish. Throughout Milad’s conflict, Al-
Nass attempts to deconstruct these behaviors and challenge patriarchal violence
and inequality to create a society free from gender oppression for both men and
women.
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Notes

1 All translation from Arabic to English is made by the author.

2 In Lacanian terms, this relationship between the self and others creates the symbolic order.
Hegemonic masculinity is constructed and maintained through the symbolic order, which
provides the linguistic, cultural, and social frameworks for understanding and performing

masculinity. For Lacan, “masculinity and femininity are not biological essences but are instead
symbolic positions” (Hook, 2006, p. 61).
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