
AIN’T I A 
MAN TOO?

BLACK MEN, IDENTITY 
AND THE MYTHS OF MASCULINITY

By 
M. Nickleson Battle, Jr., Ed. D, 
LPC, CCTP, CCAPT, BC-TMH



Copyright © 2026 M. Nickleson Battle, Jr., 
Ed. D, LPC, CCTP, CCAPT, BC-TMH 


All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Published by: Nick of Time Publishing

[image: ]



Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my nephews and to all young brothas who are maturing into adulthood.

You are growing up in a society that will seek to define you before you have the opportunity to define yourself. You will encounter expectations, labels, and constructs of masculinity that were established before you were conceived in your mother’s womb. Certain aspects will have worth. Some of what you inherit will carry value. Some of it will go unquestioned.

My hope is that this work gives you something many of us have never had.

Freedom.

The freedom to interrogate your acquired knowledge.

The freedom to understand yourself beyond what is expected of you.

The freedom to define, for yourself, what masculinity means, and what it means to be a Black man.

Not based on what has been handed down without explanation, but based on alignment, awareness, and authenticity.

May you move into your manhood with intention.

May you embody your masculinity with clarity.

May you assert it in ways that enable you to be fully human, wholly grounded, and completely yourself.

Because what you inherit does not have to be what defines you.

However, what you choose to become does.
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Preface
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A lot of what we learn about masculinity is never explained directly. It is picked up over time, in silence, in observation, and in the moments where we realize certain parts of ourselves are acceptable while others are not. Long before many of us fully understand what it means to be men, we are already learning what is expected of us. We learn it from how people respond to our emotions, what gets praised, and what gets punished. Over time, those lessons begin to shape how we move through the world, often without us realizing how much of ourselves we adjust just to make it through.

For many Black men, those adjustments begin early. We become aware that how we are seen matters. We notice how quickly people form opinions before we have spoken enough to define ourselves. We learn when to stay quiet, when to appear unaffected, when to carry pressure without letting it show, and when vulnerability feels unsafe. After a while, those responses stop feeling like responses at all. They begin to feel normal.

Many of us learned how to function while carrying things we did not always have language for. Stress gets buried beneath responsibility. Emotion gets replaced with composure. Survival becomes more familiar than reflection. And because these patterns are so common, they are often mistaken for masculinity itself rather than adaptations to the environments we have lived in.

This book was written from the understanding that masculinity does not develop in isolation. It is shaped by culture, family, history, environment, relationships, and the systems we move through every day. Some parts of what we inherited may still hold value. Other parts may have been rooted more in pressure than truth. But much of it was never fully examined. Many men were taught how to carry masculinity long before they were ever given space to question it, and that questioning matters.

Not because masculinity needs to be rejected, but because many of us deserve the opportunity to understand it more honestly. We deserve the chance to separate who we are from whom we learned we had to be. We deserve language for the things we have carried silently. We deserve room to think about masculinity outside of fear, outside of survival, and outside of constant correction.

This book is not interested in telling men what kind of men they should become. It is meant to create space for deeper reflection on identity, relationships, emotional life, spirituality, culture, and the pressures that shape them. It is written for men who have spent years holding things together while quietly feeling disconnected from themselves. For men who learned responsibility before self-understanding. For men who have questioned parts of masculinity privately, even if they never said those questions out loud.

More than anything, this book is an invitation to slow down long enough to examine what has been inherited, what has been internalized, and what still feels true. To move beyond survival and toward a version of masculinity that allows room for honesty, connection, clarity, and humanity. Because masculinity should not require you to lose yourself in order to hold onto it.



INTRODUCTION:

Who Gets to Be a Man
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The Awareness That Comes Early

As Black men, a lot of us become aware of ourselves before we ever really get the chance to know ourselves. You notice it when you are young, sometimes before you even have words to describe it. You notice how adults respond to you compared to other boys. You notice how quickly people decide what kind of kid you are. You notice how often you are expected to already know how to carry yourself, how to control yourself, and how not to make people uncomfortable. Before you fully understand what masculinity is, you are already learning that your presence means something to other people.

A lot of us grew up learning how to manage perception before we ever learned how to understand ourselves. That changes you. You start paying attention to things other people may never have to think about. For example, your tone, your posture, how loud you laugh, how emotional you get, and how people react when you speak with confidence. You learn early that the same behavior is not read the same way when it comes from everybody. Over time, those adjustments become second nature. You stop thinking of them as survival skills and start thinking of them as part of your personality.

That is part of what this book is about. Not just masculinity in some abstract or academic sense, but the lived experience of trying to become a man while carrying expectations you never created for yourself in the first place.

The Quiet Exhaustion Many Men Carry

Because if we are honest, a lot of men are tired. Tired in ways that are hard to explain. You can be responsible, provide, stay composed, and do everything people told you a man is supposed to do while still feeling disconnected from yourself at the end of the day. A lot of men know what it feels like to keep functioning while something inside of them feels emotionally distant, shut down, or hard to reach. Not because there is nothing there, but because many of us were never taught how to deal with what was there beyond suppressing it and pushing forward.

Especially as Black men, we are often taught how to endure long before we are taught how to process. You learn how to survive being misunderstood. You learn how to carry pressure quietly. You learn how to keep moving even when you are overwhelmed, angry, hurt, or exhausted. After many years of doing that, it becomes difficult to separate who you really are from whom you had to become to navigate the world safely.

The Masculinity We Inherited

I do not believe masculinity itself is the problem. I think a lot of us inherited a version of masculinity that was never fully explained to us. We were taught the rules, but not the history behind them. We were taught what not to do, but not always why. We were taught how to perform strength, but not necessarily how to feel grounded inside ourselves while carrying it.

For many men, masculinity becomes something you maintain instead of something you naturally live in. That pressure shows up everywhere, in relationships, in fatherhood, in friendships, in silence, in loneliness, and in the feeling that you should be able to handle everything on your own, even when you are struggling. It shows up in how hard it can be for men to admit they are hurt, confused, emotionally overwhelmed, or simply tired of carrying everything by themselves.

The reality is, a lot of this did not start with us. The way masculinity works in our lives has been shaped by history, culture, religion, race, power, survival, and generations of adaptation. Long before most boys ever stop questioning masculinity, they are already learning it through correction, expectation, observation, and pressure. Boys learn what gets praised, what gets mocked, what gets punished, and what gets respected. They learn what makes people comfortable and what makes people nervous. They learn which emotions are acceptable and which ones need to stay hidden.

Black boys learn those lessons while also learning how the world sees Black men. That matters.

Masculinity Is Not Experienced Equally

Masculinity is not experienced the same way by everybody. Some men move through the world with their masculinity assumed. Others feel like they must constantly prove, soften, defend, or manage themselves depending on where they are and who is around them. The same confidence that gets called leadership in one man may get called aggression in another. The same emotional restraint that looks disciplined in one person may look threatening or detached in someone else.

Eventually, some of us adapt so deeply to those expectations that we stop questioning them altogether. This book is an attempt to slow that process down and really look at it. It is an attempt to talk honestly about masculinity, especially Black masculinity, in a way that feels human instead of an act. It is about the things many men carry but do not always say out loud. It is about examining where our ideas about masculinity came from, how they were shaped, what got interrupted along the way, and what kind of men we are trying to become now.

What Masculinity Can Become

Despite everything, I still think there are moments where masculinity feels real in a good way. Not like an act. Not forced, not rooted in domination or emotional shutdown, just grounded.

You see it in men who know how to carry responsibility without losing themselves. Men who can stay strong without becoming emotionally unreachable. Men who know how to be present, accountable, protective, honest, and emotionally aware at the same time. Men who do not need to constantly prove they are men because they are no longer building their identity around other people’s approval.

I think a lot of us are trying to get back to something like that, even if we do not always have the language for it yet.

The Question Underneath It All

At the center of this book is a question many men carry quietly, whether they ever say it out loud or not: Can I fully be myself and still be seen as a man?

For Black men, that question is rarely theoretical. It lives in how we move through the world every day. It lives in our relationships, our silence, our self-control, our fears, our anger, our tenderness, and the parts of ourselves we learned to hide to make it through.

This book is not here to answer that question for you; only you will know what is right for you. However, I hope it helps you think about it differently. And maybe, for the first time, provide a means to express things you have been carrying for a very long time.

The Need for a Different Framework

When masculinity is experienced as both structured and unequal, it becomes clear that a single, universal framework is not sufficient to understand it fully. If we are honest, most of us recognize that the dominant definitions we have inherited do not fully account for their lived experiences; however, we may not have access to alternative ways of thinking about masculinity that feel both valid and grounded.

This gap highlights the need for frameworks that reflect the complexity of our experiences across cultural, social, and spiritual contexts. The Culturally Aligned Masculinity Model offers one such approach by emphasizing the importance of aligning masculine identity with cultural values, community context, and lived experience. Rather than positioning masculinity as something that must conform to a single standard, this model recognizes variation as essential, not problematic.

From a systems perspective, this approach acknowledges that masculinity is shaped within specific environments and that its expression reflects those conditions. It also challenges the assumption that masculinity is inherently harmful, suggesting instead that its impact is influenced by how it is constructed and reinforced within particular systems (Battle, 2017).

By shifting the focus from conformity to alignment, this framework creates space for men to engage with masculinity in ways that better reflect who they are and where they come from. It allows for a more nuanced understanding that does not require men to reject masculinity, but rather to engage with it more intentionally.



CHAPTER 1:

Before We Could Define Ourselves
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There are many questions that we carry long before we ever learn how to put them into words. Sometimes they show up as tension. Sometimes, as self-awareness. Sometimes, there is a feeling that something about the way you move through the world requires more calculation than it seems to require for other people. You notice it in moments when you become aware of how you are being perceived before you ever have the chance to speak for yourself. You notice it in the difference between who you know yourself to be and how quickly other people form conclusions about you. Over time, those moments stop feeling isolated. They begin to feel familiar. They shape how you carry yourself, how guarded you become, and how much of yourself you feel safe showing in different spaces.

At the center of those experiences is a question that often goes unspoken, even as men live inside it every day: Who gets to be recognized as a man?

This is not just about biology. It is about whose masculinity is affirmed and whose masculinity is constantly being interpreted, questioned, or monitored. As Black men, many of us learn early that how we are perceived can shape how we are treated, regardless of our actual intentions. That realization is not abstract. It develops through experience. Through school. Through work. Through relationships. Through moments when you realize the same behavior does not carry the same meaning for everybody.

We know what it feels like to become aware of ourselves in certain environments. Aware of how we are standing, how loud we are speaking, how our frustration might be interpreted, or whether confidence is going to be mistaken for aggression. Over time, those adjustments can become so normal that we stop recognizing them as adjustments at all. They simply become part of how we survive certain spaces.

Masculinity is often treated as something natural and universal, as if all men experience it the same way. But masculinity is shaped by culture, history, power, and social expectations (Mahalingam & Balan, 2008). What a society defines as masculine usually reflects what it values, who it protects, and who it places at the center of authority. Masculinity is not only about identity. It is also about who is allowed to embody that identity comfortably and who is expected to constantly negotiate it.

The Standard That Shapes Masculinity

Most of what we learned about masculinity came from standards that were already in place before we were old enough to question them. In Western society, masculinity has largely been organized around what researchers describe as hegemonic masculinity, a dominant social framework that establishes which masculine traits are most respected and rewarded. This framework does not represent all men equally. Instead, it creates a cultural standard that men are often measured against.

You do not have to study masculinity academically to recognize how those standards work. You learn them through observation. By seeing who gets praised and who gets disciplined. And by seeing who receives grace and who is expected to explain themselves immediately. Over time, these patterns start feeling normal even when they are not neutral.

What often goes unexamined is that this standard has historically centered Eurocentric ideas of masculinity as the default. Because of that, white masculinity is rarely treated as culturally specific. It is often presented simply as masculinity itself. Once that becomes the baseline, other men are positioned relative to it rather than allowed to define themselves on their own terms.

This can create a complicated relationship with masculinity for anyone who is not in that group. That is because we are still expected to embody many of the same qualities associated with manhood, strength, leadership, confidence, discipline, and responsibility, while also understanding that those same qualities may not always be received the same way when expressed by us. That tension shapes how we learn to navigate the world.

Masculinity Is Not Experienced Equally

Masculinity does not operate equally across all groups of men. Race, culture, and power influence how masculinity is interpreted and whose masculinity is affirmed without question. So, some men move through the world with the assumption that they belong. While others feel pressure to constantly monitor how they are perceived.

Black men are often viewed through assumptions of danger, hypermasculinity, or aggression. Asian men are frequently positioned outside dominant masculine ideals altogether. Latin men are often reduced to narrow stereotypes that flatten cultural complexity into exaggerated ideas of machismo. Indigenous men
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