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Dedication


For Maxwell and Maiya, may you grow up in a world where boys are allowed to feel and be safe spaces not just for others, but for themselves; and where girls don’t need protecting because they are not seen as objects but as people. And may you always remember that the strongest muscle in your body is your heart, that you are worthy and loved—and that you are and have always been enough.
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Introduction


HEADS UP! At times this book covers some mature topics. If you’re younger than eleven, please make sure your parents or guardians are okay with you reading it. If you are eleven or older, just know that there could be some content you aren’t quite ready to read or think about yet—that’s okay! It’s totally fine to skip sections or chapters and come back to them when you’re ready. And if you are an adult reading this book to see if it’s suitable for your child, be open: you may get just as much out of it as they will!



Hey! I’m Justin. Nice to meet you, my friend. Okay, well, obviously we’re not really meeting, and we aren’t really friends yet, but since you’ve chosen to pick up this book, I do hope it will feel like we are.

Since the most important thing in any friendship is trust, I should tell you a few things about myself. Trust is what every great and healthy relationship is built on, kind of like the foundation of a house. And the first step in building that foundation, that sense of trust, is sharing our stories and getting real with each other.

So, here is a little about me to get us started:


	I’m an actor, probably best known for being on a TV show called Jane the Virgin. I’m a director (Five Feet Apart and Clouds are two of the movies I’ve made) and I started a movie studio called Wayfarer Studios, where we aspire to make movies and TV that help us remember that we are human and that we are all far more alike than we are different. I also do a bunch of other things for work, and I’d like to think I am way more than my career accomplishments (even though that’s what the world places the most value on).

	I LOVE food. Honestly, if I wasn’t an actor or director, I think I would want to be a chef. What I love even more than making food is eating it! Pizza, pasta, sushi, BBQ, tacos . . . you name it. And my favorite part about any food is the sauce that goes on that food. I’m obsessed with sauces. I think my restaurant would probably be called Sauce.

	I also love sports (I was a soccer player growing up), traveling, reading, working out, and biohacking (you probably have no idea what that is, but that’s okay; you won’t need to for another twenty years).

	I’m a dad to my two incredible and wild kids, Maiya and Maxwell, and a husband to my amazing wife Emily, who I am madly in love with. I would do anything for them. They are my everything.

	I wrote this book for boys and anyone who loves them, but don’t worry, this is not a boy hating, we must apologize for being born type of book. In fact, it’s the opposite! It’s a boy loving, we have the power to change the world book. However, if I say something that you don’t really agree with, I ask you to keep reading, because I believe with all my heart that when we don’t agree, we can still learn from each other. That’s actually how we find the truth—through listening to differing opinions and points of view.

	I’m Bahá’í (that’s my faith), but this is not a Bahá’í book by any means, and I don’t speak for the Bahá’í community. If you’ve never heard of it, that’s okay. You aren’t alone. Basically, in a nutshell Bahá’ís believe in the unity of all religions, like all the religions are different chapters in one book. The Bahá’í faith teaches that every human on the planet is important, and that part of our mission here on earth is to set our differences aside and realize that we are all one human family. My faith has always been a lighthouse in the darkness for me, guiding me and helping me remember that each of us can change the world through acts of service, love, and compassion. You’ll hear me talk about my faith here and there throughout the book because it has shaped my view of the world and inspired me in my work, but please know that whatever your beliefs are, I respect them even though they might be different from mine.



Okay! Now that we have gotten the get-to-know-me part out of the way, you may have noticed one of the things I didn’t list was being an author. That’s because I’m still getting used to it. See, when I was growing up, I never thought I was smart enough or good enough to become a writer, and books were kind of intimidating to me. They reminded me of school, and school was not always my happy place. But I am going to own it now because you are reading this book, which means I did it! I am an author. Author. (I’m saying it with a fake British accent right now, and it sounds even better.)

Now that you know a little more about me, I’m going to confess something—this book isn’t really about me . . . it’s about you and what it might be like to be you, right now, this very minute.

WAIT, THIS BOOK IS ABOUT ME?

Yep. Well, us, actually. Boys. Men. Male humans. You get the picture.

More important, this book is about our questions. The big ones we think about but never say out loud. The ones about becoming and eventually being a man. The ones that can help us not just grow up to be better men, but better humans. It’s also about what it means to be enough in every sense of the word.

This book raises questions about masculinity and looks closely at how the answers to these questions shape who we are. Some of the questions are about our bodies; some are about our minds. Some questions are about things that make us uncomfortable or afraid (yes, men can absolutely be afraid). Some of them are about things that will not only make us stronger but happier, too. All of them are about things that make us human.

As for the answers to these questions, well . . . honestly, I’m still trying to figure them out. In fact, this all started as an adult book called Man Enough: Undefining My Masculinity, which is based on a TED Talk I did and has also become a podcast. I wrote it as a way to understand how I feel about manhood and the challenges I’ve faced trying to live up to other people’s expectations of me. See, I love being a man, but that doesn’t mean I know exactly how to become the kind of man I want to be, or that I don’t question how the world tells me I should act as a man. Also, even though I’m now in my thirties, my thoughts and opinions about the world and myself change every day. That’s why I wrote this book: not as your teacher or an expert on the subject, but as a friend, a fellow student, and as a work in progress, which is what every single human being on this planet is.

No one is perfect. No one has it all figured out (even though social media can make it seem like some do). But all of us are doing our best. So, this is me doing my best to share what I’ve learned on my own journey in hopes that if you’re feeling anything like I did growing up—confused, worried, anxious, like I didn’t measure up, even a little afraid—then maybe you can see yourself in these words and remember that you aren’t the only one feeling that way. If anything, I want this book to feel like a trusted friend to you whenever you need a reminder that you are good, worthy, and more than enough.

HOLD ON, JUSTIN. . . . WHAT IS MASCULINITY?

There are a lot of misconceptions about what masculinity is. Lately in the news or media it seems to be talked about as a bad thing, which it’s not. Masculinity is basically the traits, characteristics, and qualities that men or boys have, or are believed or assumed to have. Also, I just want to say that I believe that boys and men are good: inherently, intrinsically good. That YOU are good. And there are tons of aspects of the traditional definition of masculinity that I’m grateful for and agree with! I’m 100 percent not ashamed to say I love being a man. There are so many positive traits and qualities that have been associated with masculinity and being a man that I aspire to embody and live by—traits like being resourceful and accountable, honest and trustworthy, hardworking, loyal, and a present father and husband. But the question then becomes—are these qualities reserved just for boys, or are they for everyone?

For instance, if I asked a random person to name some masculine qualities, they might say things like “strong, hardworking, brave, powerful, focused, competitive, tough.” And if I asked the same person to name some feminine qualities, they might say other things, like “caring, gentle, emotional, sensitive, nurturing, attentive, feeling, and kind.” But why is there this line drawn in the sand? And is drawing this line helping any of us?

Think of it this way: if we were developing a state-of-the-art robot that was going to take over the world and accomplish all our tasks—do all the things that need to get done—we’d want it to have all the masculine qualities you could think of. But if we wanted to make that robot a human and bring it to life . . . we would give it all the feminine qualities, right?

Too often the messages of masculinity turn us boys and men (myself included) into robots. Which is why it’s so important to me that we undefine masculinity and embrace ALL the qualities that make us human.

SO WHAT EXACTLY DOES “UNDEFINING MASCULINITY” EVEN MEAN? SOUNDS COMPLICATED.

For me, “undefining masculinity” means questioning the rules of how boys are supposed to behave. I mean, who actually makes or decides these rules anyway? Who gets to say what it means to be a boy or a man today? Is there some secret meeting that happens where our masculinity is judged and where a group of elders in cloaks get together in the middle of the night and decide who makes the cut? No. There are no real rules, just messages that have been passed down from generation to generation but are never really talked about.

These messages and unspoken rules don’t just show up in our family. They are EVERYWHERE. While many of those messages are good and universal to both boys and girls (like being honorable, honest, living with integrity, and standing up for what’s right), many of them actually hurt us more than help us. Here’s the one that I believe hurts us the most: “real” boys (as if there is such a thing as “not real” boys) don’t show anyone how we feel or talk about our feelings. Oh, and we definitely don’t cry (unless we lose a big game—for some reason ONLY then is it okay). There are other harmful ones, too: Boys don’t ask for help or admit when we’re wrong. We have no insecurities and never back down from a fight. We pledge allegiance to the other boys even if they aren’t our friends, and we understand that a man should be strong—not just in his body but in his mind—and not let anything bother us. ANYTHING. Therefore, we must always wear an invisible suit of armor, so that we’re impervious to all the negative things the world can throw at us.

But armor is heavy. It’s uncomfortable. It not only keeps things out, but it also keeps us locked in.

I’ve lugged my armor around my whole life, and not only has it kept me from experiencing my own emotions, it also stopped me from truly connecting with my friends, parents, coworkers, kids, and even my wife. So now I’m taking that armor off, piece by piece. And real talk? I’ve never felt better, freer, or more like the real me.

My only regret was that it took me so long to rip it off. I just wish I could travel back in time and have someone give me this book and tell me not to put that armor on when I was a kid. That it was going to end up hurting me and the people I cared about so much more than it would ever help me. That’s another reason why I wrote this book: to tell you the things I wish someone had told me when I was growing up.

“Undefining masculinity” also means not judging people based on a binary system, which is loosely defined as something with two distinct parts. In this case, it’s masculine and feminine, and many of us have been taught to believe that boys and girls are opposites. We’re not. Sure, science tells us very clearly that men and women have biological differences, but those differences are things that should be celebrated, valued, and appreciated and not used to separate us or pit us against each other. Equality doesn’t mean we are all the same. It just means we are all treated the same and no one is punished or treated as “less than” for being different.

Undefining masculinity is basically making room for you, as a boy and eventually as a man, to not have to be a robot that must act a certain way, talk a certain way, feel or not feel a certain way, do a bunch of work, or complete a bunch of tasks so that you can take over the world. Instead, undefining masculinity is a way for you (and for me) to stop being robots and start being humans. Because as humans, we have all those qualities in us. As humans we are strong because we are kind, brave because we are vulnerable, and cool because we care. We all have feelings. We’re all just trying to be our best selves. We’re all just human. Which is why I believe we need to undefine masculinity to make space for ANYONE who sees themselves as a boy or a man to be treated like one. And how should boys treat other boys (and really all other humans)? With compassion and acceptance, even if they look or act different than you.

Yep, it’s that simple. Undefining masculinity is basically just creating more room for yourself to become a full and kind human.

OKAY, BUT WHY SHOULD I READ THIS BOOK?

All right, hear me out. Imagine if there was a holiday where we could all tell the truth. For one day a year, everyone could officially let their guard down and say what they actually think and feel—no matter how complicated or strange. The only rule would be that no one could judge us. There would be no risk of being ridiculed or made fun of. We would all be completely free to mean what we say and say what we mean.

Does the idea of a day like that kind of freak you out? Me too! It shakes me. If I admitted that I was scared, or confused, or totally unsure of everything, people might see me as flawed. Worst of all, other men might see the crack in my armor, and then they might think I was weak. According to the unspoken rules of manhood, one exposed weak spot and you are vulnerable to attack.

I don’t know about you, but I think it’s about time we all stop worrying about being perfect and start being real. My hope is that reading this book will help you be more honest with yourself and comfortable with who you are, no matter what other people think.

Also, as you read this book, just know that you’re in for an honest conversation that will bust the “boys will be boys” myth wide open and demand that we stop making excuses for the ways in which our behavior hurts each other and those around us.

So, what’s the myth? Well, it’s the belief that boys and men will behave a certain way—wild, violent, insensitive, unfeeling—because it’s in our nature. And how can you deny something in a creature’s nature? You can’t blame us for how we act, because it’s hardwired into our DNA.

But science shows that the opposite is true. In 2014, University of California, Berkeley’s education director Vicki Zakrzewski’s research found that boys were just as emotionally aware and sensitive as girls—they just had no space to address their feelings: “cultivating their natural capacity for emotional attunement and relationships is critical to [boys’] overall well-being,” she wrote. “But we can’t wait till they’re men to do so—we need to start when they’re young.”

Luckily, you’re young!

Take me for instance. I was a pretty emotional, sensitive boy wrapped inside a testosterone tornado. Since I couldn’t sit still most of the time, sports became my outlet, but my emotions weren’t welcome on the team. Even though I was super athletic, my sensitivity stuck out and I was picked on and bullied because I was an easy target. So I built up my armor to make sure no one could see that my feelings were hurt—and even worse, I picked on other kids and hurt their feelings to make myself feel better.

Only years later did I realize that I was performing the unwritten script of masculinity. It was all an act. And everyone—male friends and teachers, fathers and even famous movie stars—were playing the same role. We were taking part in a vicious cycle that was actively chipping away at our minds, hearts, and, most important, our souls.

Look, I’m not a professor, or a psychologist, or a guidance counselor—but I hope I feel like someone you can trust, because I promise you that I will always tell you the truth. It might be messy and uncomfortable at times (especially if you are reading this with your parents), but it will be worth it.

I just want to make this clear, too: while you and I may share a lot of the same experiences with masculinity, it’s important to note that I’m white and heterosexual, which means that some of my lived experience may be different from yours. Also, throughout this book, when I say “boys,” “guys,” or “men” (or any other form of the gender), I am including anyone and everyone who identifies themselves as a man, and when I say “we” or “us” I am including myself in that group.)

That said, I do believe that the unwritten rules of masculinity affect us all in very similar ways. As an example, one of my favorite reviews of my adult book Man Enough came from a friend of mine who happens to be an older, Black trans man. I honestly never thought that he and I would have had similar experiences, and I was a bit nervous for him to read my book. But when he messaged me after reading about my journey and told me that he had tears streaming down his face because it was one of the first times he felt truly seen as a man, I realized that these unwritten rules, as harmful as they can be, actually unite us more than we realize. So as you are reading there might be times when you don’t relate to some of my personal stories or points of view—that’s totally okay! Just know I have compassion for everything you are feeling and trying to figure out, and hopefully reading about an experience different from yours can help you too!

Oh, and one more important thing to remember: I love being a man, but I believe wholeheartedly that above all we are spiritual beings having and sharing a physical experience. That means regardless of our gender, what’s important to our spiritual growth is learning how to be kind, loving, honest, of service, thoughtful, sensitive, loyal, steadfast, compassionate, and humble (and that’s just to name a few). But this world can be scary and full of tests and trials meant to distract us from taking this journey from our heads to our hearts, and oftentimes those qualities I listed are not rewarded as much as others. In the face of that, though, I hope we can all rise to the occasion and show up as our best, most authentic selves. For me that looks like not just trying to be the best man I can be, but the best human I can be.

ALL RIGHT, LET’S DO THIS. NOW WHAT?

The next step is taking a deep breath and diving in.

But I have one last thing to tell you before you do.

When you read this book, you’re going to have to think with your gut, not with your head. If that’s new to you, then imagine thinking with your body, not with your brain. Some call it intuition, others call it a gut feeling, but regardless of what we call it, one thing I have learned is that our bodies are incredible, intelligent, sensitive things that feel so much more than we realize.

But listening to our bodies isn’t easy, because as boys we are taught that our bodies are only for things like sports, play, sex, or fighting, when in reality our bodies hold our souls and are our first true friends. And like any good friendship, it requires trust and the ability to be listened to.

I know a lot of people say things like “Listen to your heart” or “Your heart will guide you.” I appreciate that idea, but it’s much easier said than done. It’s taken me years and years to learn how to listen to my heart and feel into my body, and even now at my age I still don’t always listen. See, my heart is so full of emotions—fear, love, resentment, joy, rage, envy, confusion—that it’s hard to listen to it without getting caught up in all my feelings. But my brain is no good either, because it sees my feelings as a threat and tries to rationalize them, focusing only on my goal, or on information.

Your body has that core understanding of what’s right and what’s wrong. Your gut reacts whether you want it to or not, and no matter how much you think or feel about something, the true answer that hits you in your body never really changes. But acting on your gut feelings and doing the right thing isn’t automatic.

It’s a choice you make.

So how do you feel? You ready?! Me neither, but that’s okay.

We’re going to do this together.




1

Boys Will Be Brave

LEAP OF FAITH

“Come on, Boner, don’t be a girl!”

I’ll never forget hearing my friend Tim say that. There I was, twelve years old, shivering as I looked over the edge of the bridge. He and a few other guys waded in the river twenty feet below me, waiting for me to jump in after them. The water seemed fine—no whitewater rapids, no sharks’ fins circling beneath me. All it would take was a quick leap over the guardrail and the balls to jump into the water.

He might as well have been asking me to jump off the Empire State Building.

What was I going to do, tell them the truth? That I was terrified of heights if there wasn’t a rail or window to keep me safe? That I had tried to jump already—really, I had, ten different times—but that my body wouldn’t budge?

Nope. Not an option. My choices were either “man up” and jump, or refuse—and be called a girl.

So I jumped. Not because I wanted to, or because I enjoyed it, but because I’d rather break my neck than be a girl. Because we all know what being called a girl really means, right? It means we are weak, which is funny, because I know a few girls who would’ve jumped off that bridge way quicker than any of us. In the minds of us twelve-year-old boys, being called a girl was the worst thing we could be for some reason, and having my masculinity stripped away from me felt like the worst thing, too.

Looking back, I remember something my mom used to say. When I wanted to go do whatever stupid thing all the other boys in my class were doing, she’d say, “If everyone else jumped off a bridge, would you?” What she was trying to say was, “Don’t do something dumb just because everyone else does it.”

When faced with being labeled a girl I literally jumped off a bridge.

What does that say about the way I was being taught to view girls? That they were less than me? That I’d rather hurt myself than be seen as one?

Technically, the teasing worked. When I hit the water, I didn’t die. When I rose to the surface, Tim and my other friends shouted, “Yeah, Boner!” (The stupid nickname my friends made up started as “Balboner,” a play on my last name, Baldoni. Good one, right? They weren’t exactly Shakespeare.) The guys cheered for about five seconds, and then we went swimming. I’d faced my fear, and I’d won. And the worst part was that I felt amazing for winning.

Only I hadn’t actually won—I’d lost, big time. I’d done something I didn’t want to because I was scared of what the other guys would think of me. I’d let fear shove me off that bridge, and I ignored everything my body was telling me in the process. And yet I have to admit that I still felt amazing.

Did I feel amazing because I pushed past my comfort zone and past my limits and fear? Not really. I felt amazing because of the acceptance and validation I got from the other boys, mixed with the adrenaline rush of jumping off something high and NOT dying. When that feeling wore off, I was still afraid, but now that I had jumped once, there was no way I could ever show my fear again.

THE SECRET LANGUAGE OF MALE BRAVERY

It might seem like the lesson I learned that day was that being a boy means being able to silence that voice in my body that’s telling me I’m afraid and pushing through my fears, but is that really the lesson? Is that what’s actually best for me, or just what will keep me from being made fun of or called a name? And was my fear of being called a girl even justified? Let’s dig in.

What can be so confusing about being a boy, especially when we’re in a group, is that we think that what makes us cool or strong is our ability to quiet those voices and take physical risk. It’s almost like the more dangerous the thing we are being pressured to do is, the cooler we are, but that’s actually false. Sure, we might get some temporary props or go viral for doing something cool, but eventually we will have to one up it, so is it really worth it?

The way I see it, the more we teach ourselves to ignore a part of our body that is trying to tell us something, the more we sever that connection between our head and our heart. We stop ourselves from feeling not just fear, but all sorts of emotions. Emotions that we will need the rest of our lives to be able to be happy and healthy.

Now, let’s unpack the language that pushed me off the bridge. We can all admit that on a scale of “jerk” to the F-bomb, being called a girl is not usually seen as a very serious insult. What scared me is what being called a girl represented. Because what my friends were actually saying was that I wasn’t really one of the boys because I wasn’t brave enough.

But what we don’t often think about is that if we examine why we feel attacked or threatened when someone calls us a girl, we may find that we have bought into the idea that we don’t value girls as much as we value ourselves. If we view someone as less than us, how will we ever truly respect them or see them as equal?

Our language matters, and even though a part of you might cringe if you’re called a girl or soft, what we really need to do is push through THAT feeling. Someone else’s gender—or sexual orientation—should never be used an insult. Besides, it only feels insulting to us if we 1) let it and 2) think less of who we’re being compared to. And as boys that’s the last thing we should be thinking.

Now I know this doesn’t change how it feels to be seen as “soft” or “wimpy.” It hurts, and we want to do whatever we can to avoid that hurt at all costs. For me it felt like a death sentence of sorts, but we have to ask ourselves the question of what’s worse: not living up to someone else’s or society’s expectation of us, or not living up to our own expectation of ourselves?

On that day at the bridge, I decided I’d rather give in and do the thing that scared me the most instead of letting them call me a girl. I chose them over me. And this is something I would continue to do for years.

Though I wasn’t aware of it at the time, jumping off the bridge taught me two things: First, that being a boy wasn’t about what you wanted to do or how you felt, but about what other boys told you to do and how you should feel. And second, that being brave in the eyes of other boys was more important than anything else in the world—including listening to my gut.

These lessons would stay with me for most of my life. Neither of them ever did me any good. More important, they were the opposite of what I knew in my heart to be true—that being brave is about doing what you know is right. But “right” is going to look different to each of us, because even though we all might be boys, we don’t all come from the same background and experience.

Still, “brave” is a word that comes up a lot when people try to lock down what it takes to be a man. “Real” men shouldn’t be afraid of anything, much less a seemingly harmless twenty-foot jump. But maybe it’s time we looked at what bravery really means, and where our definition of “brave” got a little turned around.


GUT CHECK

RETHINKING BRAVERY

Grab a sheet of paper and write down a list of things you consider brave that other boys might think aren’t necessarily “manly.” You can use my story as an example. I think it would have been brave to tell my friends that I wasn’t jumping and honor my fears. Another act of bravery could be jumping off the bridge on my own terms and earning the amazing feeling from overcoming my fear. Another example could be stopping another boy from teasing someone, or even asking for help when you don’t know the answer. From that list, pick something that you’d be scared to do that isn’t seen as “typically” masculine, and think about why.



Somewhere along the way, as boys we get trained to think the wrong things are brave. We get convinced that bravery means being so fearless that we don’t show our emotions at all. That a truly brave man not only ignores how he feels, but he also stops himself from feeling emotions so that he can do what’s right. Feelings? That’s girl stuff.

This idea is sad for a lot of reasons, and one of them is that this is so unfair to girls. It creates this invisible barrier, where girls are on one side and boys are on the other and we’re told we can’t understand each other. This barrier totally ignores that girls and women are just human, too, no better or worse than boys. These ideas of masculinity don’t just hurt us, they hurt people we love.

And they definitely hurt. More and more, I’ve come to realize that it takes so much effort to not feel things, or not let anyone around you know what you’re feeling (because let’s face it, the feelings come whether you want them or not). Smiling when you’re sad takes a lot of energy, and so does hiding how much you care about someone. Best-case scenario, you’re wearing this thick metal armor in public all the time and sneaking off to feel all your feelings privately and enjoy the things and people that actually make you happy.

Think about that: that’s the best-case scenario. Hiding who you really are.

So what should you do if you are ever in a situation like I was that day? You might think my answer is going to be “Never jump off that bridge!”

But it’s not. Because sometimes, it’s important to jump off that bridge. Not when everyone’s calling you a wimp, or when you’re being pressured to do so. But when you want to, because you want to. Doing things that challenge us or feel scary is a really important part of being human. We should all be allowed to take that leap, but that leap should happen when we’re ready, on our own terms. And the only way we can know when we’re ready is by quieting all the noise and listening to our bodies.

MALE INFLUENCERS: OUR SILENT TEACHERS OF MASCULINITY

When I say “influencer,” I don’t mean someone with a lot of followers on social media. I’m talking about the other boys and men in your life who influence the way you think and act every day without even realizing it.

For the record, this isn’t just about men and boys—it’s about everyone. All this is based on an idea called “socialization,” which means that the ways we interact with people every day impact how we live and who we are. This can be schools, workplaces, family situations, sports teams, even the playground. Every day we are absorbing hundreds of spoken and unspoken messages without even realizing it . . . and it’s a lot to take in.


GUT CHECK

AN EMBARRASSING MOMENT

Think about a time that you were red-faced embarrassed. What about it embarrassed you? In retrospect, was it actually funny? Would you have laughed if it happened to someone else? Are you still mortified about it? As you think about what happened, what does it feel like in your body? Do you think you can let this feeling of embarrassment go now, or is there more work to do there? Either way, see if you can close your eyes and feel what you maybe didn’t allow yourself to feel the day it happened. Then take a deep breath, give it a sound, and shake it out and let it go!



The thing about socialization is it’s not usually intentional. These people who are influencing you—sometimes in negative ways—probably aren’t doing it on purpose. Usually, they’re holding you to a standard that they themselves were taught without ever really knowing it. The men in our lives aren’t handing us a written set of rules when we’re born and demanding we follow them, but they are over time telling us what is acceptable behavior by demonstrating it and punishing us or shaming us when we break free of the rules.

And the most confusing part is that it isn’t JUST men who influence us; it’s women, too. When we are all raised in the same culture, everyone is socialized to believe the same things. But who wrote the rules in the first place?! That’s the thing about masculinity—even those who enforce the rules don’t realize that they themselves have been performing and following a script that they didn’t write and has been passed down to them.

So just know in the following section when we list these influencers, we’re not trying to blame certain people in our lives or make them the “bad guy.” It’s just important to remember that there is a very good chance that groups of these people might influence us. Again, we’re all in this together.

Since “socialization” might be a new word for you, I’ll give you an example of it: in seventh and eighth grade, I loved being in drama class and acting in school plays. I got to play fun roles, like both Mercutio and Paris in Romeo and Juliet, where I could be quirky and weird (I also got to die twice). In middle school, we were allowed to both perform in the play and play a sport—in fact, it was encouraged. But as I got ready for high school, I quickly realized that I couldn’t do both. If I wanted to act in the fall play, I
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