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Dedication

For Mitchell Tunick





Epigraph

We two boys together clinging,

One the other never leaving,

Up and down the roads going—North and South excursions making,

Power enjoying—elbows stretching—fingers clutching,

Arm’d and fearless—eating, drinking, sleeping, loving.

—WALT WHITMAN, Leaves of Grass
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The After Hours Crowd



American boys walk in packs

              playing dress up in

              small towns, boulevard

              walking along panels

              illuminated of glass.



American boys get violent

              scared straight sending vibes like

              small atom bombs

              fallout smells of

              musk, fear, Old Spice,

                    Boy Scouts.



American boys and mall-metal podcast

              haircuts get the better

              of me, an American boy,

              hapless in fashion’s prison

              culturebound to ignoramus

              brethren, fatuous

              fumbling for cigarette

              taunting nervous girl

              as she walks by alone.



American boys atomic and atomizing

              walk strong in tough

              group same shirt

              bent brim hat to

              Señor Frog shooter

              night for to make

              get drunk, get pussy,

              get real stupid drunk

              like television drunk.



We too Americans, boys

              caught somewhere

              nomadic in packs

              snapping fingers

              giggling in 7/4

              rearrangers of names

              becoming sounds blasts

              of rhythm without

              territory or time,



We too are America(n), boys,

              despite it all,

              laugh it out

              have it out

              have a drink

              have a smoke

              have a conversation

                    interrupted

                    by cell phone

                    new conversation

                    text message

                          on virtual

                    co-planar getting

                    co-planar getting

                          sick.



Let’s start a fire, America.



Let’s do away with

              Boys Who Will Be Boys.



Let’s become something else.




—PATRICK D. HIGGINS







Introduction

Here’s a question: If you are a college student, look around your classroom. How are people dressed? If your experience is anything like mine, as I gaze out on the hundred or so students in my class, what you’ll see is a sea of similarity. Women and men are dressed pretty much the same: everyone is wearing jeans or sweatpants, flip-flops or Vans, T-shirts or hoodies. A near-equal number of women and men are wearing university theme-branded baseball hats or sweatshirts. Women and men. All dressed pretty much alike.

Remember this image later, as people start pregaming for the night’s parties. Then, I think you’ll see, the guys will be dressed pretty much the same way. But the women will be wearing crop tops and short skirts, heels and makeup. They’ll have done their hair. Guys are guys, no matter where. But the women change.

It’s pretty obvious to any anthropologist that you can “read” power dynamics by who dresses up for whom. Working-class students sometimes dress up for class, since this is their moment of upward mobility; as the first person in the family to go to college, they know that they have to look good. Upper-class students are the ones who are wearing ratty T-shirts and using electrical tape to hold their Topsiders together. If you feel yourself to be one-down, you dress up; if you feel yourself to be one-up, you can dress down.

This is the paradox that animates this book. During the day, you’d be hard-pressed to find a more gender-equal arena in America than the university classroom. By night, not so much. By day, everyone dresses the same; they gender their pronouns appropriately, and most seem to respect difference. Gender differences are often muted, though they are still obvious (and those who do not fit neatly into the “male” and “female” binary are still both hypervisible and marginalized). In fact, one of the ways that social scientists know that women and men are more similar than different—that we are not Martians or Venusians, but actually Earthlings—is that we can all sit in the same class, read the same text, take the same exam, and be graded by the same criteria, and no one ever whines about how their professor is a Venusian and since they’re a Martian they should get extra credit or a translation from one alien tongue to another.

For some time, I’ve been observing this seeming paradox of daytime gender convergence and nighttime gender bifurcation, and the obvious power differences they expressed, trying to square it with email messages, conversations, and reports I’d also been reading. My colleagues around the country kept writing to me, sharing their observations that not only were the women in their classes outnumbering the men—women now make up about 60 percent of all college students—and outperforming the men, accumulating more honors, making dean’s lists more often, and graduating at the top of their classes more often. No, it was something more than that, they told me. It was their attitude, their motivation.

The women, it seemed, were far more goal-oriented and far more focused on their studies than the men. They knew where they wanted to be, and when they wanted to get there, while the guys were more (as sociologist Elliott Currie put it) on “the road to whatever.”

In part this was the result of a dramatic change in women’s lives as they prepared for both careers and family. When I began teaching, about thirty years ago, I would ask the women and the men, “How do you plan to balance work and family life when you graduate and start your postcollege life?” “We’re going to love each other,” the women would say, “it’s going to work out.” The men would look at me blankly and said “huh?”

Today when I ask the same question the women say, “Well, first I’m going to get my career going, but I guess when I’m like twenty-five or twenty-six I want to find a serious relationship and get married and then I want to have my first kid at twenty-eight, but I’m not going to take much time off then, but when I have my second kid, at about thirty, I want to take some time off to be with them. When they’re old enough for school, I can resume my career.”

That’s right, the women can tell you how old they’ll be when they have their first kid. And while it might not be true that they will slip back into the labor force and resume their careers as easily as they imagine, it is clear that the women are thinking ahead—in part because they are well aware, thinking backward, that beginning in their mid to late thirties the reproductive window begins to close and they need to figure out what they will need at each stage so that they will be able to have both families and careers.

And the men? Here’s what they say today: “We’re going to love each other. It’s going to work out.” That’s right, the men are exactly where the women were thirty years ago! They don’t face that closing reproductive window, so the road stretches out long ahead.

I think that’s one reason why college women appear to be so much more focused and goal-oriented, and why they are studying harder, getting better grades, and generally outperforming the men. Every day these young women are smashing traditional stereotypes that used to hold women back, a sense that being smart and ambitious was just not “ladylike,” or even that women were ill-suited for college life, that their feeble brains just couldn’t handle the pressure, especially in the sciences. It was only a century ago, after all, that the best-selling education book of the entire nineteenth century, Sex in Education by Harvard’s first professor of education, Edward H. Clarke, counseled parents away from higher education for girls on the premise that if girls went to college their brains would get bigger and heavier and their wombs would atrophy. (Something about redirecting blood flow, no doubt.)

While guys never faced those sorts of stereotypes about ambition or the capacity to actually do college-level work, masculinity certainly plays a role in their more casual approach to imagining their futures. It’s true that demographically, there’s no rush: they can have kids into their forties, fifties, and beyond. But their seeming indifference about such questions is actually a badge of masculinity. Caring too much—about school, about relationships—may be seen as emasculating. One of the key themes of this book is that academic disengagement is seen by many guys as a demonstration of masculinity. In fact, caring about pretty much anything may signify insufficient manliness. “Whatever” is a code word for “it is unmasculine to actually pay any attention to this stuff.”

Of course, only those who have it made—or at least offer up the pretense that they have it made—can be so casual about commitment to their lives. Those who are striving to move up have to care. A lot. Their futures depend on it. But those at the top—or those who pretend to be at the top—can shrug it off. Whatever.

I was recently speaking to the vice president of a university in New England who told me that when he was a student and a member of a fraternity (at the same school where he was now VP) he was shocked one day to find out that some of his fraternity brothers were “secretly” studying. “There was such an atmosphere around the house that you had to be, like, hanging out with the brothers all the time, always ready for a party, always kicking back. Then I found out that some of the brothers were sneaking off at odd hours to the library to study, hoping no one found out.” It’s as if being studious and academically engaged is gender nonconforming for both women and men. Girls break through glass ceilings of stereotypes, and guys slouch on their living room sofas, confirming those same stereotypes about themselves.

Part of this difference—this male lassitude and female engagement—then, is that women and men experience gender inequality differently. For generations, sons were almost always more successful than their fathers, if they didn’t go into the same occupation as their fathers in the first place. Generation after generation repeated the same story: upward mobility, increasing educational opportunities, and expanding room at the top. Like their fathers and grandfathers, they believed that if they worked hard, paid their taxes, and lived decent lives, they, too, could go on to buy a house and support a family—and all on one salary. It was a “man’s world,” all right, and postadolescent guys were just waiting to take their rightful places in it.

Not anymore. Today many men feel that the rug has been pulled out from under them, that all the “newcomers” into the job market—women, gays and lesbians, immigrants, people of color—are taking the jobs that they, middle-class straight white men, had assumed were theirs by birthright, by entitlement. Many are nostalgic for a time when male dominance was unchallenged; they want to “make America great again” or to “take our country back.”

It’s in the space I call “Guyland”—both a social arena and a stage of life between adolescence and adulthood. And that is where these two worlds collide. The easy, casual affect that “it’s all good” and the anxiety that it’s all not going to be nearly as “good” as one’s father or grandfather had it. Some of the structures we inherit reaffirm that earlier time; some of them reflect how it has slowly and irrevocably eroded.

By day, the erosion is statistically evident. Young women today make up more than half of all students in the nation’s medical schools, law schools, and business schools. College women receive just over half of all degrees in science and engineering fields (though these are concentrated largely in biology and less in computer science and mathematics, where the percentages are significantly less). More than half of all high school girls play sports (52 percent, compared with 66 percent of boys). This carries into the workplace, where half the labor force is female. The playing field may not be entirely even, but every day—and only by day—women are leveling it out.

And yet at night the old order reasserts itself. By both custom and law, nationally sanctioned Greek-letter fraternities are permitted to serve alcohol at parties, subject, of course, to local (rarely enforced) alcohol regulations. By contrast, the Pan-Hellenic Council, which governs the nation’s Greek-letter sororities, have prohibited sororities from serving alcohol at parties. (This often means that guys pay more chapter dues than do the women, since the fraternities have substantial liability insurance for when they regularly trash the house during parties.)

So guess who has the parties? The dilemma for women at many schools is if they want to have a great social life, they have to conform to the guys’ rules. On a party night, there will typically be a couple of brothers standing at the door of their house, deciding who gets into the party and who doesn’t. Want to party at Guyland U? Then you’d better drink, dance, dress, and act like the guys want you to. Babe or bitch, it’s your choice.

It’s a false choice, of course, based on gender inequality that is baked into the system. But it’s a false choice with real consequences for those women. Many of the guys believe their women’s capitulation signals consent. But there are also consequences for the guys, because while they enter that world of structural gender inequality that benefits them, it may be at the cost of their sense of their own desires. In the name of that brotherhood, in the effort to prove their masculinity to other guys who are constantly policing them, they may be asked not to see what they see, not to intervene in what they see, to mask their authentic feelings or bury their own moral compass. Whether sneaking off to the library or defending a sexual predator, they find they cannot be both a bro and the man they want to be. To ensure they do not betray the brotherhood, they may be asked to be complicit, and thus they betray themselves. They may learn the false equation, in fact, that brotherhood requires inauthenticity, a suspension of ethics, and occasionally, a criminal cover-up. It’s a fraud that would make Odysseus and other genuine “brothers” weep with shame. It is a Faustian bargain: privilege, for your soul. Or, as the motto of Guyland goes: Bros before Hos.

But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I will return to these issues in the remainder of this book. I set out to map this world I came to call Guyland, to examine how boys become men in our society, how they navigate the transition between adolescence and adulthood, and the types of things that are asked of them to prove their masculinity. I was interested in the paradox of the college campus, so gender-equal by day and so structurally unequal at night. I wanted to understand the dynamics of “brotherhood” among today’s young men, the price those guys must pay for acceptance into that world, and the consequences of that bargain for both women and for men. I wanted to map the gender culture, in both space and time. Because I want to understand the sorts of things that the rest of us—parents, friends, teachers, the community at large—can do to support their resilience, to help them anchor themselves ethically, to remain true to their own values—ultimately to enable young men to navigate the transition between boy and man with honor.

It is never too soon to come to terms with Guyland. As the #MeToo movement that has been sweeping across our country and has now spread around the world has shown, the tolerance in the adult world for men behaving badly is gone. Many of the men who have been accused of workplace harassment are older men accused of behavior that they may have considered “normal” at one time. (I’m not talking about the egregious groping, grabbing, coercing, and actually rape, but rather the “lower-level” indignities and behaviors that made women feel less valued, vulnerable, and afraid.) But as workplaces have come to resemble our increasingly gender equal classrooms, so men at work today are experiencing the same challenges to those old ideas about relations between women and men that men are facing on college campuses. We owe it to our sons—and our daughters—and we guys owe it to our families, our friends, and ourselves to embrace these new realities in a new dawn that displaces the night.







1

Welcome to Guyland

              The ignominy of boyhood; the distress

              Of boyhood changing into man;

              The unfinished man and his pain.

              —WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS

              “A Dialogue of Self and Soul” (1933)

In the early morning hours of January 18, 2015, two international students from Sweden were taking a bike ride across the Stanford University campus. As they passed a dumpster near the Kappa Alpha fraternity house, they heard some muffled noises, and when they went to investigate, they found Brock Turner, a nineteen-year-old Stanford freshman and a varsity swimmer, sexually assaulting an unconscious twenty-two-year-old female student. When Turner ran, the Swedish students gave chase and caught up with him, restraining him until the police arrived.

Turner was arrested and charged with rape, attempted rape, and felony sexual assault. He pleaded guilty on all counts and was convicted in a criminal trial on all three counts of sexual assault. Before passing sentence, the elderly judge in the case, Aaron Persky, weighed the evidence, including a moving victim statement from “Emily Doe”—a statement that went viral after the trial and led Glamour magazine to name Emily Doe the “Woman of the Year” in 2016.

Turner’s defense was that the sexual encounter was consensual and that as they were going back to his dorm room, she slipped and fell, so they decided to have sex right there. His account was supported by a childhood friend who declared Turner to be blameless: “There is absolutely no way Brock went out that night with rape on his mind,” she wrote, before launching into an explanation of how political correctness has gone too far:

I don’t think it’s fair to base the fate of the next ten + years of his life on the decision of a girl who doesn’t remember anything but the amount she drank to press charges against him. I am not blaming her directly for this, because that isn’t right. But where do we draw the line and stop worrying about being politically correct every second of the day and see that rape on campuses isn’t always because people are rapists.

She later wrote, “These are idiot boys and girls having too much to drink and not being aware of their surroundings and having clouded judgment.”

Turner’s father argued that a prison sentence for his son would be a “steep price to pay for 20 minutes of action out of his 20 plus years of life.” A sexual assault had become “action.”

Although Turner could have been sentenced to up to fourteen years, Judge Persky sentenced him to only six months in prison, three years of probation, and registration as a sex offender. The judge said that a longer sentence would have had “a severe impact” on Turner, ignoring whatever “impact” the assault might have had on Emily Doe. Turner was released from prison after three months.

On Friday, February 3, 2017, Tim Piazza, a sweet-faced nineteen-year-old sophomore at Penn State University, was found unconscious on a sofa at the Beta Theta Pi fraternity house on campus. He’d been participating in hazing rituals all night and had fallen down a flight of stairs. Four of the brothers had moved him to the sofa, where they slapped and punched his unconscious body, and threw shoes at him trying to rouse him. When one brother tried to intervene, he was roughed up and pushed out of the room. (He was later vilified by other fraternity members around the campus for being a snitch.) The others waited for twelve hours before calling 911, until, as one of them said, he “looked fucking dead.” He had suffered multiple traumatic brain injuries, a lacerated spleen, and had an abdomen full of blood. He died while undergoing surgery the next day.

Had it not been for the videotape gathered from the house’s security cameras, this would have been chalked up to one more hazing death on America’s university campus—an occurrence that seems to happen with alarming frequency. In the Penn State case, however, based on hours of videotaped evidence, the local grand jury released a sixty-five-page report recommending more than one thousand criminal charges against eighteen former members of the fraternity and against the house itself. The grand jury concluded its statement with a stinging rebuke:

The Penn State Greek community nurtured an environment so permissive of excessive drinking and hazing that it emboldened its members to repeatedly act with reckless disregard to human life. . . . Timothy Piazza died as a direct result of the extremely reckless conduct of members of the Beta Fraternity who operated within the permissive atmosphere fostered by the Pennsylvania State University Interfraternity Council.

And these were the guys who were supposed to be Tim Piazza’s “brothers.”

After stalling for years when faced with reports of serious hazing and injury—just as the university had failed to act in the case of Jerry Sandusky, now serving a 30–60 year sentence for sexually abusing more than forty boys and young men for more than fifteen years while an assistant coach in Penn State’s storied football program—the university finally took some action. They banned Beta Theta Pi for life and wrested control of the fraternities from the Intrafraternity Council (IFC), the governing body for Greek life on campus composed of other fraternity members. Self-policing clearly hadn’t worked.

As journalist Caitlin Flanagan put it in an exhaustive article on the case, this “young person was killed because of something his friends did to him; his own university quickly backs away from any responsibility for his death; his parents become pariahs to the other members’ parents as they seek justice for their lost son.”

And these parents are not alone. In 2017 there were four other reported hazing deaths on American college campus, including Matthew Gruver, an eighteen-year-old Phi Delta Phi pledge at Louisiana State, who died in September after being forced to drink twelve “pulls” of 190-proof alcohol; Andrew Coffey, a twenty-year-old member of Pi Kappa Phi at Florida State who died in November at a fraternity party; and Matthew Ellis, a twenty-year-old Phi Kappa Psi pledge at Texas State who died at an off-campus pledge event in November. Every year, there are typically three or four young men who die while being hazed.

Expressions of public outrage have found their way into the corridors of collegiate administrations. Campuses have begun to sponsor state-of-the-art research to understand the extent and severity of sexual assault on their campuses. Early in 2018, Columbia began to release the results of its Sexual Health Initiative to Foster Transformation (a clunky name designed to yield its acronym, SHIFT) study, which mapped the “sexual ecology” of the campus, discovering not only how often and how many assaults take place, but also where. Over one-fifth (22 percent) of all Columbia students had experienced a sexual assault—with over one-quarter of women (28 percent) and nearly four-tenths of gender-nonconforming students (38 percent), and over 10 percent (12.5 percent) of men reporting having been assaulted since they entered college. Off-campus, the rates of rape are nearly as high for women (19.3 percent) but significantly lower for men (1.7 percent).

Tulane followed suit a few weeks later and found that just under 40 percent of its students had experienced assault and a full 25 percent had been raped. (Rates were even higher for LGBQ women [over half] and GBQ men [44.3 percent], and nearly 13 percent of heterosexual men had been assaulted.)

Tulane and Columbia are not particularly risky; the schools may actually just be more refreshingly honest. Reported rates of sexual assault on college campuses seem staggeringly high. Estimates suggest that between one in five and one in four college women and about 6–8 percent of college men are sexually assaulted during their college careers.

Colleges and universities have also begun to reconsider the often dangerous equation of alcohol, sexuality, and Greek life. Late in 2017, the Interfraternity Council at the University of Michigan suspended all Greek activities in the wake of allegations of sexual misconduct, hazing, and drug use. Soon after, Ohio State suspended most of its fraternities in the wake of investigations of misconduct. There are “a lot of schools [that are] shutting down Greek life altogether at one time,” said Hank Nuwer, a journalism professor at Franklin College in Indiana who has been researching hazing deaths since the 1970s.

What is happening on our nation’s college and university campuses? I can imagine some students reading these pages and wondering if it’s really this pervasive. And I can imagine some parents wondering if they should consider saving the thousands of dollars they will spend to send their child to a place where they would be in such constant danger.

My task in this book is not to scare parents or unsettle students, nor is it to make either group defensive. It’s to try to map this world. “Something is happening here,” as Bob Dylan so famously sang to a generic “Mr. Jones,” but we do know what it is. We often don’t want to admit it, because it might unsettle some of the complacent myths we have about higher education or millennials or Gen Z.

And often, “we,” meaning parents, would like to blame “them,” meaning young people, for this state of affairs: they’re too attached to screens—they enjoy video games more than Renaissance poetry, gangsta hip-hop more than iambic pentameter, hooking up drunkenly more than forging relationships, slouching toward their high school bedrooms after college more than setting out on a path to adult responsibility and careers.

I don’t think that’s fair. Sorry, but this is as much our fault as theirs (and here I count myself as the parent of a college student). I think we let ourselves off the hook too easily. We—meaning parents, teachers, university administrators, and our community at large—have created the swimming pool in which young people swim, and tread water, and flail about, and even occasionally drown.

Something most definitely is going on here, and everyone—students, parents, teachers, administrators, politicians and policy makers, and the community at large—will be needed to address it. But first we have to map the crisis, understand it, get inside it.

Let’s go back to those first two stories in this chapter. Yes, Brock Turner committed rape, and he was sentenced for it. But notice these other dynamics before you simply put all the blame on him. Notice how his friends, male and female, coalesced around him, serving as witnesses for his good character. Notice how his father disparaged the young woman, called his son’s assault a few minutes of “action,” and defended his son. And notice how the judge handed down the lightest of sentences—and even had the temerity to apologize for demanding that Turner serve any time at all!

And notice how the fraternity brothers at Penn State behaved so callously when one of their new “brothers” was clearly in serious distress. Notice how their first concern was their reputation, their potential culpability. Notice how they intervened—not to help their dying brother, but against one of the brothers who was actually trying to come to Tim’s aid. Notice how they all agreed on an official story so they—and their fraternity itself—would not be seen as guilty. And notice how Tim Piazza’s bereft parents were ostracized by the parents of the other brothers, how the parents were angrier at the grieving parents than at their sons who had committed murder.

These are the dynamics I want to discuss in this book—not how one or two “bad apples” can pollute a perfectly good barrel, but how the barrel itself is of such shoddy construction that it has to be held together by a conspiracy of silence and support, concentric circles that shield perpetrators and target victims, that deny problems and efface the experience of those who are hurt. It’s as if, in the effort to protect the perpetrators, we think it’s “reasonable” to attack their victims.

We are doing these young men no favors by encircling them in a culture of silence and a culture of support. Not one bit. Circling the wagons—demanding silence from one’s peers, support from those grown-ups who are charged with their care, and indifference from the larger community—actually infantilizes young men, denying them the opportunity to be adult men, taking responsibility for their actions, making amends, and moving on.

So I will be judgmental in this book: but make no mistake, I am not being judgmental towards those young men who participate in such grievous activities—at least not of them alone. The dynamics of male peer culture in what I call Guyland implicate us all. Everyone will have a role to play if we are going to help support young men become the men they say they want to be.

What Is Guyland?

My task in this book is to describe and analyze something that is relatively new in our society. I’ve called it “Guyland” because I want to highlight the gendered aspects of a larger cultural phenomenon. I want especially to understand that new stage of development between adolescence and adulthood that we see in advanced industrial societies; to examine its origins, describe its dynamics, and suggest some ways we can all work toward supporting young women and men as they navigate a world entirely unlike the world of their grandparents, and perhaps even that of their parents.

What I call Guyland is a stage of development that all young people are going through—and will continue to go through. It is also a “place”—a set of institutional arrangements in our high schools and colleges, and in our military and workplaces. In this place titular gender equality, mandated by law, can be undermined and thwarted by cultural forces, institutional arrangements, economic factors, and persistent gender inequality.

Most important, Guyland is a culture, a set of values and assumptions that provides the foundation of our society. It’s rooted in the ways that we understand what it means to be a man or a woman, and the ways we’ve prescribed the appropriate relations between women and men.

For four years, I traveled around the country interviewing young men—and a fair number of young women as well. I’ve talked with nearly four hundred of them on college campuses, in neighborhood bars and designer coffee shops, in Internet chat rooms, at sports events. Most of them have been middle-class and college-educated, from good homes in reasonably affluent suburbs. Most were white, but I talked with lots of Latino, African American, and Asian American guys, too. Again, most were middle-class, but I also made sure to talk with high school grads who never went to college, who worked in steel mills and auto body shops, served in the military and opened small businesses. Most were straight, but I spoke with quite a few gay and bisexual guys as well. In another era, college-educated guys were poised to take the reins of leadership in business, medicine, and law as the nation’s future entrepreneurs. A few years later they would be engaged to be married, settling down with a family and preparing for a future as community civil leaders and soccer dads.

But no longer. Today they feel anxious and uncertain, despite sometimes posturing with a sort of louche insouciance. They drift aimlessly from one dead-end job to another, spend more time online playing video games and gambling than they do on dates (and probably spend more money, too), “hooking up” occasionally with a friend “with benefits,” going out with friends to drink too much and save too little. They live at home, or in group apartments in major cities, with several other guys from their dorm or fraternity. They watch a lot of sports and play video games, hardly entertaining the existential questions involving what to do with their lives. Or they may have grandiose visions for their futures but not a clue how to get from here to there.

They’re like Jeff, twenty-four years old, tall and fit, with shaggy brown hair and an easy smile. After graduating from Brown with an honors degree in history and anthropology, he moved back home to the Boston suburbs and started looking for a job. After several months he finally found one, working as a sales representative for a small Internet provider. He stays in touch with friends from college by text message and still heads to Boston on weekends to hang out at the “Brown bars.” “It’s kinda like I never left college,” he says with a mixture of resignation and pleasure. “Same friends, same aimlessness.”

Or Brian, twenty-one, a senior engineering major at Indiana. Serious and earnest, he is putting himself through school by working two jobs off campus—waiting tables in a local restaurant on weekends and stacking books in the science library during the week when he is not in class or lab. An honors student, he wakes up at about six every morning so he can study in quiet in his dorm room.

Dave was Brian’s freshman roommate and they remain friends. A business major, Dave usually wakes up around noon, hangs out at his fraternity playing video games with his fraternity brothers until dinner, and then heads out to the local bars for the night. He estimates that he drinks five nights a week, parties all weekend, and studies only the night before finals, if then. He had been putting himself through school gambling online but he ran into a streak of bad luck and now owes about twelve thousand dollars.

I sit with them in one of the many snack bars around campus. “I don’t understand Dave, never did,” Brian says. “But he’s my friend anyway, and he invites me to the cool parties, which, I confess, I never go to.”

“Listen,” Dave replies, “he doesn’t understand me? I think it’s great to want to have a career and all, but Brian is, like, so tight, you know. He’s such a go-getter. He doesn’t get that college is about parties and fun—oh, and did I mention the drinking?” He laughs.

Jason graduated from Dartmouth almost a decade ago. Now nearly thirty, he works in finance in Boston and shares a Back Bay apartment with five other guys with whom he went to school. He runs and works out, stays fit, and dates lots of different women—all in their early twenties. At night he hangs out at Beacon Hill Pub or Cleary’s, the “Dartmouth bars” of Boston. “Hey, college was supposed to be the best years of your life, right?” he explains, with only a trace of defensiveness in his voice. “So where is it written that it has to end when you graduate? College is forever, man. That’s what the admissions guys say—that these will be your friends forever. Well, forever is now.”

These are the citizens of Guyland.

Guyland is both a stage of life, a liminal undefined moment between adolescence and adulthood that can often stretch for a decade or more, and a place, or, rather, a bunch of places—the places where guys gather to be guys, with each other, unhassled by the demands of parents, girlfriends, jobs, kids, and the other nuisances of adult life. Here young men shirk the responsibilities of adulthood and remain fixated on the trappings of boyhood, while at the same time struggle heroically to prove that they are real men despite all the available evidence to the contrary. It’s a topsy-turvy, Peter Pan world, a world where the boys are men and the men are boys.

The citizens of “Guyland,” males between fifteen and twenty-four, number about 20.2 million—some 15 percent of the total male population in the United States. This group has become perhaps the most important demographic niche in our consumer economy. The “guy” age bracket represents the front end of the single most desirable consumer market, according to advertisers. It’s the group constantly targeted by major Hollywood studios (in part because they see the same shoot-’em-up action film many times upon initial release). They’re the target audience for new video games. They are marketed to constantly on sports channels, like the ESPN series of stations, all of which tap this demographic as its most lucrative. They consume the overwhelming majority of recorded music, video games, and computer technology, and they are the majority of first-time car buyers.

Yet Guyland has never been adequately mapped. Most of us only come to know it when we feel distraught about our children, anxious that they have entered a world we barely understand. We feel that anxiety, that dread, every time a parent of a college student reads in the newspaper about hazing deaths in a college fraternity, every time the nightly news depicts the grim horror of a school shooting or a case of road rage that got so out of hand it resulted in murder, every time we hear about teen binge drinking, random sexual hookups, or vicious gay baiting and bullying in a high school.

“Could that be my son?” we ask ourselves. “Could that be my friend, or even my boyfriend?” ask young women.

Yes.

Guyland is not some esoteric planet inhabited only by alien creatures. It’s the world of everyday “guys.” Guys who go along with the crowd, who watch the bullies and do nothing, who stand to the side, snickering and laughing, when guys harass women on the street or assault them at a frat party, the guys who drink and party because all the other guys are doing it and who are desperate to be cool, to fit in. The really wild ones, the ones who seem out of control and are hell-bent on mayhem and violence, couldn’t get away with this behavior without the help of those regular guys. They are the facilitators, the enablers of the worst of Guyland, because being close to the worst-behaving guys often yields the highest status.

Nor is it a state of arrested development, a case of prolonged adolescence among a cadre of slackers. It’s a stage of life, a “demographic,” that is now pretty much the norm among those aged eighteen to twenty-six. It has a definable shape and texture, a topography that can be mapped and explored. You can see it on any given afternoon in New York’s Murray Hill district, or in Silver Lake and Echo Park in Los Angeles, or in Boston’s Davis Square, as young people sip their skinny mocha lattes in the local Starbucks and banker boys in cargo shorts, striped Oxford shirts, and baseball caps crowd sports bars and upmarket pool halls with their smartphones connected to apps like Tinder or Grindr where they can arrange hookups, while they post their latest selfie on Instagram or Snapchat. Maybe they’re checking out Monster, where they might be looking for next month’s job.

In scenes that make the TV shows Friends or Girls look something like a documentary, they double and triple up in their overpriced apartments, five or six guys in a two-bedroom pad, re-creating their frat house lifestyle in the big city. “Murray Hill has more young people that just graduated from college than any other neighborhood in the city,” gushes one very happy Realtor, who estimates that 90 percent of his rentals go to people aged twenty-one to twenty-five.

At night they’ll all troop off to Beacon Hill Pub or Cleary’s, the Boston bars that have become known as “Dartmouth bars” because there are so many recent Dartmouth grads in the city and they don’t seem to know where else to go. Four years of college may end at twenty-two, but the social life may continue for another several years. Bars advertise “Spring Break 52 weeks a year!” and others promote frat party atmospheres for the post–frat-party set. Many postgrads move in a languorous mass, a collection of anomic nomads who are looking for someplace to go.

Sure, there are many young people in this age group who are highly motivated, focused, with a clear vision and direction for their lives. Their stories of resilience and motivation will provide a telling rejoinder to many of the dominant patterns of Guyland. There are also just as many of them who immediately move back home after college, directionless, with a liberal arts BA that qualifies them for a dead-end job in the service sector. If they do not latch on, they become roadkill in the gravelly breakdown lane of the information superhighway.

But wherever they are living, and whatever they are doing, and whomever they are hooking up with, Guyland is a definable age group, a new stage of development, with organizations, rules, and—most important—a culture that requires examination. This book maps that place called Guyland and defines this new stage of development.

Just Who Are These Guys?

The boys of Guyland are mostly white, middle-class, suburban, college-bound, in college or recently graduated, unmarried. These are the guys who are drinking themselves into oblivion on campuses on any given night of the week, organizing parties where they spike women’s drinks with Rohypnol, the date rape drug, or just try to ply them with enough alcohol to make them more compliant. They are the guys who are devising the elaborately sadomasochistic hazing rituals for high school athletic teams, college fraternities, or military squads. It is these guys who buy the magazines, watch the TV shows, and buy the music. Nearly four out of every five gangsta rap CDs are bought by suburban white guys.

It is true, of course, that white guys do not have a monopoly on appalling behavior. There are plenty of young black and Latino boys who are equally desperate to prove their manhood, to test and prove themselves before the watchful evaluative eyes of other guys. But only among white suburban boys do the dynamics of “Guyland” play themselves out so invisibly. When we hear of young black boys behaving badly, we shrug our shoulders in a resigned dismissal. But every time suburban white boys hit the headlines, we are shocked over and over again.

This is, of course, how racism works. When we hear, for example, about a school shooting rampage, the first thing that everyone talks about is “mental illness.” (Well, yes, guns too, but that discussion usually goes nowhere because there is no political will to address sensible gun reform.) On TV and radio, in newspapers and magazines, we hear a steady litany that he must have had serious mental problems to take an automatic weapon and start murdering his classmates. And that’s pretty true, I imagine, not being a clinical psychologist and not having examined any of these boys. But have you noticed that it’s only when the shooters are white that we talk about mental illness?

When it’s boys of color—which, for the record, occurs only rarely in school shootings, though somewhat more commonly in mass shootings in general—we rarely, if ever, say a word about mental illness. Then we talk about “them,” as a group. “They” must “hate America” or be “Muslim terrorists” or be acting out of some racial hatred. When white people do something bad, we disaggregate, attributing their behavior to individual psychopathology. A bad apple. When people of color do something bad, we aggregate it, attributing it instead to group characteristics, a reflection of their community, their “people,” or to some group-related antipathy to “our way of life” or “American values.”

It’s also true that many minority youth have moved into those slots for the ambitious and motivated that have been abandoned or delayed by white guys. Some of them feel as though they’re fulfilling the American Dream; others worry that they are trying to fit into a role that was made for someone else.

Take Carlos, for example. The son of illegal immigrants, he’s pretty sure that his parents didn’t steal any jobs that white middle-class people were looking for: his parents worked in the central California fields harvesting artichokes, brussels sprouts, and other crops around Santa Cruz. Seasonal work, paid in cash, no benefits. But he’s their success story, a track star and good student who got recruited to several colleges and landed a scholarship to the University of Southern California.

But now he feels torn between the pressure from his family “to be the first in everything”—the first college grad, the first doctor—and pleas from his friends in his hometown of Gilroy to hang out with them over the summer. He had an internship already planned, but his family needs him to take a paying job in the artichoke fields that will be coming into harvest over the summer.

Or take Eric, who just graduated from Morehouse College in Atlanta. He says he’s “out of step” with his African American friends; he is highly motivated and serious, eschews hip-hop, and always knew he wanted to get married, start a family, and get a good job. Heavily recruited out of college, he’s already a regional manager for the Coca-Cola Company in Atlanta and dating a senior at Spelman. They plan to marry next June. “Too many of my friends think gangsta is the way to go,” he says, nodding at a nearby table of college guys sporting the latest do-rags and bling. “But in my family, being a man meant stepping up and being responsible. I can live with that.”

And while the locus classicus of Guyland is the college fraternity house, guys who don’t go to college have ample opportunities—in the military, in police stations and fire houses, on construction sites, in factories, and in every neighborhood bar—for the intimately crude male bonding that characterizes Guyland’s standard operating procedure. Sure, some working-class guys cannot afford to prolong their adolescences; their families need them, and their grown-up incomes, too badly. But they find other ways, symbolic or real, at work or at play—or they become so resentful they seethe with jealous rage at the other guys.

Greg never made it to college. He didn’t regret it at the time, but now he wonders. The son and grandson of steelworkers near Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, Greg knew he’d also end up at Beth Steel—except the steel plant closed and suddenly all those jobs disappeared. Even if he could go to college now, it’s too expensive, and besides, he needs to save for a new car so he can move out of his parents’ house. In the past two years he’s worked at a gas station, Home Depot, a mini-mart convenience store, and as a groundskeeper at a local university. “I’m trying, honest, I really am,” he says, with a certain sadness already creeping into his twenty-four-year-old eyes. “But there is just no way an honest white guy can make a living in this economy—not with these fat cats and all the illegals.”

And although I’m speaking about American guys, they are not alone. In fact, both Britain and Australia have examined “Laddism”—the anomic, free-floating, unattached, and often boorish behavior of young males. Lads are Guys with British accents—consuming the same media, engaging in the same sorts of behaviors, and lubricating their activities with the same alcohol. In Italy, they’re called mammoni, or mama’s boys. Half of all Italian men between twenty-five and thirty-four live with their parents. In France, they’re called Tanguys after the French film with that title about their lifestyle.

Guys do not live in Guyland all the time. Perhaps not when they are alone with their girlfriends, or even when with female friends. Not with their parents, or with their teachers. Not in front of their coaches. That’s why, so often, these adults are so surprised when they hear reports of what their sons’ lives are actually like. Guyland revolves almost exclusively around other guys. Guyland is a social space as well as a time zone—a pure, homosocial Eden, uncorrupted by the sober responsibilities of adulthood and unpolluted by women. Guyland is the more grown-up version of the clubhouse on The Little Rascals—the “Woman Haters Club” that said “No Gurls Allowed.” The motto of Guyland is simple: “Bros Before Hos.” (The o is long in both bro and ho.) Just about every guy knows this—knows that his “brothers” are his real soul mates, his real life partners. To them he swears allegiance and will take their secrets to his grave.

Girls in Guyland/Babes in Boyland

And what about girls? Guys love girls—all that homosociality might become suspect if they didn’t! It’s women they can’t stand. Women represent responsibility, respectability—the very antithesis of Guyland. Girls are fun and sexy, and can even be friends, as long as they respect the central tenet of Guyland: commitment to the band of brothers.

I’ve often been asked, “Is there a girl-land?” Why call it “Guyland” if girls live there too? Actually, it’s because girls live there that I call it Guyland. I use the term both descriptively and politically. Guys rule. Girls play by guys’ rules—or they don’t get to play at all.

Girls contend daily with Guyland—the constant stream of pornographic humor in college dorms and libraries, or at countless workstations in offices across the country; the constant pressure to shape their bodies into idealized hyper-Barbies. Guyland sets the terms under which girls try to claim their own agency, develop their own sense of self. Guyland sets the terms of friendship, of sexual activity, of who is “in” and who is decidedly “out.” Girls can even be guys—if they know something about sports (but not too much), enjoy casual banter about sex (but not too actively), and dress and act in ways that are pleasantly unthreatening to boys’ fragile sense of masculinity.

Some young women have mastered the slouching look, the indifferent affect, the contemptuous attitude, the swaggering posture, the foul language, and the aggressive behaviors of guys. Since “guyland” is often the only game in town, who can blame them if they indulge in a little—or a lot—of what I call “guyification”? Listen in on a group of college-age women. The young women call each other “guys” even when no actual guys are around. It’s simply the generic term for “person.” (Once upon a time, we used the word man to describe both women and men. You know: mankind? The rights of man? Now we use the word guy. Progress?)

Some young women have parlayed their postfeminist assertiveness into “girl power” or grrrl power. A few think that they can level the playing field by imitating guys’ behaviors—by running circles around them on the athletic field, or matching them drink for drink or sexual hookup for hookup. But it’s a cruel distortion of those ideals of feminist liberation when female assertiveness is redefined as the willingness to hike up your sweater and reveal your breasts for a roving smartphone at a party or for some homemade YouTube video. And sexual equality is rarely achieved when a woman declares herself willing to perform oral sex on his entire group of friends.

Every girl understands that “Bros Before Hos” means that she is less-than, and that underneath any amount of syrupy flattery are the condescension and contempt one naturally has for a ho. And girls also know the joke about the difference between a bitch and a slut: “A bitch will sleep with everyone except you.” Girls live in Guyland, but they do not define it. They contend with it, try to cut their own deals with it, and too often suffer.

Grinding to a Halt

As we’ve already seen, occasionally the news from Guyland is shocking. A fraternity pledge dies in a hazing ritual; high school football players are arrested for sodomizing first-year players with brooms, golf balls, and pinecones slathered with Mineral Ice to make the pain even more intense. But even the commonplace can be unsettling. Older teenage boys spend countless hours blowing up the galaxy, graphically splattering their computer screens in violent video-game gore. Pornographic images are among the more popular screen savers on male college students’ computers. In fraternities and dorms on virtually every campus, guys are getting drunk every night, prowling like predators for “hookups,” and chalking it all up to harmless fun.

The Southern Poverty Law Center reports that racist hate activity among kids “has probably never been more widespread, or more violent.” It’s spiked especially since the 2016 election of President Trump. Racist graffiti, swastika tattoos, and T-shirts with racist or homophobic slogans abound in American small-town and suburban high schools. White suburban boys don do-rags and gangsta tattoos; “wiggers” imitate inner-city African American styles to be cool. Gay baiting is ubiquitous; indeed, “that’s so gay” is probably the most frequently used put-down in middle schools, high schools, and colleges today.

All the while, young people are listening to imbecilically juvenile shock jocks on the radio, laughing at cable-rated T&A on the current generation’s spin offs of The Man Show (which is where Jimmy Kimmel got his start) and watching Spike TV, the “man’s network,” guffawing at the sophomoric body-fluid humor of college circuit comedians who make Beavis and Butthead sound quaint. They’re laughing at clueless henpecked husbands on TV sitcoms; snorting derisively at clueless guys who say the wrong things on beer ads; snickering at duded-up metrosexuals prancing around major metropolitan centers while they drink Cosmos or imported vodka. Unapologetically “politically incorrect” magazines, radio hosts, and television shows abound, filled with macho bluster and bikini-clad women bouncing on trampolines. And the sound track in these new boys’ clubhouses, the sonic wallpaper in every dorm room and every shared apartment, is by far the angriest music ever made.

Somewhat more menacingly, they’re bringing their virtual realities into the nonvirtual—that is, real—world. When a young feminist woman, who was also a serious video game player, or gamer, dared to notice that the female avatars were often so sexualized, so buxom that they would fall over in real life and seemed determined to fight crimes in bikinis, she was trolled mercilessly and doxxed ominously by young men whose fragile sense of manhood was put out of joint by that teensy ackowledgment of gender inequality, as if just noticing it were somehow an invasion of their all-male clubhouse.

Guyland now even has its own literature, an ironic turn given that one of the first rules of Guyland is “Real Guys Don’t Read.” At least not novels. And especially not novels about relationships.

Yet in both the United States and Britain, there is a new genre, a masculine riposte to the “chick lit” fiction of Bridget Jones’s diaries. In Britain, the slightly slackeresque musings of Nick Hornby lead the pack. But Hornby’s lads—Rob in High Fidelity and Will Lightman in About a Boy—drift along aimlessly, worldly wise and wisecracking, until something happens and they grow up, settle down, get a life.

Not so their American cousins in such novels as Booty Nomad by Scott Mebus, Love Monkey by Kyle Smith, and the widely praised Indecision by Benjamin Kunkel. These preternatural Peter Pans simply won’t grow up, no matter what happens to them. Jaded and cynical well before their time, they watch, they criticize, they stand aloof and apart. They can’t go back to Neanderthal masculinity; they can’t move forward to embrace some sensitive New Age guydom. They’re stuck where they are: eternal boyhood. In fact, Kunkel’s main character suffers from a new psychological malady, abulia—the chronic inability to make a decision (hence the book’s title). They cannot commit—to their girlfriends, their jobs, or even to purposeful lives.

Nor does anyone seem especially ambitious professionally. “I don’t like work, for one thing,” declares one guy a little too matter-of-factly. “I don’t enjoy it. And also I’m not very good at it.” “I felt it important to succeed for the same reason everyone does: because I secretly hoped to be able to lord it over my classmates at some imagined high school reunion,” says another. They drift from job to job; some are fired, some quit.

Not even the terrorist attack of September 11, 2001, can rouse them from their eternal adolescence. One character watches the World Trade Center fall and immediately thinks it’s a good time to score with one of his exes. But the first girl he calls already has other plans: she’s trying to catch up on work. “Sigh. Is everyone in New York thinking this way? Major terrorist attack = a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for extra credit?” His would-be girlfriend can’t bear to watch it on TV—but not because it’s so horrific, but because she “got bored.” “Exactly how I felt,” says Tom.

No wonder literary critic Laura Miller posted the genre’s obituary at the moment of its birth. In an essay in the New York Times Book Review, she wrote that “[i]f female readers allowed themselves to believe that most straight men spend their time holding conversations with their penises, watching the Cartoon Network, fiddling with their rotisserie baseball teams and contemplating the fine art of passing gas on subway trains, romance—and perhaps even human reproduction itself—would grind to a halt.”

Why Now?

But surely, you’re probably saying to yourself, this is nothing new. Guys have been acting this way since—well, since there were guys. They’ve always taken risks—driving fast and drunk, getting into fights, bullying little guys—all to prove their masculinity. And football teams, military units, and factory shifts have been initiating
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Praise for Guyland

“Offers a fascinating look at contemporary culture, the coming-of-age challenges both sexes face, and the risks for society when young men disengage from their own lives.”

—Booklist

“A bleak and urgent yet compassionate analysis of young manhood in the United States.”

—Salon

“Guyland bristles with excellent raw material. . . . One of the leading lights of the merging academic subfield known as men’s studies . . . Kimmel has an ear for the telling quotation. Some are worth the price of admission all on their own.”

—New York Times

“If you’ve ever had a conversation with a teenage boy and wondered what on earth was going on behind the blank stare and slightly open mouth, this book will serve you well. Kimmel . . . exposes the gamut of male post-adolescent experiences (from sex to housework) with humor and empathy.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Kimmel argues passionately that parents, mentors, and guys themselves must create alternate routes to responsible, ethical manhood.”

—Boston Globe

“Riveting.”

—Feministing.com

“[A] deft exploration grounded in research. . . . Kimmel offers a highly practical guide to male youth.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Engaging . . . provocative. . . . The book raises important questions. . . . A useful, highly readable overview of an important social phenomenon.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Michael Kimmel’s Guyland could save the humanity of many young men—and the sanity of their friends and parents—by explaining the forces behind a newly extended adolescence. With accuracy and empathy, he names the problem and offers compassionate bridges to adulthood.”

—Gloria Steinem

“Kimmel is our seasoned guide into a world that, unless we are guys, we barely know exists. As he walks with us through dark territories, he points out the significant and reflects on its meaning. Just as Reviving Ophelia introduced readers to the culture of teenage girls, Guyland takes us to the land of young men.”

—Mary Pipher, Ph.D., author of Reviving Ophelia

“An absolute bombshell of a book. A disturbing—but mandatory—wake-up call for all of us who are boys, love boys, or raise boys.”

—Madeline Levine, Ph.D., author of The Price of Privilege: How Parental Pressure and Material Advantage are Creating a Generation of Disconnected and Unhappy Kids

“Kimmel calls on us all to see the boy in the pseudo-man, to break the silence with which we surround them, and do what it takes to help them grow into real men.”

—Arlie Hochschild, author of The Second Shift, The Time Bind, and The Commercialization of Intimate Life

“For anyone who has ever longed to know what’s really going on in a young man’s life, rejoice: Guyland is a compassionate, unflinching dispatch from deep in the heart of young masculinity. Required reading for people who raise, teach, and love guys.”

—Rachel Simmons, author of Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture of Aggression in Girls

“In this powerful book, Michael Kimmel finds that we’re raising a generation of prodigal sons, lost on the road to manhood and wasting their substance. Afraid of competing with competent young women and confused about how to become responsible men, they retreat into self-congratulation, exploitative sex, and video games. Every parent who is about to write a check for college tuition should read this book first and discuss it with his or her son . . . and daughter.”

—Michael G. Thompson, Ph.D., co-author of Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys

“Guyland takes up where Real Boys left off, giving us a vivid picture of the harrowing effects that the societal ‘boy code’ has upon adolescents on the cusp of manhood. Kimmel interweaves cutting edge data with heart-wrenching stories of young men’s struggles. This is a must-read for parents, teachers, coaches, young women who are so confused by the guys in their midst—and for guys themselves who yearn to break free of unwritten rules that leave them half a man, rather than a whole person.”

—William Pollack, author of Real Boys

“In Guyland Michael Kimmel presents a searching and accurate description of the rules, expectations, and consequences of the social world inhabited by my friends and me. Rendering these pressures and their effects visible, Kimmel does all of us—both those who dwell in Guyland and those who feel those effects from the outside—a great service. I feel certain that the insights he offers, to me and guys like me, about how best to navigate this often unrecognized but powerful subculture will help us become the honest and honorable men we want to be.”

—Connor Diemand-Yauman, president of the Princeton University class of 2010
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