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Why a book about masculinity?

People do not all agree on what masculinity is about. Some may be talking about ‘toxic masculinity’, for example in relation to the 

behaviour of some powerful men in the Hollywood ﬁ lm industry. Others may be discussing a ‘crisis in masculinity’, pointing, 

for example, to the fact that suicide is the biggest killer of men under the age of 50 in the UK. Others still may be arguing that we need to ‘reclaim’ or ‘redeﬁ ne’ masculinity. This can be seen in television programmes such as Queer Eye, which encourage men to express their uncertainty about life and their vulnerability. 

Many people believe that the stories we are told about how men behave are too narrow, and that they put pressure on boys and men to behave in certain ways. Not only that, they tell boys and girls that men are more important than women and that men should 

WHATIS


MASCULINITY?


WHY DOES IT MATTER?


If you watch the news or read news stories you’re likely to come across people discussing masculinity. It’s a word that is being used more now than ever before. But what does it mean and why is it in the news so much?

4

be in charge – in families, in businesses and in politics for example. So whilst these stories of masculinity are limiting for boys, they are especially damaging for girls and women. 

The cast of the Queer EyeTV series from left to right: Jonathan Van Ness, Karamo Brown, Bobby Berk, Tan France and Antoni Porowski.
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What does ‘masculinity’ mean? 

Our aim in this book is to get you to think about the big questions to do with masculinity. One of those questions is ‘what do people mean by masculinity?’. 

The answer isn’t always straightforward. Sometimes people use the word ‘masculinity’ to describe ways that many men behave and the attitudes they hold. At other times people use the word ‘masculinity’ to describe the stories we are told about how men should

behave and act. 

If you look up masculinity in a dictionary, you’ll ﬁ nd something along the lines of ‘masculinity means the qualities considered typical of men’. But there are many more questions we can ask about this, such as:

• Who exactly are these men?

•  Does this mean masculinity changes from one man (or one person – can a woman be described as masculine?) to another?

•  How common does something need to be to be ‘typical’?

•  How does something become a typical quality? How can typical qualities change? 

•  Are the typical qualities of men due to social factors or biology or a combination of both? Should we be dividing actions, attitudes and people into ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’?

There have always been many ways of being a man. There have often been people who have claimed that there are correct and incorrect ways of being a man. Consequently, whilst some of the people we will discuss in this book are interested in 

expanding our ideas and representations of masculinity, others are interested in calling into question masculinity and femininity as a way of viewing and organising people.

Talking about masculinity 

At times in this book we will write about our own experiences of masculinity, growing up as boys and becoming men. We will also draw on some of the studies of masculinity that have been written by women – indeed, masculinity studies is an area of research that grew out of feminism. We have invited a number of people (see below) to share their perspectives on masculinity in this book and we’ll include thoughts on masculinity from other people too. Not everyone agrees on everything but we hope you will ﬁ nd it interesting to see where people agree and disagree.

5

Bréanainn LambkinDave Pickering
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Boys and girls

‘Masculinity’ was not a word I heard much when I was a child at primary school. However it was often talked about, only using other words. 

There were lots of stories about what boys should be like. I learnt that boys should be strong and loud. They should play football and other sports at playtime. If you were not good at sports you might ﬁ nd people suggesting you weren’t a ‘real boy’. 

I remember boys being teased for ‘running like a girl’ or ‘throwing like a girl’. It seemed as though doing anything the other boys said was ‘like a girl’ was a bad thing. This stopped boys from doing all kinds of things they would have liked to do. And it gave us the mistaken, sexist belief that we were more important than girls.

If I tried something and found I wasn’t very good at it, I often gave it up as quickly as possible to avoid ridicule. 

But I don’t actually think it was just us children making up these silly rules.

Darren 
Chetty


MY EXPERIENCE

“Looking back ... I didn’t try as hard as I could have, just because 

I was scared other boys would make fun of me. 

I regret this.”

Darren Chetty taught in London primary schools for 20 years and is currently a Teaching Fellow at UCL Institute of Education. He is a 

contributor to The Good Immigrant, edited by Nikesh Shukla. Darren co-writes, with Karen Sands-O’Connor, a regular column on children’s literature for Books for Keeps. He convenes the ‘UK #HipHopEd’ Seminar Series for anyone with an interest in the relationship between education and hip hop culture.
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like a ‘real boy’ or by this stage ‘a real man’. I enjoyed many of the subjects at school, but I also made an effort to appear like I didn’t care too much. This took a fair bit of effort. Looking back, it also meant that I didn’t try as hard as I could have, just because I was scared other boys would make fun of me. I regret this.

Indeed, admitting to feeling scared – or admitting to feeling almost anything except anger – felt risky in my teenage years. This was the 1980s, the decade of the ‘action movie’ with star actors who had muscular bodies and who played men of action, not men of words. These were the ﬁ lms most popular with my schoolmates. One common theme was that so-called ‘real men’ never showed vulnerability – they didn’t show they were upset, or confused or unsure about anything.

Taking part

Looking back, the weird thing is that this all didn’t just happen to me. I was doing it too. I was quite a good footballer at school and I loved playing in matches. But I could be a show-off about it in ways that makes me embarrassed now. I also loved hip hop. It felt safer to be writing raps than writing poems; safer because nobody would accuse me of not being a ‘real man’. 

As a teacher I try hard to make sure I’m not passing on the silly rules about how men and women should behave. I’m sure I don’t always get it right, but I try and help the children I teach to become happy, caring people who feel free to live their own lives. 

What are little boys made of?  Snips and snails  And puppy-dogs’ tails

That’s what little boys are made of

What are little girls made of?  Sugar and spice  And all things nice

That’s what little girls are made of

Early deﬁ nitions

I had a book of old nursery rhymes, including one which said that boys were made of ‘Snips and snails and puppy-dogs’ tails’ (other versions replaced snips with frogs or slugs) and girls were made of ‘sugar and spice and all things nice’.

If boys got into trouble, I sometimes heard adults say ‘Boys will be boys’. If girls got into trouble, they would be accused of being ‘unladylike’. Adventure stories were almost always about boys, the school football team was only for boys, and even teachers would sometimes tease boys who cried by calling them ‘big girls’. I remember sometimes thinking these ideas were odd but they were also very common. It was safest to go along with them, and that’s what I did. 

Teenage years

At my secondary school, even caring about your schoolwork could mean that other boys might suggest you weren’t behaving 
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A house of women

Growing up in a household of two older sisters, a very active mother and a father who seemed to be at work all the time, it very much felt like I was raised in a house of women. My mother also worked, a lot, and my sisters are six and seven years older than me, so in my eyes, I lived with adult women making their way in the world in different ways. 

My mum had a career in catering that brought in a lot of the household income. My sisters worked part-time jobs before going to university to study complex scientiﬁ c things that I couldn’t spell or pronounce. From an early age I saw that women could have jobs, do further education, hold down careers and be homemakers all at the same time.

Time with my dad

I have fond memories of hanging out with my dad as a young child. I took it for granted, but he really did take the trouble to spend quality time with his only son. Trips to the library, car drives to his friends’ houses, weekend visits to his workplace (a textiles factory), buying bikes, buying roller skates. In light of how our relationship would develop in years to come, it’s worth stressing that my father was a very active parent in my childhood.

Time with my mother

As my adolescence hit its stride I grew distant from my dad. Family politics crept into our relationship and I became closer to my mother, who was always there for me, keeping me alive, knee-deep in my school life from primary school all the way through to university. 

Jeffrey 
Boakye


MY EXPERIENCE

Jeffrey Boakye grew up in Brixton, south London, with his mother, father and two older sisters. After completing a degree in English literature he worked in editorial and journalism before training to become a teacher. He was married in 2011 and has two sons. In 2017, his first book, Hold 

Tight: Black Masculinity, Millennials and the Meaning of Grime, was published, followed by Black, Listed in 2019.
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