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  Preface



Every guy knows the Bro Code.

Nobody hands it to you. There’s no orientation session. No teacher writes it on the board. But somehow, by the time you’re ten or twelve years old, you’ve already absorbed a pretty detailed rulebook about how boys are supposed to act. You learn it in the hallways, at sports practices, church events, parties with friends, and in locker rooms, where everyone is pretending to be more confident than they actually are.

No one gets the boys together and says, “Alright guys, welcome to Masculinity 101.” There’s no handbook or syllabus. Nothing codified. But it spreads anyway, like some kind of current running quietly in the background of boyhood. You pick it up through jokes, teasing, awkward silences, and the occasional insult that lands a little harder than anyone meant it to.

Sometimes the rules show up in offhand comments. Someone says, “Dude, that’s kinda gay,” and the whole group laughs. Nobody pauses to define what that actually means, but everyone absorbs the lesson. Other times it appears in small moments of approval—someone gets congratulated for doing something “manly,” and suddenly the rest of the room takes notes. Even silence can teach the rules. When someone says something vulnerable and the room goes quiet, that silence speaks volumes.

The Bro Code doesn’t require a classroom because boys become the classroom for each other.

And the rules are surprisingly specific.

Bros before hoes.

Bros don’t wear pink.

Bros pee standing up.

Bros are never vegan.

Some of these rules are clearly ridiculous, but that doesn’t stop people from enforcing them like they came down from Mount Sinai.

You’ve probably seen a group of boys arguing about whether something is “manly.” Maybe you took part in a few of these debates. They can get intense. Entire reputations have been built or destroyed over things like what kind of drink you ordered, what music you like, or whether you know enough about football statistics to fake your way through a conversation.

I’ve watched full-grown adults get into heated arguments about whether drinking a fruity cocktail somehow threatens their masculinity. As if masculinity is this fragile little creature that might collapse the moment someone orders a piña colada.

The debates themselves can be pretty funny if you step back far enough. But in the moment, especially when you’re younger, they feel serious. Because nobody wants to be the guy who fails the test.

And there is always a test.

Sometimes the test is physical—can you lift this, throw that, run faster than the other guy. Sometimes it’s social—can you talk about sports, women, cars, or whatever topic the group has decided is the official language of manhood that week. Sometimes it’s emotional—can you keep your face neutral when something embarrassing happens, when you get hurt, when you lose.

If you pass the test, you earn a little approval. Maybe a nod, maybe a laugh, maybe nothing at all.

If you fail it, people notice.

I was a little slow to catch on.

As a kid, I mostly just liked what I liked. I loved dance, gymnastics, and cheerleading. I liked reading and writing. I liked bright colors. I liked the idea of romance and being in love. I didn’t think too hard about whether those things were “masculine” or not. It simply never occurred to me that liking certain things could mean you were breaking some kind of unspoken rule.

When you’re a kid, interests are usually just interests. You’re drawn to what excites you. Movement, creativity, stories, imagination. Nobody hands you a chart explaining which hobbies belong to boys and which ones belong to girls.

At least, not directly.

But eventually the chart starts appearing anyway.

It turns out that made me an easy target.

By around ten years old, I started realizing there were expectations I wasn’t meeting. Boys don’t dance. Boys don’t like pink. Boys definitely don’t get excited about romance novels. And when boys break the rules, there are consequences.

The enforcement mechanism for the Bro Code is usually pretty simple: insults.

Gay.

Fag.

Queer.

Sissy.

Pansy.

Freak.

You hear those words enough times, and you start to understand the message. Whether the people saying them realize it or not, they’re drawing a boundary around what it means to be a “real man.” Step outside that boundary and things get uncomfortable fast.

What’s strange is that most of the boys using those insults don’t fully understand them either. They’re repeating language they’ve heard somewhere else—older siblings, movies, locker room jokes, the cultural background noise that surrounds masculinity.

But repetition gives those words power.

Eventually you realize the insult isn’t really about sexuality at all. It’s about policing behavior. It’s a warning: don’t be different. Don’t step outside the lines.

And if you do step outside them, expect consequences.

Like a lot of guys, I learned to perform masculinity in certain situations.

For years I pretended to care about football. I tried. I really did. I studied the teams. I listened to people talk about stats when I had no idea what they were talking about. I nodded along mindlessly during conversations like I understood exactly what was happening.

I had no idea.

At one point I even tried memorizing a few facts just to get through conversations. Team names. A couple of famous players. Maybe a championship year or two. Just enough information to survive small talk without immediately exposing myself as someone who didn’t belong in the conversation.

But it’s surprisingly difficult to fake interest in something you genuinely don’t care about.

At some point you realize you’re not actually enjoying the thing—you’re just participating in the ritual so people stop asking questions. You laugh at the right jokes. You make a few generic comments about the game. You hope no one asks a follow-up question that exposes the fact that you have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.

“Crazy play in the third quarter, right?”

That sentence can carry you surprisingly far in certain conversations.

That’s the Bro Code at work.

Now, to be fair, not everything about the Bro Code is bad.

Male friendship has real value. There’s something powerful about how men can show up for other men. Shared struggles, shared celebrations, shared perspective. There’s a certain language between guys that doesn’t always require a lot of words.

Sometimes support looks like deep conversation. Sometimes it looks like helping someone move a couch up three flights of stairs without complaining too much. Sometimes it’s just sitting next to someone, watching a game, and knowing that you’re not alone.

There’s a quiet reliability in a lot of male friendships. If your car breaks down, someone shows up. If you need help carrying something heavy, someone grabs the other end. If you call a friend late at night and say, “Hey man, I need a favor,” there’s a good chance he’s already putting on his shoes before you finish explaining.

That kind of loyalty is real.

And when it works well, it’s something worth protecting.

I’ve experienced real support from male friendships, especially as an adult. The kind of support where someone checks in, shows up, or tells you the truth when you need to hear it. The kind of friendships where you can laugh about things that would have completely wrecked you ten years earlier.

There’s a certain comfort that develops when men grow older and start relaxing some of the rules they grew up with. Conversations get a little more honest. The jokes get a little more self-aware. Sometimes someone even admits they’re struggling with something.

Those moments matter.

Because underneath all the performance, most men are carrying things they haven’t talked about.

I still don’t always get it right. Sometimes I isolate. Sometimes I deal with things in unhealthy ways. Sometimes alcohol has been easier than honesty. I’m not perfect. Most of us aren’t.

But I’m working on it, and part of that work involves being honest about the rules we inherited.

I started questioning those rules when I was about sixteen.

That was around the time I had to admit something to myself: I was bisexual.

This meant not only that I didn’t fit the mold—I was fundamentally different from the version of masculinity I’d been taught to admire. For a while, that realization felt incredibly lonely.

Because if the Bro Code already punishes men for small deviations—liking the wrong music, wearing the wrong color, showing the wrong emotion—then stepping outside heterosexual expectations feels like breaking the biggest rule of all.

And when you’re sixteen, everything feels magnified.

Every comment. Every joke. Every offhand remark about what “real men” are supposed to be.

You start replaying conversations in your head. Wondering if people will notice something about you. Wondering whether you’re doing a convincing enough job of blending in.

It’s exhausting.

And one of the strongest Bro Code rules makes that exhaustion even worse.

Men aren’t supposed to talk about their emotions.

We’re not supposed to cry.

We’re not supposed to admit when we’re hurting.

We’re definitely not supposed to say we feel confused or vulnerable.

And that rule causes more damage than almost any other.

The strange thing is that men obviously still have emotions. We’re human beings. Whether we’ve been given the tools to express them in healthy ways or not, the feelings are still there.

They don’t disappear just because we pretend they should.

If anything, they build pressure.

What many men are craving—whether they say it out loud or not—is release. Not necessarily emotional breakdowns. Not necessarily dramatic confessions.

Just the simple freedom to acknowledge that they’re going through something, and to explain what that is, without feeling like they’ve failed some sort of test.

The ability to say, “Yeah, this is hard right now.”

The ability to say, “I’m not sure what I’m doing.”

The ability to say, “I’m scared,” or “I’m overwhelmed,” or even just “I’m tired.”

Those statements shouldn’t feel revolutionary.

But for a lot of men, they do.

In my experience, the biggest fear isn’t the emotions themselves. It’s the reaction from other people. Men worry about being judged, mocked, or seen as weak.

And those fears don’t come from nowhere.

Many of us have watched other men get shut down the moment they tried to open up. A serious moment gets deflected with a joke. A vulnerable statement gets brushed aside. Someone changes the subject.

Until those reactions change, many men will keep pretending.

And pretending is exhausting.

That’s part of the reason I wrote this book.

I see too many men trying to live up to an image of masculinity that doesn’t actually belong to them. They’re performing what they think is the “right way to be a man,” while slowly drifting further away from themselves.

The performance becomes the identity.

And somewhere along the way the real person underneath it gets lost.

The Bro Code promises clarity. Follow the rules and you’ll know who you’re supposed to be.

But clarity isn’t always the same thing as truth.

Sometimes clarity is just a simplified story we tell ourselves because it’s easier than dealing with complexity. If masculinity can be reduced to a short list of rules, then nobody has to think too hard about it.

But real people are complicated.

Real lives are complicated.

What if some of the rules are outdated? What if some of them were never that great to begin with? What if a few of them are quietly making our lives harder instead of better?

This book isn’t an attack on masculinity.

It’s an invitation to rethink the rulebook.

Some of the Bro Code rules are worth keeping. Loyalty, care, consistency—those things matter. Those are good rules. Those are the kinds of things that build community.

Those are the kinds of things that make people feel supported instead of judged.

But others deserve a serious update.

Throughout this book, we’re going to look at some of the classic Bro Code rules most of us grew up with. Some are funny. Some are ridiculous. Some have done more harm than we realized.

We’ll laugh at a few of them. Question a few others. And probably admit that we’ve all followed some pretty weird rules without ever stopping to ask why.

There’s something strangely freeing about looking at these rules from a distance. Once you step back, you start noticing how arbitrary many of them are.

Why is pink a problem?

Why does ordering dessert somehow threaten a man’s identity?

Why is emotional honesty considered risky, but reckless behavior often gets applause?

Once you start asking those questions, the whole structure begins to wobble a little.

And that’s not necessarily a bad thing.

The goal isn’t to shame anyone. Most of us didn’t choose these rules—we inherited them. They were handed down through culture, through jokes, through awkward teenage years where everyone was just trying to survive socially.

Most boys weren’t trying to hurt anyone. They were just trying to fit in.

Most men aren’t trying to live inauthentically. They’re just following a script they learned early, one that nobody ever gave them permission to question.

So this book isn’t about blame.

It’s about curiosity.

The goal is simply to ask a question that a lot of men haven’t been given permission to ask:

Are these rules actually helping us?

If they are, great. Keep them.

If they’re not, maybe it’s time to rewrite them.

Because the truth is, there’s no single correct way to be a man.

There are ways—some healthier than others—to be a human.

There are ways to live honestly and authentically. There are ways to build friendships, relationships, and communities that leave people stronger instead of smaller.

There are ways to define masculinity that make room for strength and vulnerability, humor and seriousness, independence and connection.

Sometimes the hardest part about being a man is the expectations that accompany the word.

Man.

It’s a simple word, but it carries a lot of weight. A lot of history. A lot of assumptions about what someone should be capable of, what they should care about, what they should never admit.

Those expectations can shape an entire life.

So let’s take a look at the rules we’ve all been following.

Some of them deserve to stay.

Some of them definitely don’t.

And a few of them might be overdue for a rewrite.




Note: I want you to understand that I didn’t make these rules up. At the time of my publishing this, I took these rules from a website, brocode.org, which contains crowdsourced and user-submitted Bro Code rules. These are submitted by real males.
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If you ask a group of guys whether the Bro Code is real, most of them will laugh. Not a polite laugh, either. It’s usually the kind of laugh that suggests the answer is obvious and the question itself is a little unnecessary. Someone will say, “Of course it’s real,” and another guy will add, “Everybody knows the Bro Code.” After that the conversation usually moves on. Nobody sits down to explain the rules in detail, and nobody seems particularly interested in examining them too closely. The Bro Code is treated less like a system of social expectations and more like a running joke that everyone understands without needing to spell out.

That reaction is part of what makes the Bro Code so interesting. People acknowledge that it exists the same way people acknowledge gravity exists. It’s just there, quietly operating in the background. Nobody organizes a panel discussion about it. Nobody writes a formal handbook explaining it step by step. Instead the idea floats through culture casually, showing up in conversations, jokes, movies, and memes. Everyone recognizes the concept immediately, but very few people stop to analyze what it actually means or how much influence it has.

But if you do pause for a moment and examine it, even briefly, the whole thing starts to look a little strange.

Imagine someone printed the Bro Code as an actual rulebook. A hardcover manual with dark leather binding and gold lettering on the front. Something serious-looking, the kind of book you’d expect to find in a law office or an old university library. You open it expecting profound insights about masculinity, and instead the first page reads something like this: Bros before hoes. Bros don’t wear pink. Bros pee standing up. Bros never order fruity drinks. Bros are not vegan. Somewhere further down the list there is probably a rule about grilling meat, another about never admitting you like a romantic movie, and maybe a chapter about pretending to understand football statistics even when you have absolutely no idea what is happening.

Written down like that, the rules sound ridiculous. If someone tried to present them as a serious philosophical framework for masculinity, most people would assume the whole thing was satire. But despite how silly they appear on paper, versions of these rules show up everywhere. They circulate casually through culture, reinforced through jokes, stories, and small everyday interactions between men. Nobody enforces them officially, but many people still behave as if they are real guidelines.

Ask almost any guy to list a few Bro Code rules and he will come up with something immediately. No fruity drinks. No pink clothing. No salads. Definitely no dancing or singing unless it is done ironically or under very specific circumstances. The exact rules change slightly depending on the group, but the overall pattern remains consistent. Certain behaviors are considered safe territory, while others raise eyebrows.

What makes the system especially interesting is that the rules are rarely communicated in a serious tone. They almost always appear as jokes. Someone orders a bright pink cocktail and a friend says, “Wow, bold move.” Someone shows up wearing a colorful shirt and another guy jokes about it. Everyone laughs, and the moment passes quickly. Nobody claims to be enforcing anything, and nobody delivers a lecture about masculinity. But the message still lands.

Over time, those small moments accumulate.

One of the strangest aspects of the Bro Code is how often it focuses on food and drinks. For some reason masculinity has become deeply entangled with what a person orders at a restaurant or bar. Steak, for example, is considered safe territory. Steak carries a cultural reputation for toughness and strength. Entire marketing campaigns have been built around the idea that real men eat large pieces of grilled meat. Commercials often show men standing over open flames with the concentration of surgeons, carefully flipping steaks as if performing an ancient ritual rather than cooking dinner.

But the moment someone orders a salad, the tone sometimes shifts slightly. It is not that salads are forbidden. Nobody stands up and declares vegetables illegal. But the decision might attract attention. Someone may ask, “That’s all you’re getting?” or make a small joke about it. The lettuce itself has done nothing wrong. It is simply vegetables on a plate. Yet somehow it has become entangled in a broader cultural conversation about masculinity.

Drinks operate under similar rules. Whiskey is safe. Beer is safe. Those drinks carry a long cultural history of masculine symbolism, so nobody questions them. But order something bright pink with fruit or a tiny umbrella in it and suddenly the entire table becomes interested in your decision-making process. Someone inevitably asks, “What is that?” You say, “A piña colada,” and there is a brief pause while everyone processes the information. Apparently pineapple and coconut have the power to destabilize masculinity. It is remarkable how much cultural pressure can be placed on fermented fruit juice.

Clothing works the same way. Certain colors have been quietly assigned to different genders even though there is nothing inherently masculine or feminine about wavelengths of light. Blue feels safe for men. Gray works fine. Black is extremely safe. White generally passes without comment. But bright colors—especially pink—have historically triggered small debates about masculinity. Which is strange when you think about it. Pink is simply a color. It is light reflecting off fabric in a particular way. It does not broadcast secret messages about someone’s identity. Yet people have spent decades treating pink shirts like they carry philosophical meaning.

The same dynamic appears in conversations about hobbies. Some activities have been culturally grouped together as “guy activities.” Watching sports, grilling meat, talking about cars, debating trucks, or watching an MMA fight with friends all fall into that category. None of these activities are inherently masculine. They are simply hobbies. But culturally they have been grouped together as symbols of manhood.

Meanwhile, other hobbies receive a slightly different reaction. Dancing, singing, certain forms of art, or anything that appears expressive or emotionally open sometimes trigger raised eyebrows in certain environments. Nobody officially voted on these categories. No international committee gathered to decide which hobbies belonged to men and which did not. The expectations simply emerged through repeated behavior and cultural storytelling.

You can see the same pattern in conversations about machines, tools, and technology. Spend enough time around groups of men and you will notice that certain objects carry surprising symbolic weight. Trucks, grills, engines, and power tools often get discussed with the kind of reverence normally reserved for historical artifacts. There is nothing inherently masculine about a grill. It is simply a metal box that produces heat. Yet culturally it has become something more. Entire summer weekends revolve around the ritual of men standing around grills discussing meat with impressive seriousness.

People debate charcoal versus propane as if they are defending competing philosophical traditions. Someone explains why their grilling technique is superior. Someone else offers a different opinion about internal temperatures for steak. To be fair, grilling is fun. Cooking outdoors is enjoyable. The activity itself is not ridiculous. What is interesting is the intensity of the identity wrapped around it. Grilling sometimes feels less like a hobby and more like a demonstration of competence.

Cars create similar dynamics. A surprising number of men can talk about horsepower, torque, engine sizes, and transmission systems for long periods of time. Mechanical engineering is genuinely fascinating, and machines are incredible pieces of human innovation. But sometimes these conversations are not really about engineering. Sometimes they are about signaling competence to other men. Someone casually mentions the size of an engine. Someone else responds by mentioning a larger one. Another person references a vehicle they once drove that produced an absurd amount of horsepower.

The conversation turns into a subtle competition where the goal is not necessarily to reach a conclusion but to establish credibility. Who knows the most. Who understands the machinery. Who appears the most knowledgeable. You can watch similar interactions unfold in hardware stores, garages, and workshops. Someone picks up a tool, comments on the brand, and another person explains why a different brand is superior. Nobody explicitly says they are trying to prove something, but the atmosphere suggests a quiet test.

The Bro Code has a way of turning ordinary activities into demonstrations. Sometimes those demonstrations are physical—who can lift the most weight, run the fastest, or endure the most discomfort. Other times they are intellectual or social—who knows the most about sports statistics, engines, grilling techniques, or tools. Passing the test earns subtle rewards. Someone nods approvingly. Someone laughs at your joke. The group acknowledges, in small ways, that you belong.

Individually these moments are harmless. Many of them are genuinely friendly. The problem is that they accumulate. Over time they create an environment where masculinity feels like something that must constantly be demonstrated.

Which leads to one of the central contradictions of the Bro Code.

Men are often told that they should not care what other people think. Confidence and independence are frequently described as essential masculine qualities. The ideal man, according to this narrative, moves through the world completely unaffected by outside judgment. But at the same time many men spend enormous amounts of energy trying to impress other men.

A guy might say he does not care about anyone’s opinion, and then spend ten minutes explaining why his grilling technique is superior. Someone else might casually mention how much weight they lifted at the gym or the horsepower of a car they once drove. These conversations rarely feel hostile. They are usually playful and friendly. But they still carry a subtle message: masculinity is something that must be continually reinforced.

Humor plays a huge role in keeping this system running. When someone does something slightly outside the expected script, a joke appears almost immediately. “Careful, man, that drink looks dangerous.” “You wearing pink now?” “Wow, going with the salad, huh?” The joke sounds harmless, and everyone laughs. Nobody claims to be enforcing any rules. But the message is clear enough. Pay attention to the boundaries.

Jokes are effective because they allow people to enforce norms without sounding overly serious. If the person receiving the joke reacts strongly, the person who made it can always say, “Relax, I’m kidding.” And the conversation moves on.

But over time those jokes shape behavior.

What makes the whole system especially fascinating is that many men are aware that the rules are a little absurd. People laugh about the Bro Code openly. They share memes exaggerating its logic. They tell stories about ridiculous masculinity debates. Yet the behavior continues.

Part of the reason may be that the rules feel ancient. They have been passed down through generations in ways that are difficult to trace. Cultural expectations rarely appear all at once. They accumulate slowly through stories, traditions, and repeated behavior.

By the time someone notices the pattern, it already feels normal.

Maybe at some point in human history these expectations served a practical purpose. Early societies often depended on physical strength, endurance, and clearly defined roles for survival. Traits like toughness and emotional restraint may have helped communities endure difficult conditions.

But modern life looks very different from prehistoric survival scenarios. Most men today are not defending villages from invading armies. They are answering emails, attending meetings, paying bills, and occasionally arguing with their internet router.

Yet the cultural framework remains.

The Bro Code continues to operate like an inherited script—one that people perform without necessarily remembering where it came from. And once you start looking for it, you begin seeing it everywhere: in jokes about drinks, in debates about cars and grills, in the subtle competitions that unfold during everyday conversations.

The first step toward changing any rulebook is recognizing that you are following one. And once you notice the invisible rules shaping behavior, you gain the freedom to decide which ones still make sense and which ones might be overdue for revision.

But before we can rewrite the rules, we have to understand where they came from.

Because the Bro Code didn’t appear out of nowhere.

It had teachers.
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If the Bro Code exists—and by now most people seem willing to admit that it does—the next logical question is where it actually comes from. Social rules rarely appear out of nowhere. Expectations about behavior usually develop through repetition, imitation, and cultural reinforcement over long periods of time. Yet if you ask most men where they learned the rules of masculinity, the answer is often surprisingly vague. People tend to shrug and say something like, “Nobody taught me,” or “It’s just something you pick up along the way.” The implication is that masculinity somehow emerges naturally, like a biological instinct that unfolds automatically as boys grow older. It becomes something that simply “happens,” like a voice getting deeper or shoulders getting broader, rather than something learned.

That explanation feels intuitive, but it does not really hold up under closer examination. In reality, boys absorb ideas about masculinity from dozens of different sources simultaneously. Some of those sources are obvious: parents, teachers, coaches, religious leaders, and other adults who model certain behaviors. But many of the most influential lessons come from peers and culture rather than authority figures. Masculinity is rarely taught through formal instruction. Nobody sits down with a group of ten-year-old boys and delivers a structured presentation titled Masculinity 101. Instead, the rules spread quietly through observation, imitation, and the constant stream of small social interactions that shape childhood and adolescence. Boys learn what masculinity looks like by watching other boys, watching men, watching characters on screens, and noticing which behaviors seem to earn approval and which ones attract ridicule.

In my own case, the traditional source of masculine guidance—my father—was not around for very long. My dad passed away when I was four years old, which meant that many of the lessons boys often receive from their fathers came from other people in my life. Friends, teachers, sports coaches, and various adult mentors filled parts of that role in different ways. My mother was also fairly religious when I was growing up, so pastors and church leaders had some influence as well. Between school, church, and extracurricular activities, there were plenty of adult men modeling different versions of masculinity. They demonstrated things like responsibility, discipline, leadership, and moral conviction. Those examples mattered, but they were only one piece of a much larger cultural puzzle.

But what is interesting is that most of the everyday rules about masculinity did not seem to come directly from those adults. They came from other boys.

When you are school-aged, you spend an extraordinary amount of time surrounded by your peers. Eight hours a day, five days a week, often for more than a decade. You sit in classrooms together, walk through hallways together, eat lunch together, participate in gym class together, and wait together for buses or rides home. School becomes a kind of social ecosystem where identity is constantly being negotiated. Every day brings hundreds of small interactions—conversations, jokes, arguments, competitions, alliances—that shape how people
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