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Introduction



‘Nobody wants to play with me because I don’t like football.’


I had just picked my, then nine-year-old, son up from school. He looked sad and was withdrawn; I could see he had been crying. I asked him what was wrong and he confessed that he was struggling with friendships at school and was lonely at playtimes. The other boys in his class had told him that he couldn’t play with them because of his lack of interest in football. He loved music, nature, baking, unusual facts about the world, and Dr Seuss stories. He was the only boy in his class with long hair: beautiful golden waves falling onto his shoulders, like a Pre-Raphaelite painting. At school he was ‘the weird one’, the one that stuck out like a sore thumb in his class, not conforming to gender stereotypes. ‘Not a typical boy,’ his teachers often told me. I had raised him to embrace his uniqueness, his softness, and yet his lack of fitting in was now causing him heartache. He was too scared to tell the other boys that they were making him feel sad (because they would undoubtedly have told him to ‘stop being such a wimp’), or to challenge their assumptions that ‘real boys play football’. He tried to be strong, to shrug off their hurtful words and pretend they didn’t bother him; but they did, each one bruising his sensitive soul with the ability to leave long-lasting scars.


I knew the world could be a cruel place, but I thought we had a few more years before the gender stereotyping and related bullying would begin. I thought we would make it to secondary school before comments on hair length and ‘girly’ clothing colours and a lack of interest in football would become an issue and I thought I had a few more years to nurture his confidence before the world started denting it. Sadly, it seems I was wrong. I spent many hours worrying if it was my fault. Was my desire to raise my children to be less constrained by societal norms and instead to be more authentic the wrong thing to do? Perhaps I should have raised them to fit in more, to go along with the status quo and not to challenge it. Whenever I write parenting books I think people expect me to know all of the answers. They seem to imagine that I did everything right with my own children and rarely, if ever, found myself stuck on a parenting conundrum. Honestly, this couldn’t be further from the truth. I’ve had to dig deep and do a lot of soul searching and there have been many times I’ve questioned my choices and abilities; that day in the car was just one of them. Thankfully, I managed to reconcile my personal feelings and my son’s experiences enough to help him to navigate this difficult period, to be proud of who he was and to recognise that masculinity does not revolve around a certain sport, or haircut. I learned that my own confidence in what I believed along with better connection and communication with my son were the most important things in the world. My parenting focus from that day on was to nurture the softness in my sons that the world so sorely needs and which would protect them as they go out into the harshness of the world alone. My hope with this book is to help you to do the same and to fill you with the confidence that perhaps, if you’re like I was, you’re lacking currently.


So many boys grow up in a world that teaches them to be ashamed of their gentleness, learning to smile through the pressure and to swallow their feelings, believing that they have to ‘man up’. They live in a society that tells them that they are the problem, that everything is the fault of boys and men today, yet they are offered no support or understanding. If we are intent on telling boys that they need to be part of the solution, not the problem, then we have to help them. We have to accept that, actually, the problem may be us: the adults, whatever our sex, not the boys themselves.


Since the release of the 2025 Netflix series Adolescence and the rise of the Me Too movement, it’s understandable that many believe that boys and men are a danger to girls and women; but the pain and closeted emotions of their upbringing are far more of a risk to themselves than to others. Suicide is the single biggest killer of men under thirty-five in the UK and is the leading cause of death for boys aged between ten and nineteen.1 Suicide rates in women and girls are only one-third of that for boys and men. Shocking, isn’t it? I’m not saying that we don’t need to teach boys how to respect girls, we do (and we’ll talk a lot about exactly that later in this book), but we have to start with teaching them how to respect and accept themselves, authentically, first.


The issue facing our boys today isn’t really about whether they like football or not, whether they have long hair or short, enjoy wearing pink or wouldn’t dare to be seen in anything that isn’t black, grey, navy or khaki. It’s about the expectations: the weight of the world boys carry that become deeply embedded beliefs about masculinity. It’s about whether a boy feels he is allowed to be who he really is, not what’s expected of boys, or men, as he grows. Far too many boys are still growing up being told that they should stop making a fuss, that it is somehow unbecoming of their masculinity to show sensitivity. They are taught that softness is weakness, that gentleness is ‘woke’. They are spun a lie that control (over themselves and others, especially girls and women) is strength. They are told that being popular and respected matters more than being kind. They are told that their body has to look a certain way: muscular, defined, ‘hench’ (the Gen Z terminology for the two former attributes). Again softness, this time related to their body, is not acceptable. Somewhere between the playground chat of five-year-old boys, online rabbit holes that a ten-year-old unsuspectingly finds himself in in the middle of playing Fortnite, and a ‘lad chat’ between teen boys, often fuelled by alcohol (because you’re a wuss if you don’t drink), your son is trying to work out who he is now and what kind of man he’s supposed to become. The noise is deafening and damaging.


As much as we may believe we have control over the type of man our sons will become, the reality is they don’t learn it from their parents alone. They’ll pick it up from TV programmes, YouTube comments, discussions on podcasts by so-called ‘alpha men’, in throwaway jokes and insults with the subconscious messaging that lets boys know that they’ve only really got two choices in life: either toughen up or be a pathetic wimp, or simp (the Gen Z term for a boy or man who shows too much sympathy, emotions and attention towards others, usually who they have a romantic interest in but who doesn’t reciprocate their feelings), or worse – both.


Maybe you think that by restricting access to smartphones, or other screens, your boy will be safe from these messages? I hate to say it, but you’re wrong. They will pick it up from other boys and non-screen-related sources. By the time you notice the signs – maybe an unusual flash of anger at a simple request from you, a silence when he would normally have spoken up or a comment about girls that makes you feel uncomfortable – those messages may already be taking root. This book is your chance to step in early, not to shield your son from the world, but to raise him to be both gentle and strong enough to stand up to it, and kind enough to help change it. It’s never too late to instil change, but the earlier we help our boys to break free of the stereotypes, stigma and unwritten social rules of what it means to be a boy, or a man, today the better.


As parents and carers, we have the power to intervene and change the trajectory of boys’ emotional development, for their own good as well as that of society. This book aims to explore how we can break the cycle and understand how we can help raise emotionally aware, compassionate and empathetic boys who understand that true strength lies not in dominance or suppression, but in love and vulnerability. We need to examine the ways in which boys are being raised today, how (and why) they are socialised to be ‘tough’, and how their emotional needs are often neglected in favour of traditional and stereotypical ideals of masculinity. By being aware of how we raise and communicate with our sons we can protect them from some of the toxic influences that lead to radicalisation (yes, the highly sexist views many boys have today count as radicalisation!) and instead, empower them to forge their own paths that are healthier, more compassionate and, importantly, more inclusive.


The sad truth is that we are failing our boys currently. While society is busy blaming social media creators and tech firms, influencers, YouTubers, podcasters, smartphones, gaming and the like for ‘the demise of boys today’, we are missing the things that really matter: the way boys are treated differently to girls from birth, the harsher way in which they are parented, the biased way in which they are spoken to and about, and the many stereotypes we believe about boyhood that we unconsciously force upon them. Simply, it isn’t their fault we are where we are. It’s ours. If we want to help our boys, we have to start with examining our own beliefs and understandings. This book is a guide to understanding the situation we find ourselves in today and exploring how we got there. It’s about fostering change, offering practical tools and strategies for raising boys who not only reject toxic masculinity but actively contribute to a more just and empathetic world. This book is for parents and carers who want to raise boys who are kind, who are open to question what they see happening around them and brave enough to be better. This is a guide to raising boys with the knowledge that true strength, and indeed masculinity, is always rooted in gentleness, not just for boys but for you too as a parent or carer.



Who is this book for?


Everybody.


While I primarily wrote this book for parents of boys, it also applies to educators, mental health and childcare professionals. It is applicable for everybody who loves a boy, or a man. It is for anybody who sees what is happening in our world at the moment and wants to be part of making things better.


It doesn’t matter how old the boy in your life is, whether he’s one month old, ten years old or a fully grown adult. It’s never too early or too late to understand and change.



What qualifies me to write this book?


Primarily, I’m a mother to three sons, now young adults. I was thrown into ‘boy world’ a quarter of a century ago and I’ve been trying to fight my way through the stereotypes ever since. I am passionate about helping my boys, and yours, to live in a world that embraces their softness.


Maybe you know me as the founder of gentle parenting. I’ve been writing parenting books since 2010 (this is my seventeenth) and I’ve also worked with thousands of parents over the last two decades, helping them to understand their children, their needs, their behaviour and the impact of skewed societal expectations, myths and misconceptions. My interest, knowledge and personal experience are rooted deeply in the need to smash stereotypes and support a child to be authentic, with the help of their parents or carers.


Isn’t gentle parenting alone enough to protect our sons?


It should be.


If the whole world followed gentle parenting (which is nothing more than parenting with empathy for children, understanding their level of development and capabilities, respecting them rather than always demanding respect from them, and mindfully setting and endorsing boundaries) then yes, it should be enough. Sadly, despite all the media interest and furore, gentle parenting is still a fringe movement. It can feel as if it is becoming mainstream if you surround yourself in a gentle parenting bubble, but parenting today is still as authoritarian, harsh and controlling as it’s ever been. The default societal parenting style of today remains highly stereotyped. If you’re already following gentle parenting (maybe you’ve read some of my other books?), then that’s a great first step, but it’s sadly naïve to presume that it’s enough. It really isn’t, not any more.


One question I was asked when I announced I was writing this book was: ‘Is it a gentle parenting book for raising boys?’ And in a sense I suppose it is, though I’m reluctant to call it that. The book is rooted in the principles of understanding, empathy, respect and boundaries, and if you’re already following gentle parenting you will recognise the themes contained in it. It is so much more than that, though; it’s an exploration of our society today and how it affects boys and men (and girls and women) differently. Does it matter if you’re a gentle parent? Absolutely not; which is why I’m reluctant to label it as a gentle parenting book. First and foremost, this is a book for any parent or carer interested in helping boys, whatever parenting style they follow.


Do we really need different books for raising boys or raising girls?


About fifteen years ago, when I was writing my first book, I wrote that I didn’t want to write a book that was specifically about raising boys or girls; I wanted my work to be inclusive. I wanted parents to see the child that was in front of them and to see their unique needs, not what was ‘good for boys’ or ‘good for girls’. In fact, I was quite vocally anti girl- or boy-specific parenting books. I have, however, seen an alarming shift over the last few years and I don’t believe this approach is the correct one any more. Just as I don’t think gentle parenting alone is enough now.


We need to talk about the unique challenges and environments surrounding both boys and girls today (there’s a little hint about the topic of my next book!). I don’t believe that there are any innate differences between boys and girls, or that they need different styles of parenting based upon their chromosomes; however, the way they are treated by society is hugely different and it is these differences that have led me to recently believe that it’s now necessary to write specific books for raising boys and raising girls.



What will you find in this book?


My aim with this book is to help you to understand the world boys, and indeed men, face today. Not to blame them, but to really grasp how difficult life is for them. Once we, as parents and carers, understand the current landscape, we are then equipped to navigate it and raise our boys in such a way that they can help our society to heal, rather than perpetuate the harm that seems so rife today. For this reason, we have to begin by exploring masculinity. Chapter One asks, ‘What is masculinity?’ Who decides whether something is masculine or not? Has it always been this way? What stereotypes do you need to be aware of with your son, and how can you raise him in such a way as to embrace his masculinity and all that is good, while avoiding common pitfalls? We’ll talk about the recent rise of ‘the manosphere’, ‘red pill’ and ‘incel’ culture (I won’t explain these now, as we’ll look at them in depth soon) and help you to be as informed as possible, so that you can really help your son and maybe even yourself if you’re male.


Chapter Two looks at the importance of nurturing boys, of understanding that real strength is rooted in love. We will explore the myriad ways that society treats boys more harshly than girls and question how this affects our boys as they grow. This chapter leads on naturally to our next: in Chapter Three we will study the ideas of emotional intelligence and emodiversity, or embracing all emotions, and consider why this idea is so valuable to boys, particularly in a world that seems to forever teach them to mask their feelings and ‘put on a brave face’. Chapter Four once again picks up on the theme of embracing authenticity and why it is so important for parents and carers to share open and honest communication with boys. Too often boys, particularly tweens, teens and young adults, keep their thoughts and feelings to themselves, struggling, without reaching out for help from their parents and carers. There is a reason for this: they are taught subconsciously from a young age to be independent, to ‘stand on their own two feet’, and are exposed to messages that tell them that masculinity is strength and that crying, asking for help, being emotional, is somehow ‘soft’. The first four chapters of this book could be summed up as encouraging parents, carers and their sons to embrace the softness of masculinity.


In Chapter Five we switch the focus from immediate caregivers to wider society. While parents and carers clearly have the strongest impact on boys as they grow, the older they get the more others influence them. Peers, friends, extended family, teachers, group leaders, employers and those who they find themselves in a parasocial relationship (a perceived personal relationship with a celebrity) with, for instance, online influencers, all play a role. We need to help our boys to carefully curate their ‘village’, to vet the messages that they surround themselves with and to fill their orbit with positive influences. For this reason, Chapter Five concentrates on the value of good male role models and where and how to find them. Positive role models alone aren’t enough, however; it is vital that we show boys the discrimination that women and girls face on a daily basis. To show them, we first need to see it ourselves, and even if you’re a woman nodding right now I suspect you don’t realise the full reality of the discrimination surrounding you. When we give boys a ‘why’, a cause, and an understanding, then we can raise genuine feminists who really care about women and girls, which is exactly what Chapter Seven is all about. Raising boys to be allies for girls isn’t enough, though. There is strong intersectionality (or a link) between sexism and misogyny and other forms of discrimination in society, such as homophobia, ageism, ableism and racism. Isms often co-occur and so we need our boys to be allies for all of those who find themselves in a marginalised position in society; this is the way to nurture true respect.


In Chapter Eight we move on to discussing the world a boy experiences online, with digital relationships, handling online toxicity in the manosphere and pornography. However you approach screen time as a family, this is an area that your son will stumble across at some point and so it is important to be prepared. Chapter Nine continues the theme of relationships, this time moving from virtual to ‘in real life’ ones. Whether we’re talking friendships or romantic relationships, it is crucial that boys know what a positive relationship looks like, to protect both themselves and others. Here we will discuss themes such as respect and consent, and look at both red flags and green flags. Our final chapter, number ten, summarises three real masculine strengths that parents and carers should aim to foster in their boys: courage, compassion and character. We’ll talk a little about what these look like and, using information we will discuss in chapters two through nine, we’ll come up with a plan for you to follow in your own parenting or caregiving. This plan is comprised of eight points; I call it my eight-point plan to raise a gentle man. We’ll discuss this much more in Chapter Ten, but I thought I would leave you with a little teaser before you read on. The eight points are:




	Nurture boys, at all ages.


	Raise boys to be emotionally intelligent.


	Encourage open and honest communication.


	Surround boys with good role models.


	Make boys aware of discrimination.


	Raise boys to be feminists.


	Protect boys from online radicalisation.


	Teach boys about positive relationships.





I hope this short summary of the contents of this book appeals to you. As a mother of three boys, now young men, this is a topic I feel passionate about. Much is made of raising boys to be obedient, to be respectful of societal rules, ‘to be a gentleman’; yet not enough is spoken about how to raise a gentle man. To me, gentleness is a vital strength to instil in our children, especially our boys, I hope you agree? If you do, read on …










Chapter One



Exploring masculinity


It was a cold and grey winter’s day at the end of January 2002. I was pregnant with my first child and had just had my twenty-week scan. Throughout my childhood and early adult life I was convinced if I had children that they would be girls. I had had no exposure to boys; I was an only child. My closest family members, my cousins, were female. My best friends in early childhood were female. The baby dolls I played with as a toddler and preschooler were female. My Barbies were (obviously) all female. Even my pets – a guinea pig, rabbit and cat – were female. One Christmas I had asked for a He-Man and a Castle Grayskull playset, instead I received a Barbie Rock Star set, it was supposedly ‘more fitting for a girl’. I owned nothing that was ‘boyish’. My childhood bedroom was decorated with a ditsy white, lilac and pink wallpaper and my bed was adorned with a lace-trimmed, frilly pale pink bedcover. Everything I knew was hyper feminine. When the two lines appeared on my pregnancy test I just assumed that I would have a daughter. I bought pink Babygros and planned a Flower Fairy themed nursery.


On that January day, however, I found myself lying on a bed in a small hospital room, my bump covered in clear jelly goop, and the sonographer said three small words that shocked me: ‘It’s a boy!’ My response was just a confused, ‘What?’ I was convinced she was wrong, or that I’d misheard. It’s not that I was upset at having a boy; it was just not something that had entered into my mind. I didn’t know boys. I had no interest in trains, cars, dinosaurs or football. The idea of having a son frankly terrified me.


Fast-forward another twenty-two weeks (yes, I was fourteen days ‘overdue’ and felt every one of those days in the hottest July heatwave we had had for ages!), and my beautiful son came into the world. He was born with huge dark brown eyes that pierced right into my soul. It was as if somehow he was telling me, ‘I don’t need you to be a “boy mum”, I need you to be my mum.’ My worries about whether I could raise a son left quickly, to be replaced with an increasing frustration at the ridiculous gender stereotyping that surrounded us during the first few months of my son being earthside. Every single congratulations card we received was blue; blue teddy bears, blue elephants, blue storks, blue rattles and blue building blocks decorated the front of them. The cards were accompanied by gifts of blue soft toys, blue blankets, blue muslin cloths and blue Babygros. I’ve always loved the colour blue, but it was overwhelming. It felt like I was suffocating in a sea of pastel blue.


Blue, however, became far preferable to the dismal array of clothing that was on offer for older male babies and toddlers. I still don’t understand why clothing designers think that parents want to dress their little boys in shades of army green, brown, navy, grey and black. I craved colour, but it was so hard to find. Colour wasn’t the only problem, though. The fabrics were all so hard: corduroy trousers, denim jeans and dungarees, thick cotton collared and buttoned shirts, mini trainers and boots. So many of the outfits for sale seemed to be like shrunken versions of ‘old man’ clothing. Where was the softness? In both colour and feel. If I did manage to find something soft it inevitably was emblazoned with a slogan: ‘mummy’s little soldier’, ‘daddy’s little super hero’, ‘here comes trouble’, ‘future heartbreaker’. I found them all so inappropriate and unsavoury. Everything focused on being tough and being in control. I know this isn’t just a boy issue – girls’ clothing is arguably worse for so many reasons, especially the slogans: ‘little princess’, ‘be kind’, ‘be happy’, ‘smile!’, ‘gorgeous’, and so on (and everything pink – so much pink!), which all focus on either being pretty or masking emotions in order to ‘be good’, unproblematic and undemanding. Anyway, I digress, this is just a book about raising boys, after all! When we went shoe shopping my son gravitated to the large display of shoes with patterns, colour, sequins, glitter, ribbons and dolls hidden in the soles, all marketed under the banner ‘for girls’. The staff steered us to the dismal, small, uninspiring, display of black, brown, navy and grey which was usually hidden at the back of the shop. If we were lucky one or two of them featured an embroidered train or dinosaur. None of them had glitter.


As my son grew into toddlerhood I noticed people treated him differently to girls his age. At playgroup, the helpers steered him to the toy cars, not the dolls. If we were outside they would give him a ball, not a skipping rope. If he cried they would encourage him to ‘come on, stop crying, be a big boy’. By the time he had started school, his hair had grown into beautiful shoulder-length curls framing his face in ringlets and most people referred to him as ‘she’ without bothering to ask us, or him, if he was in fact a girl. Many were shocked when he said, ‘I’m a boy!’ By the time he was a teenager, with even longer hair, he had given up correcting people when they presumed he was a girl. He would just look at me and roll his eyes in disdain. My sweet, sensitive boy, with the dark chocolate eyes framed with the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen, who loved drawing and painting and wore bright colourful clothing, was confusing for many, because he didn’t fit the mould for a ‘typical boy’.


The two brothers who came after him were equally as stereotype busting. They had a large doll’s house to play with, I bought them baby dolls, toy slings and prams, toy vacuum cleaners and pots and pans and princess dresses and shoes, along with trains, cars and dinosaurs. Toys don’t have a gender, only the stereotypes we prescribe to them. One December when my second-born son was in year 1 at school (having just turned six), his teacher pulled me aside and said, ‘I’ve made him an angel in the nativity play, because he wanted to wear a dress, I hope that’s OK with you?’ ‘Why would it not be?’ I answered. ‘Well, some parents get funny about these things,’ she said. She was right. I saw the looks we got when my son wore his Dora the Explorer costume to preschool, when friends came to play and my sons wanted to put on a Disney Princess show, dressed in their Snow White and Princess Aurora gowns, the times when family members had questioned ‘when are you going to cut their hair?’, and the second glances we got from strangers when we were out with the boys rocking their newly painted pink and purple nails, just like Mummy’s. The message was loud and clear: this isn’t normal for a boy. Boys are meant to wear sludge-coloured clothing, have short-clipped hair, keep their emotions to themselves and enjoy sports. That was the definition of masculinity. My sons challenged their views in every respect, and rather than considering if masculinity is based on something other than a colour palette or hairstyle, it was easier to ridicule my family as ‘weird’.



What is masculinity?


Defining masculinity, or manliness, is actually an incredibly hard thing to do. I wonder what you would define it as?


When I was writing this book I read many definitions, from many sources, each one differing slightly. Some focused on masculinity from an emotional or personality perspective, some using a cultural and belief-related definition and others considered masculinity based upon social roles. The dictionary definition of masculinity is: ‘The qualities that are considered to be typical of men.’ This definition is problematic in itself as it focuses on stereotyping. Masculinity is something that is typical of men, but what about those men who have qualities that are untypical for their sex. Are they somehow not masculine? Should we really define masculinity as something that fits some men? Shouldn’t we be more inclusive and consider all men?


Many view masculinity from a social role perspective, commonly that of ‘the provider’; in the not-too-distant past men were the breadwinners and those who were out of work would often struggle with a sense of emasculation. From an emotional perspective, masculinity is often perceived as shunning characteristics that are usually associated with women.


I wanted to spend the rest of this chapter really thinking about what the word ‘masculinity’ means, and how it will affect your son, yourself, or the boys you care for.


Does masculinity have a certain physical look?


It shouldn’t do. Alas, I fear it does. You only have to look at the boys on Love Island each year for a view of what society deems peak masculinity: a ‘hench’ muscular body (preferably devoid of chest and back hair); a height measurement that begins with a six, not a five; luscious but short hair and sporty clothing. The ‘gym lad’ look is this decade’s masculine stereotype. In generations past, masculinity looked different: the besuited, tailored look of the 1940s and ’50s; the drainpipe trousers and quiffs of the 1960s; the Saturday Night Fever flares or Mohicans of 1970s punk culture; the Levi’s jeans of the 1980s (remember Nick Kamen in the laundrette?); the bare chests, leather cowboy boots and big hair of ’80s rock stars and the 1990s sporty hip-hop fashions or signature plaid shirt of the grunge movement. Fashion has always acted like a sort of badge, or uniform, of masculinity. It tells other people, ‘I’m a man.’ It may seem that society is more accepting of individuality today; however, the masculine uniform is still very much present and those who deviate from it are ridiculed. Take the criticism of British pop star Harry Styles when he appeared in a dress on the front cover of Vogue in 2020. Styles was met with many detractors, but the most famous is undoubtedly Candace Owens (American commentator and author) whose now infamous tweet ‘bring back manly men’ caused a huge backlash. While men have always dressed in a similar way to Harry Styles – think David Bowie, Boy George, Freddie Mercury and even David Beckham in his sarong – ‘manly men’ don’t wear dresses is the underlying rule today. The truth is, a man who feels comfortable in himself to wear whatever he wants is surely the best embodiment of masculinity? Sadly, there are still just as many stereotypes to smash today as there were fifty years ago.



Masculinity on screen


If I asked you to name me three of the most iconic masculine film or TV lead characters of the last fifty years, who would you list? Maybe your list would contain one or more of the following:




	James Bond


	Indiana Jones


	Batman


	Superman


	Iron Man


	Rambo


	Rocky


	Jack Sparrow (Pirates of the Caribbean)


	John McClane (Die Hard)


	Maverick (Top Gun)


	
Jack Reacher


	Jason Bourne


	DCI John Luther (Luther)


	Jack Bauer (24)





These characters all share several similar traits, including:




	They seem to be in control of everything personally and professionally; albeit this control is often superficial when it comes to their personal lives, which are often fractured and dysfunctional behind the mask.


	They are all powerful in some way.


	They are all dominant over others.


	They are all physically strong and fit.


	They all have strong powers of endurance.


	They are all self-reliant, some to the point of isolating themselves from others.


	They rarely show emotions, particularly sad ones.


	They often justify the use of violence.





In our culture, traditional views of masculinity in film and TV tend to emphasise a certain character. One who is strong both physically and emotionally. His character often suppresses his emotions, which frequently leads to outbursts of aggression. The character is dominant, an ‘alpha male’. He will be skilled at combat, run fast and hit hard. Usually he will be single, albeit he will have many one-night stands or casual girlfriends (never a boyfriend). If he does have a partner and a child he will be in the role of ‘the provider’, taking care of his family financially and in charge of their safety. He will almost always be white, too (Luther being the only exception in our list). While there are main male characters who challenge this stereotype (think Forrest Gump, Harry Potter and Han Solo), sadly, the most iconic all fit a narrow definition of masculinity. Our boys look up to and aspire to be these characters (or should I say ‘looked up to and aspired to be’ if that boy is now an adult), but what messages are they receiving? What does Hollywood tell us about masculinity? What does it tell boys who don’t fit the masculine mould?



Connell’s Masculinity Theory


In the late 1980s, Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell developed her theory of masculinities, which still remains influential today.1 Connell viewed masculinity as a social structure, not a personal, innate, identity. Masculinity, she said, is all about internalised social norms, attitudes towards ‘manliness’ and femininity, and the expected behaviours of men.


Connell identified four main types of masculinity, these are:



Hegemonic


Hegemonic masculinity is the most dominant in society and the form of masculinity held in the highest esteem. This type of masculinity is characterised by traits such as physical strength, control, stoicism, competitiveness and dominance. Think of the Hollywood characters we discussed earlier, they are classic examples of hegemonic masculinity. The ‘tough guys’, the leaders, the providers, the fixers, the ones everybody looks up to because they’re so manly. Physically, these men are tall, muscular, with a manly hairstyle (or a totally bald head) and manly clothing. They are only ever heterosexual. Hegemonic masculinity is so widely accepted by society that it can and does lead to the marginalisation of other types of masculinity and the subordination of women. Think of it as the leader of the patriarchy, with all the power, authority and privilege that it brings. It is linked with misogynistic practices and a pushback against feminism. Hegemonic masculinity isn’t necessarily the most common type of masculinity, but it is the one that is the most influential and powerful. It is also unobtainable for many men, which can leave them feeling inadequate, because they are not ‘man enough’. The pursuit of hegemonic masculinity leads to repressing feelings in the pursuit of seeming tough. Sadly, it is also the most appealing type for adolescent boys to aspire to.



Complicit


Complicit masculinity is made up of a category of men who do not fit the hegemonic style themselves, however they still benefit from it. Again, think men who benefit from the patriarchy and don’t challenge it, even though they themselves are negatively affected by its existence. These men will often admire hegemonic masculinity, perhaps aspiring to be like their favourite action hero or dominant sportsman, and while they may not exhibit these same traits themselves they are still complicit in the perpetuation of it.



Subordinated


This archetype describes men who are repressed by hegemonic masculinity. They may display physical attributes (for instance being short or physically weak, or have long hair), personality traits (for instance being very emotional) or hold beliefs and values (such as being a feminist ally) that directly contrast hegemonic masculinity. That said, they will often still subject themselves to the norms of hegemonic masculinity, and admonish themselves for not being muscular enough, or brave enough.


Marginalised


This group of men are unable to fit into the hegemonic classification because of possessing certain marginalised characteristics, such as sexual orientation (anything apart from being heterosexual) or a physical or learning disability. Marginalised masculinity is a subconscious threat to hegemonic masculinity, because if these men are considered ‘masculine’ then those who subscribe to hegemonic masculinity are left doubting their identity.


While we may believe that the world today is more enlightened, or even ‘woke’ as some refer to it, hegemonic masculinity is still held as the ideal in society. These are still the messages that boys hear, from birth, and want to emulate today. Even if parents embrace something different in the home, boys only have to turn on the television, their PC, tablet or mobile phone, or speak to other boys, and it is right there, giving them the message that there is a ‘right’ way to be masculine: hegemonic. Anything else is somehow not good enough.



Masculinity throughout history


Have things always been this way? Did masculinity look different in the past? Let’s take a whistle-stop tour through the last two hundred years.



Victorian masculinity (1837–1901)


If there is any time period that most fits the definition of ‘being a gentleman’ (note, not a gentle man!) it is surely the Victorian era. The Victorian gentleman was full of self-control with a stiff upper lip. You would not find the stereotypical Victorian man expressing emotions publicly. His was a restrained image of stoicism, with strict morals. The Victorian man would not express his desires, especially not if they were for the same sex. Homosexuality was strictly taboo, with a law passed in 1885 making ‘gross indecency’ between men a criminal act punishable by imprisonment. Oscar Wilde, the Irish author and poet, was famously imprisoned for two years for ‘gross indecency’ between 1895 and 1897. Speaking of the need to hide his true feelings in public, Wilde wrote: ‘Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.’ During this time, many gay men would try to circumvent the law and societal judgement by creating their own ‘campish’ (the origin of the modern word camp) subculture, where they would use female names and pronouns for each other, sometimes dress in women’s clothing and present in flamboyant ways. Oscar Wilde was famous for wearing a green carnation on his lapel, an action which spread among the homosexual community as a secret way to identify each other, without drawing the attention of the law.


While respect mattered greatly to the typical Victorian man, how it was garnered was less important; for instance, respect from his children was usually ascertained through severe discipline and harsh physical punishments and wife beating was common throughout the nineteenth century (the right of a man to use corporal punishment against his wife was only lost in 1891 in the UK). Looks-wise, the Victorian gentleman would dress in dark tailored clothing, featuring a top hat and often a cane. A muscular, athletic appearance was favoured and was considered a sign of self-respect. The ongoing expansion of the British Empire reinforced societal ideals of rugged masculinity, with physical strength considered a desirable masculine trait. Indeed, the Victorian era saw the huge popularity of the ‘Strong Man’ circus act, an epitome of masculinity of the time.


There was a very clear divide in social roles during the Victorian era, with men working and providing financially for their families, as well as being involved in politics (women, of course, could not vote) and the running of their towns and countries; women, on the other hand, nurtured children and kept the home.



The early twentieth century (1901–1950)


Masculinity-wise, this era was defined by the two world wars. The focus for men was on strength, stoicism and heroism. Approximately a quarter of all men in the UK fought in the British Army in the First and/or Second World War; those who didn’t fight because of working in ‘reserved occupations’ stayed behind working in coal mines, in munitions factories, on the railways, in farming, engineering and healthcare. Despite many thousands of women working in similar roles during the wars, these were still considered primarily ‘men’s jobs’. Men were still in complete control in politics, with women unable to vote for half of this era. Women over the age of thirty who owned property were finally allowed to vote in 1918, followed by all women (irrespective of owning property) over the age of twenty-one in 1928. 1919 saw the first woman take a seat in the UK’s Houses of Parliament, Nancy Astor; however by 1931 the Conservative Party (the leading party of the time) still only had three female MPs.


When it came to the wars, men were encouraged to put their country and their families first, pushing their own needs and desires aside. As then Prime Minister of the UK Winston Churchill said in 1943: ‘A man does what he must in spite of personal consequences, in spite of obstacles and dangers and pressures and that is the basis of all human morality.’ The wars militarised masculinity, placing bravery, resilience and endurance at the pinnacle of desired characteristics in men. As the British author, poet and journalist Rudyard Kipling wrote in the last verse of his 1910 poem ‘If’:




If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,


If all men count with you, but none too much.


If you can fill the unforgiving minute


With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,


Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,


And which is more you’ll be a Man, my son!





This suppressing of feelings, and the idea of being a ‘noble soldier’, however, did not come without cost: over 250,000 men were diagnosed with shell shock (which we refer to as PTSD today) during and in the immediate aftermath of the First World War.2 Society at the time was not accepting of the psychological trauma men were experiencing and many were even tried in court for desertion and ‘cowardice’. The term shell shock had gone out of fashion by the end of the Second World War, however, many were said to be suffering with ‘battle fatigue’ or ‘combat stress reaction’ and sadly emotional support was still hard to come by. Once again the ‘stiff upper lip’ was preferred, rather than challenging ideals of masculinity. Real men were strong; they didn’t need help with their mental health.



Post-war masculinity (1950s–1970s)


After the wars, the emphasis was on rebuilding and returning to tradition. Men took the role of the breadwinner and provider in a nuclear family. Male employment was high and many worked in industrial roles. Women still took a predominantly nurturing role in society, raising children and taking care of the house, although more were starting to work outside of the home.


The 1960s and ’70s saw a rise in something known as ‘second wave feminism’ which questioned the rigid gender roles of the time. In 1972, the British sociologist Ann Oakley introduced the term the ‘sociology of gender’, a theory which differentiated between the words ‘sex’ and ‘gender’: sex being biological – male and female – and ‘gender’ referring to femininity and masculinity. Oakley’s emphasis was on society’s unequal division of labour between men and women and how some roles were considered predominantly feminine, such as housework. In her 1974 study ‘The Sociology of Housework’, Oakley interviewed London-based housewives (those who did not work outside of the home). She found most of the women disliked housework and felt lonely and bored. Despite having control over their home, these women felt that the real power in society was still firmly in the hands of men, whereas the responsibility sat with women. Masculinity still very firmly sat in the hegemonic style.


Another important shift that began during this time period was the rise of youth culture, including Teddy Boys and Mods and Rockers, who challenged masculine norms through the tools of fashion and music. Men had more power to express themselves in their clothing and hairstyles, and music frequently explored themes of love, longing and heartbreak. These movements, however, were also associated with violence and delinquency, which conversely solidified the hegemonic style of masculinity as predominant once again.



The 1980s and ’90s


The ’80s and ’90s saw both a crisis of and the reinvention of masculinity. The miners’ strikes of 1984 and ’85 in response to the UK government announcing the closure of coal pits, putting thousands of men out of work, painted masculinity as angry and forced a challenge of the views of men as ‘the provider’ in traditional masculine jobs. Many men found themselves unemployed and ‘on the dole’, surviving on their female partner’s wage, or benefits. While miners in the north of the country were struggling, men in the south, especially London, were defining a new style of masculinity: the yuppie. Yuppies (short for Young Urban Professional) were up-and-coming career professionals, often working in finance, law or real estate. Male yuppies wore expensive designer suits and flashy jewellery and drove fast sports cars. To the male yuppie, money and power defined their masculinity, in sharp contrast to the jobless miners. 1980s rock and heavy metal music culture, on the other hand, told us that masculinity was big hair, tight trousers, cowboy boots, fringed leather jackets, loud electric guitars and a revolving door of one-night stands rather than emotionally committing to a partner.


In the late 1980s and early ’90s another dichotomy occurred in cultural masculinity. On the one hand was the rise of ‘The New Man’: a man who was empathetic, supportive of women’s rights, emotionally intelligent, conscious of his appearance but not fixated on it, and willing to share the physical load at home. Think the 1990s black-and-white Athena poster of the topless man cradling a baby (named ‘L’Enfant’) that adorned the bedroom walls of so many teenage girls. The new man, however, quickly became an outdated concept, giving rise to another style of masculinity: ‘lad culture’. Lad culture told us that masculinity was downing pints of beer, reciting sexist chants –‘Get yer tits out for the lads’, catcalling women and girls in the street, reading lads mags like Loaded and Nuts, cropped hair or Oasis-style mullets, Adidas trainers, watching football every Saturday and wearing football shirts every day of the week. Lad culture was only for heterosexuals and the most hegemonic of masculinity. Music of the time gave us such gems as The Prodigy’s ‘Smack My Bitch Up’. The nineties saw society going full circle back to the overt sexism of the Victorian age, but without the focus on respect and being a ‘gentleman’. Now men revelled in being a misogynistic ‘lad’.


It’s unsurprising that violence against women and girls was still common in the ’80s and ’90s. Approximately one in three British women aged between sixteen and sixty reported being affected by domestic abuse in a 1990 survey.3



The twenty-first century


And so we come to the present day. Masculinity today has undoubtedly moved on from the rigid, repressive and stoic ideals of the Victorian era to more diverse but hotly contested forms of masculinity.


While there have definitely been improvements, with more acceptance of diversity and male mental health awareness and challenges to traditional gender roles (for instance the rise of the stay-at-home dad), toxic masculinity, the harmful effects of traditional masculine norms i.e., hegemonic masculinity, is most definitely still a thing, affecting boys and men and society as a whole.


There has been a recent rise in men’s rights activism with a backlash to feminism. The ‘alt right’ (abbreviated from alternative right) movement is growing too. This movement is predominantly focused on white, straight, male supremacy and a rejection of masculinity that doesn’t fit this definition. Online culture has given a platform to influencers, such as the Tate brothers, spreading misogyny and the incel (involuntary celibate) movement. Incels are a movement of men who believe that the reason women shun them (thus making them involuntarily celibate) is because women are too picky and problematic. Rather than considering their own views, beliefs and actions as the root cause of the issue, their ire and anger therefore is directed towards women. Online radicalisation is sadly a grave threat for boys and young men today who fall into ‘the manosphere’ (an online world promoting hegemonic masculinity, anti-feminism and misogyny). We’ll look at all of this, and how to help boys from being sucked into the manosphere, in much more detail in Chapter Eight.
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