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PREFACE



On a late spring day a few years back, around the time of my son’s tenth birthday, he and I were running errands in our neighborhood when he spotted a friend. The boys shouted each other’s names in delight, and as we passed the kid on the sidewalk, he and my son paused and leaned into one another, clasping right hands and pressing right shoulders together while patting each other’s back. Then, seamlessly, they released their grip, and each continued on his way.


I’d seen men greet each other like this—or some other hand-slapping, fist-bumping, dap-giving variation—thousands of times. There’s even a famous GIF of president Barack Obama meeting the men’s Olympic basketball team in 2012: After offering a sober handshake to an older white staff member, he turns with a high-beam smile to star player Kevin Durant. Palms smack; shoulders bump; backs are slapped. The greeting has its roots in African American culture—in his 2014 photography project, Five on the Black Hand Side, Chicago artist LaMont Hamilton traces its origins to the late 1960s during the Vietnam War, when black GIs gave dap as a symbol of unity, brotherhood, and survival.1 But like so many black inventions, the dap has been co-opted and gone mainstream, especially among younger guys of all races. And in these circles it’s less often a signifier of political solidarity than of masculine cool and a socially acceptable way for men to express and share affection. It’s not a hug. It’s a bro-hug.


Witnessing the handshake between my son and his friend was a small marvel, one of those sweet and sharp parental moments of realization that your baby has become worldly and less familiar. It was also a curiosity. I had no idea where he picked it up or how often he’d tried out this gesture to make it look so graceful and confident, as though he had been born doing it.


My son’s childhood and early adolescence, and his growing mastery of the rituals of manhood, are more an amazement to me than they might be for other parents. My wife and I adopted our son when he was one, so we have no genetic connection for comparison—no he has your musical talent, no he got his dexterity from me—nor did either one of us have a boyhood of our own. And our son, with his swagger, his inability to sit still, his gross-out humor, and his love of sports, video games, and skateboards, ticks many of the boxes of the traditional boy profile. A family member once joked about the twist in fate that placed such a stereotypical boy in a home with two women. But I don’t see it that way. Our son’s rough-and-tumble spiritedness didn’t appear to me as more male than female (I know a lot of rowdy girls), nor did I think his ample affectionateness and tenderness made him an exception to his sex (I know many gentle men). Our son has had plenty of male role models: uncles and grandfathers, family friends, teachers, mentors, and coaches. When he was around eight, I asked him if he ever wished he had a dad or felt that he was missing out by not having one, and he paused for a moment to consider. “There’s one thing,” he said. “I think if I had a dad, I’d get to go to McDonald’s more often.” Not wanting to let this go unchallenged, I told him we knew a lot of dads who didn’t go to McDonald’s, like a neighbor who was vegetarian and a foodie friend who bought meat only from the organic butcher. My son shrugged, already bored and regretting this conversation. “Okay, fine,” he said. “All I know is that you two lesbians never take me to McDonald’s.”


Aside from making a family joke out of depriving our son of Big Macs, my wife and I didn’t dwell on what it meant to be two women raising a boy when he was younger. We figured he could call on his uncles when it was time to learn to shave. But pretty much everything else a kid needs to be taught, qualities like decency, resilience, empathy, honesty, and tenacity, are genderless. A greater consideration for us was race. We’re both white, and our son is Oji-Cree and Ojibway. When it came to our son’s sense of self, we were far more consumed with ensuring he was connected to his indigenous roots and culture than we were with worrying about whether he’d know how to tie a tie or throw a baseball. (My wife taught him to do both.)


Besides, we have a certain slant on the issue. Just as we had no preference for adopting a boy or a girl, we didn’t anticipate that we’d raise a boy or a girl all that differently. Within our own circle of friends and in the larger LGBTQ community, gender isn’t a garrison but an amusement park, where rules about masculinity and femininity are questioned, exaggerated, and turned upside down. From the time he was a toddler, our son has been around all manner of men who express all manner of manliness, from macho to fey, including a gay uncle who embraces both—he’s a former high school football player who’s knock-out gorgeous dressed in drag. Masculinity isn’t solely a male domain, either. There are butch women in my son’s life, most notably my wife, who gets her hair cut at a barbershop, has tattoos snaking down both arms, and even now, in her forties, is regularly mistaken for a teenage boy. When our son was young, we aimed to raise him without a strict gender agenda. Like good feminists, we bought him a toy cooking set as well as Thomas the Tank Engine trains. How much this would inoculate him against gender stereotypes, we didn’t know. But at the time, his adulthood felt so distant that it was impossible to imagine what our little boy would be like as a man. Until, one day, it wasn’t.


The glimpse I had of my son giving dap to his friend made me stop short. When had he become such a guy? I wondered. And now that he was older, how would his transition from boy to man alter him? I began to more seriously consider the ambient noise of the rules of masculinity, the lessons both implicit and overt that my son was absorbing about male culture and manhood. What did he think it meant to be a man? Was manliness for him simply about endearing and benign rituals like handshakes and a fondness for “guy stuff” like basketball and Call of Duty? Or was he also picking up on the more troubled and troubling manifestations of masculinity, such as aggression and emotional detachment? What did he think of being a man in relation to women? My son is now in his early teens, and his coming of age coincides with a moment when masculinity is under examination: terms such as male privilege, patriarchy, misogyny, and toxic masculinity have made their way from university gender studies departments into the mainstream.


It’s also a moment when masculinity is felt by some as being under dire threat, as evidenced by the growing allure of online forums and websites populated by men’s rights activists, so-called pickup artists (PUAs), outraged male gamers, and other guys expressing varying degrees of confusion and fury about the changing social order. To many of them, feminism and the achievements of women have emasculated men and upended natural gender roles. “Aggrieved entitlement” is a phrase used by Michael S. Kimmel, a sociologist at Stony Brook University in New York and the author of Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men and Angry White Men: American Masculinity at the End of an Era, to describe the general mood of this subset of predominantly white men who feel they have been usurped by others who appear to be progressing: women, immigrants, and people of color.


An extreme version of aggrieved entitlement was articulated by twenty-two-year-old Elliot Rodger, who killed six others and himself in a rampage in Isla Vista, California, on May 23, 2014. Troubled since he was a little boy, as a teenager Rodger retreated into World of Warcraft and online forums like PUAHate, which was created to mock suave pickup artists who boasted about their sexual exploits. It was there that Rodger, resentful of his lack of romantic success, found common cause with fellow “incels”—or “involuntary celibates.” In forum posts and in videos he shared on YouTube, he ranted about both the women who turned him down and the men they found attractive (“Stacys” and “Chads,” in incel slang): “Men shouldn’t have to look and act like big, animalistic beasts to get women. The fact that women still prioritize brute strength just shows that their minds haven’t fully evolved.”2


Hours before his killing spree, he posted a video in which he said, “All you girls who rejected me, looked down upon me, you know, treated me like scum while you gave yourselves to other men. And all of you men for living a better life than me, all of you sexually active men. I hate you. I hate all of you. I can’t wait to give you exactly what you deserve, annihilation.”3 He also emailed a 137-page manuscript titled “My Twisted World” to his therapist, acquaintances, and family members. In it he recounted his obsession with status and power, as well as his self-loathing and humiliation at having to “suffer virginity [his] whole life.” Rodger began his attack by stabbing three men in his apartment and then, as part of his plan to punish “sluts” for their “crime” of not being attracted to him, drove to a nearby sorority house. There he shot three women walking outside the building, killing two of them, and then he shot and killed another man at a convenience store. Driving away, he exchanged gunfire with police and injured another thirteen pedestrians before turning the gun on himself. He died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound.


Rodger’s murders were an extreme but not entirely unforeseen demonstration of a brewing backlash against women. His language echoed much of the content on the forums he frequented, and his actions brought into relief the mounting tension between what boys and men have long been told is their birthright (power, money, status, and female attention) and the present-day social reality in which girls and women increasingly have more agency, independence, power, and choice. Soon after the attack, the #YesAllWomen hashtag went viral on social media to highlight the ubiquity of male aggression directed at women and to suggest that Rodger’s actions represented a broader male fury. Writing on Rodger, feminist philosopher Kate Manne observed that “misogyny often stems from the desire to take women down, to put them in their place again. So the higher they climb, the farther they may be made to fall because of it.”4 (On April 23, 2018, in what appeared to be a copycat attack, Alek Minassian, a twenty-five-year-old student in my home city of Toronto, allegedly drove a van onto a sidewalk and into crowds of pedestrians. Ten people were killed and more than a dozen injured—the majority of the victims women. Shortly before the attack, Minassian had written on Facebook: “The Incel Rebellion has already begun! We will overthrow all the Chads and Stacys. All hail the Supreme Gentleman Elliot Rodger!”)5


My Generation X girlhood and adolescence encompassed a similar clash between progress and retraction. Growing up post sexual revolution and post–Second Wave feminism, my opportunities for education, a career, and personal freedom were far beyond anything afforded to my mother and my grandmothers, but in the broader world women’s gains in independence were being spun as both a threat to our happiness and a danger to men’s identity and self-esteem. I was a teenager when Newsweek published its infamous (and since debunked) 1986 story warning that a single forty-year-old woman was more likely to be killed by a terrorist than get married.6


Three years later, on December 6, 1989, in a horrifying assault that presaged Elliot Rodger’s attack, a twenty-five-year-old man named Marc Lépine stalked the corridors of École Polytechnique in Montreal, Canada, armed with a rifle and a hunting knife. He entered an engineering classroom and separated the men and women. Then he turned to the female students and said, “You’re all a bunch of feminists, I hate feminists.”7 He killed six women instantly, and then eight more, before he shot himself. In his suicide note, Lépine, who had applied to the school’s engineering program and been rejected, said he blamed feminists for destroying his life, and he said he believed women shouldn’t become engineers, because they would take jobs from men. (The anniversary of the Montreal Massacre is recognized each year in Canada as a National Day of Remembrance and Action on Violence Against Women.)


Like Rodger, Lépine was a disturbed individual, and his anger at feminists felt familiar. When I attended college myself, the reading list of my women’s studies courses included Susan Faludi’s Backlash: The Undeclared War Against American Women, tracing the mounting hostility toward the movement. As far as women had come since the 1960s, true equality—in the form of pay equity, reproductive rights, racial justice, LGBTQ rights, and safety from violence and harassment—remained elusive. In fact, by the late 1980s, feminism was not only declared “dead” but had become the scapegoat for everything from infertility and a lack of marriageable men to female depression and a spike in eating disorders.


In the thirty years between my son’s childhood and my own, gender roles and expectations have continued to evolve and progress. Millennial and postmillennial women have enlivened feminism, reconstituting the movement as more dynamic, inclusive, and intersectional—the last a term coined by US law professor Kimberlé Crenshaw in the 1980s to describe overlapping social identities (such as being black, female, and lesbian).8 Beyoncé has proudly proclaimed herself a feminist, as have a growing number of young celebrities such as Amandla Stenberg, Rowan Blanchard, Zendaya, and Emma Watson. Teen Vogue and Rookie run stories about rape culture, reproductive rights, and transgender pride. In popular culture for girls, strong, smart female characters have flourished, in movies and TV series, including Inside Out, Doc McStuffins, and Moana, and in the arrival of a big-screen Wonder Woman and Star Wars Jedi heroine Rey. As a culture, we have poked enough holes in assumptions about femininity and femaleness that most of us now celebrate the idea of girl power and female strength. We believe that girls can and should play sports, that they’re capable of excelling at science and math, that they can be both vulnerable and strong, that they may grow up to be soldiers, presidents, teachers, doctors, and engineers. There has been a wealth of academic research and media conversations about the impact of gender stereotypes on girls’ self-esteem, behaviors, and opportunities. We recognize the value of strong, varied female role models, and we have well-honed critiques about the influence of Barbie and porn on girls’ body image and sexuality.


But when it comes to challenging gender stereotypes and their effects on boys, we haven’t been nearly as thorough or thoughtful. In her 2004 book, The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love, bell hooks argues that one of the oversights of feminism “has been the lack of a concentrated study of boyhood, one that offers guidelines and strategies for alternative masculinity and ways of thinking about maleness.” One reason is that, generally speaking, boys have a higher status than girls in a sexist culture, so it’s assumed they only benefit from this inequality. But as hooks points out, “Status and even the rewards of privilege are not the same as being loved.”9 She’s correct: we haven’t yet cast enough of a critical eye on the demands of masculinity—for instance, the expectations that men be physically aggressive, sexually dominant, emotionally stoic, tough, and in control—and the impact those expectations have on boys who do and don’t live up to them. Even when we are cognizant or critical of these rules, it’s usually in response to an act of violence (a school shooting, a gang rape, a campaign of online harassment), or it’s in reaction to an alarming statistic about boys’ dysfunction (their struggles in school, their failure to launch into adulthood, or their escalating rates of depression and suicide). We’re afraid for boys or afraid of them. But this fear does little to help or change them. Instead, it pathologizes: they’re violent; they’re dropping out and abandoning college; they’re addicted to their phones and video games and porn; they’re wallowing in their parents’ basements; they’re becoming radicalized in online forums; they’re succumbing to drugs or gangs.


In this framing, “boy” is an unquestioned, unchanging, and homogenous identity, and boys themselves are presented as the problem. What’s rarely acknowledged is the role adults and the broader culture play in shaping the way boys are perceived and the way they perceive themselves. Nor does it recognize the agency boys use to either conform to or rebel against norms of masculinity at any given time to suit their individual needs. The kid who can’t sit still, the one who is forever starting fights, the guy who catcalls his female classmates, the boy who hates to read, the one who spends all his time playing video games—are these just “boys being boys”? Or is there something else at work? Are they responding and adapting to rules created long before they were born?


The sexual revolution, feminism, civil rights movements, technological innovation, globalization: taken together, these movements have altered, to an unprecedented degree, what it means to be male. “I began to realize that something seismic had shifted the economy and the culture,” writes Hanna Rosin in her 2012 best seller, The End of Men and the Rise of Women.10 “Not only for men but for women, and that both sexes were going to have to adjust to an entirely new way of working and living and even falling in love.” Recounting the ways that some women have surpassed some men—in schools, in the workforce, and in the home—Rosin argues that the balance of power has profoundly and irrevocably been transformed. And as old notions about masculinity and femininity fall away, there is a palpable angst about what should replace them. This time of instability and change has given rise to a pervasive belief that gains in rights and power for women must mean men are losing out. And this thinking has trickled down to girls and boys as well. According to a 2015 poll by MTV on gender bias, young men have mixed feelings about equality.11 Twenty-seven percent of boys aged fourteen to twenty-four said gains by women have come at the expense of males, while 46 percent of them said feminism implies negative feelings about men.


It’s not hard to understand why boys and young men might see it that way. If we imagine gender equality as solely focused on empowering girls, then what’s in it for boys? What would induce them to participate in dismantling a status quo that continues, in many ways, to serve them? As Gloria Steinem once said, “I’m glad we’ve begun to raise our daughters more like our sons, but it will never work until we raise our sons more like our daughters.” Put another way: in order for change to be real and lasting, feminism can’t stop at transforming the lives of girls and women; it has to transform the lives of boys and men, too.


My friend Elvira Kurt, a comedian and writer, has a son and a daughter. In one of her stand-up shows, she did a bit on being a feminist mother raising a boy and a girl. With her daughter, she said, she’s always trying to fill up the basket of her self-esteem, telling her she’s talented, smart, and strong and can do whatever she wants when she grows up. As for her son—who, she pointed out, is at the top of the pecking order as a white male—she thought it would be a good idea to take a few things out of his basket, to lower his self-esteem a little, to even things out. She was kidding, but she also revealed an uncomfortable dilemma for anyone who cares about the well-being of young men. How do we uncouple their maleness from misogyny and male entitlement? How do we encourage them to think critically about the messages they receive about masculinity and push back against gender expectations that hurt themselves and others? And what can we learn from feminism and the fight for equality for girls and women to create more liberating, positive, and expansive forms of masculinity for boys and men?


Boys grew out of a desire to make sense of these questions for my own son, not only because I want to raise him to be a good person, but also because I want him to feel freer to express his whole self. This book isn’t an argument against masculinity. It’s a case for how we might rethink and reimagine the meaning of manhood for all our sakes, men’s and women’s, boys’ and girls’, and for those who don’t conform to any of those categories.


I begin with a look at the social and biological basis of gender and sex. Chapter 1 explains the idea of the “Man Box”—a metaphor used to describe common attitudes and understandings about what it means to be a man as well as the consequences of those beliefs. Chapter 2 focuses on the science of sex and gender difference and the attendant anxiety about those who don’t fit the norms. Then in Chapters 3 through 6, I look at some of the spaces where these beliefs about boys and masculinity play out: within friendships, at school, in sports, and in popular culture. Finally, in Chapter 7, I profile a remarkable sex-education program for boys in Calgary, Alberta, that puts all of this into action, teaching participants to think critically about gender rules, to build healthy friendships and romantic relationships, to be good communicators and positive leaders, and to tend to their emotional and psychological health.


Throughout the process of writing Boys, especially after a story broke about the latest boy crisis, in which a young man was either a perpetrator or a victim of violence or in which boys were reported to be in some general state of dysfunction or despair, I’d be asked by a friend or colleague if I felt optimistic about the possibility of better outcomes for boys. I was and remain hopeful, and here’s why: A few months after my son’s encounter with his friend on the street, his hockey team traveled to another city for a tournament. The team’s families took over a floor of a hotel for a weekend. On the first night, a half-dozen boys congregated in our room to hang out and raid our stash of junk food. I was tidying up nearby when my son grabbed his teddy bear, which we had tucked away, and gave him a snuggle. Our son was ten or eleven, an age when a lot of kids have long since given up their stuffed animals and blankets. But Blue Bear had been with our son longer than we had, had comforted him through his transition from his foster family to us, and had taken on a talismanic quality. He was not easily relinquished, and he traveled with our son everywhere. Almost at once the other boys noticed our son holding his bear, and their playing stopped. I froze, fearful that they—a collection of hulking jocks just shy of puberty—would ridicule him. There was a moment of silence, as all of us waited to see how this would play out. My son broke the tension with a little joke. “Guys, meet Blue Bear,” he said. Immediately, the other boys relaxed and began comparing notes: One had brought a stuffed dog; another kid had a toy elephant. One boy said that he had wanted to bring a few of his own stuffed animals but worried no one else would have them. Then the boys shifted back to wrestling and swapping Pokémon cards.


As for me, I was embarrassed. Not for my son, but for myself. This roomful of goofy, burping, rowdy boys had just schooled me on what it means to embrace a full range of humanity, where a person, whatever their gender, could be tough and soft, brave and vulnerable, competitive and compassionate. This book is for those boys.
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THE BOY BOX


The Making of Masculinity
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The first time I heard about the Man Box was five years ago in a college classroom on the outskirts of Toronto. Jeff Perera, a public speaker and community organizer who regularly talks to schools, businesses, and sports teams about gender equality, was leading a workshop for students on stereotypes about masculinity. He drew a large square on the blackboard in chalk and labeled it “The Man Box.” Inside it, Perera wrote a string of words and phrases describing traditional views of masculinity: tough, strong, head of the household, stud, stoic, in control, brave, emotionless, heterosexual. Outside the box were words used to describe men who don’t meet these standards: pussy, fag, batty boy, bitch, mama’s boy.


He then asked the small gathering of college students for suggestions to add to his two lists. Shouts of “Wimp!” “Leader!” “Boss!” “Queer!” bounced around the room. As Perera wrote them down, he explained that the object of the exercise was to show that “the formula for manhood is the denial of everything perceived as soft, or gentle, or emotional, or feminine.” In other words, a man might be described as being in every way the opposite of a woman.


Perera, professorial with a shaved head and rectangular-framed glasses, is a born performer, funny and gregarious. In his talk, he drops references both pop cultural (Breaking Bad’s Walter White is an example of “toxic manhood”) and personal, drawing on his own childhood growing up as a man of color in Canada and the son of immigrant parents from Sri Lanka. To explain how early boys receive these messages, he tells a story about having once conducted an exercise with fifty boys in the fourth grade to see how much they’d begun to internalize the limits of the Man Box. He asked them to write down what they didn’t like about being boys, and they returned a list that included “Boys smell bad,” “Supposed to like violence,” “Supposed to play football,” “Having an automatic bad reputation,” “Not supposed to cry,” and “Not being able to be a mother.” He projected an image of the actual list, made all the more heart wrenching by the wobbly printing and typos (suppost and vilence).


The concept of the Man Box is used by sociologists and equality advocates to describe the behaviors and expectations associated with a conventional, rigid form of manliness, an exaggerated, archetypal machismo that academics describe as “hegemonic masculinity.” Admittedly, the metaphor of the Man Box is a little cutesy, but its utility lies in how it clearly separates sex and the biological identity of maleness from gender and the cultural creation of masculinity. (A caveat: there are some who argue that sex is, at least in part, a construction as well, but I’ll get into that in the next chapter.)


This is a significant, even radical, distinction to make, since these markers of masculinity continue to be seen not only as normal but also as the rightful traits of those who do and should hold power. It’s why we associate a deep voice with authority, while a higher voice sounds weak or shrill; why a suit and tie seem more fitting in a corporate office than a dress does; and why the socially awkward solo inventor, rather than the emotionally attuned collaborator, has become our go-to image of a tech genius.


For all the power these gender biases exert, the idea of “manliness” or “masculinity” as a fixed or natural thing has until recently rarely been questioned. Like whiteness, masculinity has been considered the default—think about how we address a mixed-gender group as “you guys” but never “you gals,” much as we use adjectives like ethnic and exotic to describe every group but WASPs. In the 1990s, whiteness studies and masculinity studies (or men’s studies, as it’s sometimes called) began to crop up on college campuses. These fields of research seek to debunk the belief that “white” and “masculine” are the norms from which other identities diverge and deviate. Rather, “whiteness” and “maleness” are constructions and deviations of their own, deployed to concentrate power among some people and deny it to others. The myth that people of European descent are distinct from and superior to those with African ancestry, for instance, was the undergirding of slavery and segregation. Yet as the sequencing of the human genome has revealed, there is no meaningful biological difference or distinct dividing line between racial groups. Neither are racial categories stable or “pure.” Human history is the story of migration and mixing. As social anthropologist Audrey Smedley once phrased it, “Race as biology is fiction, racism as a social problem is real.”1


When it comes to gender and sex, the study of masculinity seeks to confront male identity in a similar way. As with race, the definitions of masculinity and manliness are not static either. The attributes that Perera wrote inside the chalk outline of the twenty-first-century Man Box, such as being heterosexual and stoic, are not the same ones that would have described a so-called real man in other centuries. In ancient Greece, for example, a sexual relationship with an older man was a common coming-of-age experience for a future free male citizen. And the poetry and art of the romantic period of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were rife with effusive male emotion and tenderness among men.


Even now, what’s seen as acceptable male behavior isn’t monolithic but shaped by factors such as race, class, ethnicity, nationality, and sexuality—blue-collar men, for example, express a different sort of masculinity than men in corporate boardrooms. And merely being male is not enough: boys and men have to be the correct kind of male. Homophobia and hostility toward those who are transgender or androgynous, for instance, are the most pervasive ways to police boys and men who fail to present themselves as sufficiently masculine. Gay men and transgender people are frequently targeted, often violently, for transgressing the rules of male identity. LGBTQ people are more likely than any other group in the United States to be victims of a hate crime. According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, nearly a fifth of the 5,462 hate crimes reported to the agency in 2014 were a result of the target’s perceived or actual sexual orientation.2


As Perera noted, these messages about what it means to be a “real man” come early. Sociologist C. J. Pascoe spent a year and a half embedded in a working-class, racially mixed California high school in the early 2000s, studying how boys utilized homophobic slurs to define and regulate male behavior in themselves and each other. In her 2007 book, Dude, You’re a Fag: Masculinity and Sexuality in High School, she investigates how boys used the term gay as both a neutral description of homosexuality as well as a generic put-down equivalent to calling something dumb or uncool. Fag, on the other hand, was employed both to mock gay kids and more broadly to call out behavior that didn’t fit masculine norms. Pascoe observed that making jokes about “faggots” was central to boy culture. One student told her, “To call someone gay or fag is like the lowest thing you can call someone. Because that’s like saying that you’re nothing.”3 Interestingly, girls were not routinely called dykes or lesbians. Instead, the most common slur directed at them was slut. And this usage of fag and slut as insults reflects the opposing gender-based expectations regarding sex: boys must be aggressively (hetero)sexual, and girls must be chaste.


As a result of this culture, an openly gay boy endured near-constant harassment and eventually dropped out of school. But being straight didn’t inoculate other boys from homophobia. “Becoming a fag has as much to do with failing at the masculine tasks of competence, heterosexual prowess, and strength or in any way revealing weakness or femininity as it does with sexual identity,” Pascoe writes, noting the ever-present threat of being perceived as a fag. “This fluidity of the fag identity is what makes the specter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary mechanism… [teaching boys to] recognize a fag behavior and strive to avoid it.”4


Though anxiety about appearing unmanly was universal, Pascoe reported that the definitions and rankings of manliness were also shaped by factors such as race. Black boys at the high school, for example, were among the most popular kids, and they were seen as more athletic and more masculine than other boys. This perception is consistent with prevailing racial stereotypes that associate black men with traditional masculine traits such as strength and athletic skills. That said, many of the black boys at the school also adhered to culturally specific standards of masculinity that diverged from the rules followed by other boys. White boys at the high school tended to think it was “faggy” or unmanly to care about personal grooming and fashion. Black boys, on the other hand, tended to take pride in their appearance. Looking attractive and stylish was, in part, a way to express their personal taste, cultural identity, and connection to other young black men. Yet while many black boys at the school enjoyed a high status among their peers, outside those social circles, stereotypes about blackness and masculinity held serious negative consequences for them. Teachers and administrators frequently perceived black boys at the school as being too masculine and presumed them to be violent, sexually precocious, and disruptive. Teachers were also more likely to punish black boys than nonblack boys for misbehavior, such as acting up in class.


Race and racism shape expectations of masculinity for other boys, too. Sociologist Alexander Lu has noted that male status is tied to ethnicity, observing that the common stereotypes of Asian men and boys are emasculating ones: they are seen as studious, obedient, nerdy, and weak—all traits that fall outside the Man Box. In 2013 Lu coauthored a study of Asian American men’s personal experiences of masculinity and being male. Many of the respondents reported feelings of stress, Lu writes, “from trying to fulfill an idealized form of masculinity—a man who is tough, physically attractive, unemotional, and a ladies man. However, stereotypes about Asian American men make it very difficult for them to conform to this ideal.”5


Oliver S. Wang, another sociologist, has also addressed the impact of these stereotypes on Asian American men. In his writing on music, entertainment, and sports, he’s pointed out the paucity of images of cool, powerful Asian men in contemporary Western popular culture. The result, he says, is that some Asian boys have gravitated toward black culture and black heroes. Writing about National Basketball Association (NBA) player Jeremy Lin in the Atlantic in 2012, Wang observed, “For many of us, growing up Asian American meant having few of ‘our own’ male role models in the public sphere. As a result, hip hop—besides its sonic and textual pleasures—held a strong appeal because it was also a space in which we could witness brazen displays of masculinity, especially in defiance of whiteness.” Given the “pathetically narrow” representation of Asian boys and men in popular culture, the emergence of Lin as a basketball powerhouse “offered up something we rarely get to see: an Asian American man, excelling in the most athletically masculine of all American sports, and doing it with passion, emotion and a cocksure swagger.”6


Muslim boys of South Asian and North African descent have been subjected to similar stereotypes, as diligent students and “model minorities”—a designation I talk about in the chapter on education. But recently, due to fears about Islamist terrorism in Europe, the United States, and Canada, that old stereotype has been swapped out for a new one: lurking extremist threat. Consider the story of Ahmed Mohamed, a fourteen-year-old high school student in Texas who dreamed of becoming an engineer.7 In September 2015, he showed up for class one day in a NASA T-shirt, excited to show his teacher a digital clock he had built himself out of a plastic pencil case. Instead of praising Ahmed for his initiative, however, his school alerted the police. A teacher had assumed the clock was a bomb. Ahmed was led out of the school in handcuffs and taken to a juvenile detention center. He was fingerprinted, had a mug shot taken, and was interrogated by police. He was subsequently suspended from school for three days. It’s difficult to imagine a white, non-Muslim boy being treated like this. What could be more wholesome and typically male, after all, than a desire to tinker with machines? Isn’t this why boys are given Lego blocks and chemistry sets? If not for his race and religion, perhaps Ahmed would have been hailed as the next Steve Jobs instead of branded a terrorist in the making.


The performance and expression of masculinity are complex. The same tactics that give boys power in one situation make them vulnerable in another—the ability to silently endure pain and emotional wounds might please a coach or a parent, but that repression in turn thwarts young men’s capacity for intimate connection. Because no boy can live up to all the male norms all the time, manliness is a fragile quality. Perera likens masculinity to a house of cards, a slippery identity that must constantly be reinforced through macho acts: a catcall, a loud appreciation of sports, a shrugging off of emotions. As women increasingly stand out in arenas once reserved for men—for instance, as breadwinner or boss—men are increasingly struggling to evaluate their own worth, he says. “In your relationship, if you’re not the funny one, or the ambitious one, or the one with the money, what do you bring to the table?” Perera asks. Without the old definitions, “What does it mean to be a man?”


Over the years since I first heard him speak, Perera and I have kept in touch. When we met for coffee in the fall of 2017, his question had taken on greater urgency. Twelve months earlier, Donald Trump had been elected president, just a few weeks after a tape from the TV show Access Hollywood was released, in which Trump bragged about groping women without their consent. His admission appeared to be backed up by allegations from more than a dozen women that he had harassed or assaulted them. In the year that followed, a series of powerful men in politics, media, business, and entertainment were publicly accused of sexual misconduct, among them Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein, comedian Louis C.K., TV hosts Bill O’Reilly and Matt Lauer, and Alabama politician Roy Moore.


Meanwhile, Trump’s campaign and election had emboldened and galvanized reactionary far-right groups, who decried immigration, racial equality and civil rights, feminism, and political correctness. Michael Kimmel has pointed out that almost all violent extremists, whether Islamist militants or neo-Nazis, are young men who feel in some way emasculated. And “proving one’s masculinity,” he writes, “plays a central role in recruitment, or entry, into the movement. Entry is a gendered effort to ward off the shame that comes with their failures—their failures as men.”8 For those of us raising or caring for boys, this alarming anger, this mounting backlash, these tensions between men and women were a personal emergency as well as a societal one. At the beginning of what became known as the #MeToo reckoning, a friend who has a little boy sent me a message on Facebook: “How are you talking to your son about all this?” And one of the first questions out of my mouth when I saw Perera was “What’s going on with men these days?”


“What you’re seeing,” he told me, “are a lot of young men who feel threatened because they have this narrow idea about being a male, particularly a white male.” Couple that with growing economic and political insecurity, he said, “and you have in President Donald Trump the embodiment of all their anger and bitterness.”
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When I began my research on Boys in 2015, gender progress seemed to be marching, slowly, forward. A 2014 Pew Research Center survey of American millennials, the generation just ahead of my son and his peers, found that this generation is optimistic and open to change, less attached to political and religious institutions than older adults, more likely to have been raised in a single-parent or blended family, more likely to have children outside of marriage and to wait until they are nearly thirty years old to settle down, more open to interracial and same-sex relationships, and more receptive to immigrants.9 The Obamas, America’s first black first family, still occupied the White House, and Hillary Clinton, widely believed to have a lock on the presidency, was set to be the first woman to break that “hardest, highest glass ceiling.” In Canada Justin Trudeau was elected prime minister, seducing the world with his embrace of refugees, his appearances at Pride Day parades, his gender-balanced cabinet, and his feminist sweet talk about reproductive rights. Opposition to this progressive state of affairs by men’s rights activists, white nationalists, extreme conservatives, and Internet trolls felt like howls from the fringe, the death cries of those on the wrong side of history.


We know what happened next. Those howls are no longer fringe but rather the voice of a powerful blowback, demanding that old borders and divisions be reentrenched. After spending several years attempting to disprove Obama’s citizenship, Trump announced his own candidacy for president with a plan to build a physical wall between Mexico and the United States. Britons voted for Brexit, as nationalist, anti-immigration movements continued to spread across Europe, the United States, and Canada. After a period that held the promise of greater openness, inclusiveness, and empathy, now it seemed that new, starker battle lines had been drawn, not only between political parties but also between races and classes, sexualities and gender identities, men and women.


In 2017 the global nonprofit group Promundo, which works with boys and men to promote gender equality and stop violence against women, published an instructive snapshot of how young men were processing this moment and their place within it. For a study entitled—what else?—“The Man Box,” researchers surveyed a racially and socioeconomically representative group of nearly four thousand young men in their teens and twenties in the United States, England, and Mexico to get their thoughts on contemporary manhood. Promundo’s researchers referred to the respondents as “being in the Man Box” if they had significantly internalized and strongly agreed with seven “pillars of masculinity”: being self-sufficient, acting tough, being physically attractive, sticking to traditional and rigid gender roles, being heterosexual, having sexual prowess, and using aggression to resolve conflicts.


The findings are fascinating—in some areas, the men were progressive, in others quite retrograde. Young men in the United States were most in the Box, with guys in the United Kingdom following not far behind, and Mexican men displaying less traditional and less conservative attitudes across the board. The majority of respondents said they encountered messages and rules about masculinity in society, particularly when it comes to self-sufficiency, toughness, and hypersexuality; however, in many cases they were less likely to respond that they agreed with those messages personally. Young men in all three countries overwhelmingly rejected the idea that men are superior to women. And most respondents believed that men should be involved in domestic labor; only 22 percent of US men, 27 percent of UK men, and 11 percent of Mexican men agreed with the statement “A husband shouldn’t have to do household chores.” At the same time, a large number of men showed support for the belief that real men should be tough and repress their emotions: 59 percent of US men, 51 percent of UK men, and 48 percent of Mexican men agreed that “guys should act strong even if they feel scared or nervous inside.”10 (Promundo’s general findings are consistent with a 2017 study of American attitudes about gender difference by the Pew Research Center, which reported that the majority of millennial men felt they were expected to behave in traditionally masculine ways. Nearly 70 percent said there is pressure on men to be willing to throw a punch if provoked; 61 percent said there is pressure to have many sexual partners, and 57 percent said they felt pressure to join when other men are talking about women in a sexual manner.)11


Shortly after the Man Box report was released, I met with Gary Barker, one of the study’s authors and the president and chief executive officer (CEO) of Promundo, at his office near Dupont Circle in Washington, DC. Five months earlier and a few miles to the south, an estimated half-million people had taken to the streets for the Women’s March, to protest the election of Trump the day after his inauguration. Like millions of others around the world—from Paris to Lima to Nairobi to Antarctica—my wife and I, along with our son, had joined the solidarity march in Toronto. These demonstrations, organized under the banner of women’s rights and representing support for economic equality, racial inclusion, social justice, human rights, and environmental protection, are considered to be largest single-day protests in US history. Given this recent resurgence in feminist activism, I began by asking Barker where young men saw themselves fitting into all this. “It’s a confusing moment when it comes to masculinity,” he told me. “We can see from this study and others we’ve done that young men are largely accepting of social change. In general, they recognize that women should be treated equally. When it comes to LGBTQ rights, there’s a lot of acceptance.” Well over 80 percent of men in all three countries felt it was totally normal and fine for straight guys to have gay male friends. But then Barker pointed out this finding: when asked, “If a guy has a girlfriend or wife, he deserves to know where she is all the time,” 46 percent of US men, 37 percent of UK men, and 26 percent of Mexican men agreed.12


He said this suggests that many young men are still scared of women’s freedom and how they might be left behind. They have come of age at a time of enormous change, both social and economic and, unsettled by it, may be espousing more traditional beliefs about gender roles. “These guys are looking at the world and thinking, ‘I don’t know what work looks like in an Uber economy. And I don’t know what a marriage looks like now that relationships are more fluid,’” Barker said. “So a version of manhood that we thought was dead, or at least dying, has come back, as guys continue to cling to some of these masculine markers.”


Holding these beliefs, or “being in the Man Box,” however, has “immediate, sometimes contradictory, and often harmful effects on young men and on those around them,” the researchers found. Guys in the Man Box reported being more satisfied with their lives than other respondents—likely because aligning themselves with traditional forms of masculine behavior and attitudes provides them with a sense of belonging and identity, albeit one that now feels under threat.


At the same time, the guys in the Man Box seem to be in serious trouble. They’re more likely to take risks with their health and safety (such as binge drinking and having unprotected sex), more likely to be the perpetrator or victim of violence, and more likely to sexually harass women. They’re also more likely to experience depression and think about suicide, and they’re less apt to have intimate friendships and seek psychological and emotional help. Tellingly, when they do ask for support, it’s from the women in their lives, especially their mothers. (The men say a significant barrier for asking for help is the fear of appearing vulnerable or gay.)


Barker said one of the most troubling findings is how alone the respondents in Britain and America felt. (Guys in Mexico, who had closer ties to their families, didn’t feel as isolated.) Also troubling: Barker noted that black respondents in the United States felt most under siege as men, followed by South Asian men in Britain. In a UK focus group, young men from the town of Batley, which has a large South Asian population, reported being treated roughly by police and security guards who suspected them of being criminals or belonging to gangs. The young men said they were targeted for wearing hoodies and for hanging out in groups. In response to this treatment, the young men said they would sometimes act out in anger. As one of them put it, “We turned into what they made us out to be.”13


Against the current attention being paid to the failing fortunes and bubbling resentment of white working-class men, the experiences of men of color are being overlooked, Barker said. “There are all these stories in the media about how automation and artificial intelligence is going to put men out of work. And the alarm is sounding now because it’s affecting white men. But this has been the story of African American men throughout US history.” Conversations about the current decline in educational and economic opportunities for white men, and their attendant loss of status, rarely acknowledge those who have been systemically denied access to those opportunities in the first place. At the end of 2017, African American workers had the highest unemployment rate nationally in the United States, at 7.3 percent, followed by Latino (4.8 percent), Asian (3.4 percent), and white workers (3.3 percent).14 Young black men, meanwhile, continue to be disproportionately arrested and incarcerated. According to the Sentencing Project, a criminal justice reform advocacy group, black men are nearly six times more likely to be jailed than white men. (Hispanic men are 2.3 times as likely.)15


Tyvon Hewitt heard firsthand about these experiences from many young men of color. He’s a social worker at Washington’s Latin American Youth Center, where he leads a program called Manhood 2.0, and for Promundo’s study he interviewed young men aged sixteen to twenty-two, most of them black and Latino. Many spoke about their experiences being followed around stores by security guards, being stopped by police, and being perceived as a threat. “You could hear the pain in their voices,” Hewitt says. “Because, yes, there’s a Man Box, but there are other factors like racism that push young men further and further inside themselves and make them feel like they don’t have value in the world.” Many spoke about the push-pull of needing to project an image of invincibility while also trying to maintain an emotional openness.


He says depression was the most common theme among the older guys. While the younger men still expressed optimism about their future and about what it means to be a man, guys over the age of eighteen voiced a sense of failure about not living up to masculine expectations. Hewitt calls it a sign of “the provider’s complex.” If the young men didn’t have external signifiers of success, such as a big salary or a fancy car, they didn’t feel like real men. “The search for fulfillment was outside themselves. Some of them felt that if they weren’t a financial provider then they had nothing to bring to a relationship.”


Hewitt, who at twenty-six is not much older than the men he surveyed, says messages about what it means to be a real man “begin the moment the doctor says, ‘It’s a boy.’” Conforming to the rules of masculinity, he says, is not just something boys and young men do to themselves or monitor within their own social groups—pressure comes from partners and families as well. For instance, a small but significant number of respondents in all three countries said their girlfriends would expect them to use violence to defend their reputation. But for most men, these messages start at home. The majority of young men surveyed in the United States and Mexico said their parents taught them to hide feelings of nervousness and fear, to “tough it out” when they were going through difficulties, and to “man up” when they expressed vulnerability. (In the United Kingdom, 47 percent of respondents reported hearing this message.)


If young men feel anxiety about whether they are masculine enough, it’s often in large part due to how much anxiety emanates from the adults around them. Hewitt says that sometimes those messages come with good intentions. Parents might tell their sons to toughen up in order to protect them from being hurt. Or they might want boys to conform for fear of the consequences for them if they don’t. But having these beliefs aired and reiterated and reinforced over time, Hewitt says, causes “parts of you to die off,” because you feel you can’t express who you really are.
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Though the current configuration and contents of the Man Box are new, anxiety about boys and young men not living up to the standards of manliness is not. “From the very moment masculinity was invented,” historian Stephanie Coontz tells me, “it was a source of worry.” Coontz is the director of research and public education at the University of Texas at Austin–based Council on Contemporary Families and the author of several books about marriage, family, and gender. She traces the origin of the current definition of masculinity to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when gender identities began to be seen as a dichotomy and women and men were delegated to separate spheres, with women as homemakers and men as economic providers. Certain qualities and dispositions began to be associated with femininity, such as delicacy, sexual purity, nurturance, and sensitivity, and others with masculinity, such as rationality, stoicism, physical courage, and intellect. (Prior to this time, Coontz says, women weren’t so much seen as opposite to men but simply as inferior to them.)


At that time, white middle-class young men were a cause of concern. Like our current era, this was a period of massive transformation: urbanization and industrialization, the end of western expansion in the United States, the beginning of the movement for women’s suffrage. In periodicals and journals, fretful essays argued that boys had become feminized and weak, they were spending too much time in the company of their mothers and female teachers, and they were losing touch with their natural wild natures. Social reformers, including American Henry William Gibson and Englishman Robert Baden-Powell, stepped in to toughen boys into upright, moral, manly men through sports and outdoor adventures.


Gibson was a leader in the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and author of the 1916 character-building manual Boyology; or, Boy Analysis, and Baden-Powell was the founder of the Boy Scouts. Both endeavors were predicated on shoring up what Christopher Greig, a Canadian gender historian at the University of Windsor and author of the book Ontario Boys: Masculinity and the Idea of Boyhood in Postwar Ontario, 1945–1960, calls “a colonial imperialist kind of masculinity.” These sporting and scouting regimes were intended to build dutiful, honorable men who would serve their nations’ interests. The idea, Greig tells me, “was to teach boys enough discipline and self-control so that they could be enlisted as foot soldiers in the economic army, or soldiers in a real army.”16


Over the next hundred years, anxiety over boys—whether it was that they were too brutish or not brutish enough—has persisted, flaring up during moments of social change and upheaval. The 1950s was a similar period of flux and fear: defined by postwar prosperity and growth, the civil rights movement, the space race, the Cold War, and the Red Scare. Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male was published in 1948 and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female in 1953, opening up the conversation about sexuality, including homosexuality. Teenagers had more money, more leisure time, and new ways to enjoy both: dancing to rock and roll and hanging out at drive-in movies watching bad boys like Marlon Brando in The Wild One and James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause. Male deviations from clean-cut midcentury conformity—whether it was juvenile delinquents or effeminate “sissies”—alarmed parents and teachers. Millions of public school children were subjected to hygiene movies—hammy and ham-fisted, these short films tackled everything from cafeteria etiquette to drunk driving and petting at the prom.


The latest concern over a boy crisis began in the 1980s. Fears about crime and disorder in the United States led to the ruinous War on Drugs and the rise of mass incarceration. Big-city newspapers ran inflammatory reports about “wilding” by gangs of boys, a term that came into use in 1989, when five black and Latino teenagers were arrested and falsely convicted for the rape of a white woman jogger in New York City’s Central Park. (More than a decade later, all of them would be exonerated.) Donald Trump paid for full-page ads in New York newspapers, calling for them to get the death penalty. In 1996, then first lady Hillary Clinton warned of a kind of young male offender she called a “superpredator,” with “no conscience, no empathy.”17 A few years later, on April 20, 1999, two Colorado teenagers named Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold entered Columbine High School, where they were seniors, just before lunch period, armed with bombs and guns. They killed twelve students and a teacher before killing themselves. The massacre was variously ascribed to bullying, mental illness, the proliferation of guns, violent video games, goth subculture, and the music of Marilyn Manson; panic grew about alienated and antisocial white boys like Harris and Klebold, resulting in a growing preoccupation with zero-tolerance bullying policies in schools.


Boys were not only to be feared but also to be frightened for, especially when it came to education. Alarm at the boy crisis in school began to sound more than a decade ago, when boys were reported to be falling behind or dropping out. As I discuss in Chapter 4, blame was assigned to an education system that was too feminized and feminist, as well as to an inherent difference between boys and girls in learning style and even in the makeup of their brains.


All these worries about boys have since been magnified. And there are genuine reasons for concern. In the United States, two-thirds of students diagnosed with learning disabilities are boys.18 And as with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and autism spectrum disorder (ASD), diagnoses of mental illness such as depression and suicidal ideation have exploded among boys. Young men, especially young black, Latino, and indigenous men, are among the primary victims of violent deaths—in some cases at the hands of police, such as eighteen-year-old Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and Tamir Rice, the twelve-year-old boy in Cleveland, Ohio, who was shot in 2014 after he was spotted playing with what turned out to be a toy gun. In both cases, the officers responsible said they thought the boys posed a threat—a charge often used to justify the harassment and criminalization of young men of color. As Columbia University professor Jelani Cobb wrote in the New Yorker following Brown’s death in 2014, “I was once a linebacker-sized 18-year-old, too. What I knew then, what black people have been required to know, is that there are few things more dangerous than the perception that one is a danger.”19 The United States leads the world in locking up children: sixty thousand kids sleep behind bars every night in America;20 a disproportionate number of them are black and Latino, and as many as 70 percent of juvenile offenders have a mental health disorder.
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