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- The responses are rather predictable. The first thing someone usually
ays is “Don’t cry,” then. other similar phrases and ideas — never show your
peelings, never ask for directions, never give up, never give in, be strong, be
essive, show no fear, show no mercy, get rich, get even, get laid, win —
 pollow easily after that.

' Here’s what guys say, summarized into a set of current epigrams. Think
ofit as a “Real Guy’s Top Ten List.”

How often do they reflect the themes that Morgan discusses? W
themes and patterns do you find? To what extent, if any, have the .
and attitudes of hip-hop artists changed since the 1990s? '
10. Examine the lyrics of several female rappers and compare them to the
the male rappers Morgan mentions. What similarities and differene
you find in the subjects they address and the feelings they expr
you're not a fan of rap, you may want to consult an online hip‘hOB')(‘

nary for help in decoding some of the language (www.rapdict.org).” 1. “Boys Don’t Cry”

9. “It’s Better to be Mad than Sad”

3. “Don’t Get Mad — Get Even”

4. “Take It Like a Man”

5. “He Who has the Most Toys When he Dies, Wins”
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“Bros Before Hos”: The Guy Code
MICHAEL KIMMEL

. “Just Do It,” or “Ride or Die”

. “Size Matters”

. “I Don’t Stop to Ask for Directions”
. “Nice Guys Finish Last”

According to sociologist Michael Kimmel, “guys”—young 10. “It's All Good”

sixteen to twenty-six — represent a distinct social group. In Guylanc
Perilous World Where Boys Become Men (2008), he investigates th:
rites, and preoccupations of these young men. This selection from
details the code of masculinity that guys are expected to follow
(b. 1951) has written or edited more than a dozen books on men

The unifying emotional subtext of all these aphorisms involves never
showing emotions or admitting to weakness. The face you must show to the
~world insists that everything is going just fine, that everything is under
~ control, that there’s nothing to be concerned about (a contemporary version
of Alfred E. Neuman of MAD magazine’s “What, me worry?”). Winning is
culinity as well as editing the journal Men and Masculinities; he tea crucial, especially when the victory is over other men who have less amazin
the State University of New York at Stony Brook. He is also a spokes, - or smaller toys. Kindness is not an option, nor is compassion. Those sentf
for the National Organization for Men Against Sexism (NOMAS - ments are taboo. .
served as an expert witness for the U.S. Department of Justice in This is “The Guy Code,” the collection of attitudes, values, and traits that
discrimination cases against military academies which had exclude together composes what it means to be a man. These ar:a the rl;les that govern
behfflvior in Guyland, the criteria that will be used to evaluate whether any
‘ETCUlar guy measures up. The Guy Code revisits what psychologist William
c(:)uale Cfaﬂed the boy code” in his bestselling book Real Boys®— just a
[ othg:ho years older and with a lot more at stake. And just as Pollack and
b ave explored the dynamics of boyhood so well, we now need to extend
e reach of that analysis to include late adolescence and young adulthood.

ru In 1976, social psychologist Robert Brannon summarized the four basic
Tules of masculinity:®

Whenever I ask young women what they think it means to Ee
they look at me puzzled, and say, basically, “Whatever I want.- q
mean anything at all to me,” says Nicole, a junior at Colby Collegev‘l't
“T can be Mia Hamm, I can be Britney Spears, I can be MadaI?Q‘v
Madonna. Nobody can tell me what it means to be a woman anymo

For men, the question is still meaningful —and powerfu'l. In 1. “No Sissy Stuff 1" B
workshops on college campuses and in high-school assemblies, L i Ssg tuffI” Being a man means not being a sissy, not being
young men what it means to be a man. T've askediciE from evi repudli‘;i' as \;Ve}?k,feffemlnate, or gay. Masculinity is the relentless
; : 7 1on of the feminine.
the nation, as well as about fifteen other countries, what sorts ﬁ)flp ine
words come to mind when they hear someone say, “Be a mat s
i New 0ys: See William Pollack, Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the Muyths of Boyhood

3bYork: Henry Holt, 1998).

: our basi
to 7y, Fo:t a;\l]c rules of masculinity: See Robert Brannon and Deborah David, “Introduction”
Y-Nine Per Cent Majority (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1976).

eveloped by Paul Ki¥

hear someone say, “Be a man!”: This workshop idea was ds e
Oalland Men’s Project. I am grateful to Paul for demonstrating it to my classes:

Kimmels.]
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1 normative definition of masculinity for decades. “One of the most surpris-
. o findings,” O'N eil told me, “is how little these rules have changed.”
11,

@S(UUNITY: A LEGEND IN YOUR OWN MIND

'/
GOD, | FEEL POWERFUL DESPITE THE FACT (a 7

Being a Man Among Men

Where do young men get these ideas? “Oh, definitely, my dad,” says
Mike, a twenty-year-old sophomore at Wake Forest. “He was always riding
my ass, telling me I had to be tough and strong to make it in this world.”

“My older brothers were always on my case,” says Drew, a twenty-
four-year-old University of Massachusetts grad. “They were like, always
ragging on me, calling me a pussy, if I didn’t want to play football or wrestle.
If I just wanted to hang out and like play my Xbox, they were constantly in

THAT I'M UNABLE TO EXPRESS EMOTIONS,
HAVE NO RELATIONSHIP WITH MY BODY,

=g

AND THIS GET-UP IS CRUNCHING MY BALLS. y \‘

~ L6
7 ‘“!'/‘PI} my face.”

“It was subtle, sometimes,” says Warren, a twenty-one-year-old at Tow-
son, “and other times really out front. In school, it was the male teachers,
saying stuff about how explorers or scientists were so courageous and
braving the elements and all that. Then, other times, it was phys-ed class,
and everyone was all over everyone else talking about “He’s so gay’ and
‘He’s a wuss.””

“The first thing I think of is my coach,” says Don, a twenty-six-year-old
former football player at Lehigh. “Any fatigue, any weakness, any sign that
being hit actually hurt and he was like “Waah! [fake crying] Widdle Donny
~ got a boo boo. Should we kiss it guys?” He’d completely humiliate us for
showing anything but complete toughness. I'm sure he thought he was
building up our strength and ability to play, but it wore me out trying to
pretend all the time, to suck it up and just take it.”

The response was consistent: Guys hear the voices of the men in their
lives— fathers, coaches, brothers, grandfathers, uncles, priests — to inform
their ideas of masculinity.

This is no longer surprising to me. One of the more startling things I
found when 1 researched the history of the idea of masculinity in America
for 4 Previous book was that men subscribe to these ideals not because they
Want to impress women, let alone any inner drive or desire to test them-
| Sel\{e's against some abstract standards. They do it because they want to be
g’sltt}/ely evaluated by other men. American men want to be a “man among
m:;l)” an Arnold Schwarzenegger-like “man’s man,” not a Fabio-like “ladies’
e Masculinity is largely a “homosocial” experience: performed for, and
Jndged by, other men,

3 E‘Oted playwright David Mamet explains why women don’t even enter
ix. “W,

2. “Be a Big Wheel.” This rule refers to the centrallit}/ of.success
power in the definition of masculinity. Mascuhn.lty is mt(alasu :
more by wealth, power, and status than by any particular bo. y p

3. “Be a Sturdy Oak.” What makes a man is that he is reliable ina
sis. And what makes him so reliable in a crisis is not that he 11 b
to respond fully and appropriately to the situation at han'
rather that he resembles an inanimate object. A rock, a pille
species of tree. E

4. “(I})ive ‘em Hell.” Exude an aura of daring and aggrgssion. Iﬂ}\l’:thf
on the edge. Take risks. Go for it. Pay no attention to Wi

think.

- - L omen have, 111 men’s minds, such a low pl.ace on the social lad-

Amazingly, these four rules have changed very ]jtt}e a.fﬂOIgiv,‘ L mels COuntW that ,1t s useless EO dgﬁne yourself in terms of a woman.
generations of high-school and college-age men. James O Neil, @ o Clirpey, X need. 5 RS appr.oval, While women often become a kind of
5 t and Joseph Plegss ¢y by which men negotiate their status with other men, women are

tal psychologist at the University of Connecticu .
psychologist at the University of Hlinois, have eac

h been conducting ing, not for emulating.
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The Gender Police

Other guys constantly watch how well we perform. Our peers are
of “gender police,” always waiting for us to screw up so they can glv 3
ticket for crossing the well-drawn boundaries of manhood. As y()uhg-
we become relentless cowboys, riding the fences, checkjng the bo
line between masculinity and femininity, making sure that nothin
over. The possibilities of being unmasked are everywhere. Even th
seemingly insignificant misstep can pose a threat or activate that
terror that we will be found out.

On the day the students in my class “Sociology of Masculinity :
scheduled to discuss homophobia, one student provided an hones
revealing anecdote. Noting that it was a beautiful day, the first day o
after a particularly brutal Northeast winter, he decided to wear shq
class. “I had this really nice pair of new Madras shorts,” he recoun
then I thought to myself, these shorts have lavender and pink in ¢
Today’s class topic is homophobia. Maybe today is not the best da:
these shorts.” Nods all around. :

Our efforts to maintain a manly front cover everything we do.
wear. How we talk. How we walk. What we eat (like the recent fl:
“manwiches” — those artery-clogging massive burgers, dripping with
Every mannerism, every movement contains a coded gender languag
happens if you refuse or resist? What happens if you step outside the
tion of masculinity? Consider the words that would be used to descn_b(
In workshops it generally takes less than a minute to get a list of abo

that t the tip of everyone’s tongues: wimp, faggot, dork, ¢ . . 1 _
fs;r;s W;S allizri(li quee erp i ;}i]rl, o é:t, Mamag bo%igpussy- hic Everything that is perceived as gay goes into what we might call the

This list is so effortlessly generated, so consistent, that it composes a nationa! Negative Playbook of Guyland. Avoid everything in it and you'll be all right.
well from which to draw epithets oty Sut-dowhs: W Just make sure that you walk, talk, and act in a different way from the gay

Ask any teenager in America what is the most common put :ieiﬁotlzl/pe; dr.ess terribly;. show no tast.e in art or music; shoyv no e.motions
middle school or high school? The answer: “That’s so gay.” It's said abg . u e};feglhsten to a thing a woman is saying, but express 1m@ed1at§ and
thing and everything — their clothes, their books, the music or TV sho gnfr[;c a He sexual lr}terest. Presto, you're a real .man, l?ack ln'the Be a
like, the sports figures they admire. “That’s so gay” has become a fre _ gay~isoii1 OII}Oth)bla — the fear t}'lat peOpl? might misperceive you as

ut-down, meaning bad, dumb, stupid, wrong. It’s the generic bad E e ammatmg.fear o'f Amerlca.n guys n.lascuhnlty. It's what lies
b Liste;l to one of America’s most observant analysts of mas@ e ernej\ath the crazy risk-taking behaviors practiced by boys of all ages,
Eminem. Asked in an MTV interview in 2001 why he constantly enea(ti C}I‘TlllVes'the fear t.hat other guys will see you as weak, unmanly, fright-

t in every one of his raps to put down other guys, Emine . : ?S}ngle cardinal rule of manhood, the one from which all the other
uiuiied d L 5 . racteristics — wealth, power, status, strength, physicality — are derived
interviewer, Kurt Loder, 5to offer constant proof that you are not gay.

Homophobia is even deeper than this. It’s the fear of other men — that

seeer Men will perceive you as a failure, as a fraud. It’s a fear that others will
1. 7OUas weak, unman] , frightened. This is how John Steinbeck put it in

S noye] Of Mice and Men.:

But does it mean homosexuality? Does it really suggest that you
4 oct the object of the epithet might actually be attracted to another
;suS% Think, for example, of how you would answer this question: If you
) e'a man walking down the street, or meet him at a party, how do you
. ‘s‘lino w” if he is homosexual? (Assume that he is not wearing a T-shirt with
a big pink triangle on it, and that he’s not already holding hands with
another man.)

When I ask this question in classes or workshops, respondents invari-
ably Provide a standard list of stereotypically effeminate behaviors. He
walks a certain way, talks a certain way, acts a certain way. He’s well
dressed, sensitive, and emotionally expressive. He has certain tastes in art
and music — indeed, he has any taste in art and music! Men tend to focus
on the physical attributes, women on the emotional. Women say they
“suspect” a man might be gay if he’s interested in what she’s talking about,
knows something about what she’s talking about, or is sensitive and a good
listener. One recently said, “I suspect he might be gay if he’s looking at
my eyes, and not down my blouse.” Another said she suspects he might be
gay if he shows no sexual interest in her, if he doesn’t immediately come
on to her.

Once I've established what makes a guy “suspect,” I ask the men in
the room if any of them would want to be thought of as gay. Rarely does a
- hand go up — despite the fact that this list of attributes is actually far
preferable to the restrictive one that stands in the “Be a Man” box. So,
what do straight men do to make sure that no one gets the wrong idea
about them?

The lowest degrading thing you can say to a man when yoél rCea]l
him is to call him a faggot and try to take away his manhz;)ﬂ .
sissy, call him a punk. “Faggot” to me doesn’t necess ho};d4
people. “Faggot” to me just means taking away your mar i 1
*The lowest . .. your manhood: Richard Kim, “A Bad Rap?” in g NW F(;unny thing » [Curley’s wife] said. “If T catch any one man, and he’s
2001, p. 5. i { ne, I get along fine with him. But just let two of the guys get together
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an’ you won't talk. Jus’ nothin” but mad.” She dropped her fingers
put her hands on her hips. “You're all scared of each other, that’s v
Ever'one of you’s scared the rest is goin’ to get something on you,”

B iced relentlessly by other guys. If it were biological, it would be as
"Ztul‘al as breathing or blinking. In truth, the Guy Code fits as comfortably
1

,‘ p . straightjacket.

"In that sense, homosexuality becomes a kind of shorthand for <

(liness” — and the homophobia that defines and animates the dajly o Bo yS’ Psychological Development:

e Guy Code Begins
But what would happen to a young man if he were to refuse sy Where th ¥ g
ing parameters on who he is and how he’s permitted to act? “It’s ng
want to stay in that box,” says Jeff, a first-year Cornell student at ;
shop. “But as soon as you step outside it, even for a second, all
guys are like, ‘What are you, dude, a fag? It's not very safe out th
our own. I suppose as I get older, T'll get more secure, and feel |
couldn’t care less what other guys say. But now, in my fraternity, on ¢
campus, man, I'd lose everything.”
The consistency of responses is as arresting as the list is distu
would lose my friends.” “Get beat up.” “T'd be ostracized.” “Lose m
esteem.” Some say they’d take drugs or drink. Become withdrawn, st
loner, depressed. “Kill myself,” says one guy. “Kill them,” responds a
Everyone laughs, nervously. Some say they'd get mad. And some say
get even. “T dunno,” replied Mike, a sophomore at Portland State \
sity. “I'd probably pull a Columbine. I'd show them that they cou
away with calling me that shit.” i3
Guys know that they risk everything — their friendships, their s
self, maybe even their lives — if they fail to conform. Since the stak
enormous, young men take huge chances to prove their manhood, e:
themselves to health risks, workplace hazards, and stress-related
Here’s a revealing factoid. Men ages nineteen to twenty-nine are
times less likely to wear seat belts than women the same age. Befo
turn nineteen though, young men are actually more likely to wearEe
It’s as if they suddenly get the idea that as long as they're derlng‘
they’re completely in control, and therefore safe.’ Ninety perc
driving offenses, excluding parking violations, are committed by
93 percent of road ragers are male.” Safety is emasculating! So they drin
much, drive too fast, and play chicken in a multitude of dangerous v
The comments above provide a telling riposte to all those theort
biology that claim that this definition of masculinity is “lllard-
result of millennia of evolutionary adaptation or the behav1‘ora1. :
waves of aggression—producing testosterone, and therefore ln?Wta
these theories fail to account for is the way that masculinity s ¢

Masculinity is a constant test — always up for grabs, always needing to
be proved. And the testing starts early. Recently, I was speaking with a
young black mother, a social worker, who was concerned about a conversa-
tion she had had with her husband a few nights earlier. It seems that her
husband had taken their son to the barber, which, she explained to me, is a
central social institution in the African American community. As the barber
prepared the boy’s hair for treatment, using, apparently some heat and
' some painful burning chemicals, the boy began to cry. The barber turned to
the boy’s father and pronounced, “This boy is a wimp!” He went on, “This
~ boy has been spending too much time with his mama! Man, you need to put

 your foot down. You have got to get this boy away from his mother!”
, That evening the father came home, visibly shaken by the episode, and
amnounced to his wife that from that moment on the boy would not be
spending as much time with her, but instead would do more sports and
other activities with him, “to make sure he doesn’t become a sissy.”

After telling me this story, the mother asked what I thought she should
do. “Gee,” I said, “I understand the pressures that dads feel to ‘toughen up’
their sons. But how old is your boy, anyway?”

“Three and a half,” she said.

I tried to remind her, of course, that crying is the natural human re-
Sponse to pain, and that her son was behaving appropriately. But her story
'reminded me of how early this pressure starts to affect an emotionally
Impervious manly stoicism.

Ever since Freud, we've believed that the key to boys” development is
S€paration, that the boy must switch his identification from mother to father
I order to “become” a man. He achieves his masculinity by repudiation,
Ssociation, and then identification. It is a perilous path, but a necessary
i"cl;‘fs ?fn though there is nothing inevitable about it — and nothing biolog-
| Starte\:i er..Throw in an overdominant mother, or an absent father, and we
' orrying that the boy will not succeed in his masculine quest.
e t(})lys learn that their connection to mother will emasculate them,
°m into Mama’s Boys. And so they learn to act as if they have
© that leap by pushing away from their mothers. Along the way they
: PlfeSS all the feelings they associate with the maternal — compassion,
i eran.ce., vulnerability, dependency. This suppression and repudiation
lop 8 of the Boy Code. It’s what turns those happy, energetic,
Payfu], and emotionall i i i
: onally expressive five-year-olds into sullen, withdrawn,
®Spondent nine-year-olds. In the recent spate of bestselling books

Mad
‘SuP
5John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men (New York: Scribner’s, 1937), p- 57- o
Scompletely in control, and therefore safe: Eric Nagourney, ° Young Men With ==
ments” in New York Times, January 4, 2005. ) o of th
Tand 93 percent of road ragers are male: Mary Blume, “The Feminist Future® A
mobile” in International Herald Tribune, October 8, 2004, p. 11.
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about boys” development, psychologists like William Pollack, James @4
Michael Thompson, Dan Kindlon, and others, argue that from
age boys are taught to refrain from crying, to suppress their en
never to display vulnerability. As a result, boys feel effeminate ng
they express their emotions, but even if they feel them. In their e
Raising Cain, Kindlon and Thompson describe a “culture of ¢
which peers force other boys to deny their emotional needs and
their feelings. It's no wonder that so many boys end up feeling ;
ally isolated. ‘

These books about boys map the inner despair that comes fr
emotional numbness and fear of vulnerability. Pollack calls it the
masculinity,” the fake front of impervious, unemotional indepen ] :
swaggering posture that boys believe will help them to present a sto
“Ruffled in a manly pose,” the great Irish poet William Butler Yeats
his poem “Coole Park” (1929), “For all his timid heart.”

The ruffling starts often by age four or five, when he enters kin
garten, and it gets a second jolt when he hits adolescence. Think of e
sages boys get: Stand on your own two feet! Don’t cry! Don’t be
one boy in Pollack’s book summarizes it: “Shut up and take it, o
sorry.” When I asked my nine-year-old son, Zachary, what he th
when I said “be a man” he said that one of his friends said somethir
“taking it like a man. So,” he explained, “I think it means actin
than you actually are.”

Recently a colleague told me about a problem he was having
his seven-year-old son, James, was being bullied by another boy on
home from school. His wife, the boy’s mother, strategized with
about how to handle such situations in the future. She suggested
alternate route home, tell a teacher, or perhaps even tell the boy’
And she offered the standard “use your words, not your fists
reducer. “How can I get my wife to stop treating James like a ba
colleague asked. “How will he ever learn to stand up for himself if s
him into a wimp?”

The Boy Code leaves boys disconnected from a wide range o
and prohibited from sharing those feelings with others. As they gl'@
they feel disconnected from adults, as well, unable to experience !
ance towards maturity that adults can bring. When they turn to an
violence it is because these, they believe, perhaps rightly, a’re\
acceptable forms of emotional expression allowed them. Just as
Code shuts boys down, the Guy Code reinforces those mgss'?;
pressing what was left of boyhood exuberance and turning T
indifference.

No wonder boys are more prone to depression, suicidal ‘beha‘»
various other forms of out-of-control or out-of-touch behaviors
are. No wonder boys drop out of school and are diagnosefi asie
disturbed four times more often as girls, get into fights twice ash

and My
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i times more likely than girls to be diagnosed with Attention Deficit

P Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).®

ENGAGING THE TEXT

1. What are the “rules” associated with the Guy Code, according to Kimmel?

" To what extent do these rules reflect your own understanding of what it

means to be a man? Discuss Kimmel's assertion that “the Guy Code fits as
comfortably as a straightjacket” (para. 30).

9. Outline the psychology of the Guy Code: How do boys become men,
according to Kimmel, and how does their development affect their emo-
tional lives and relationships with others?

3. Kimmel writes that “masculinity is coerced and policed relentlessly by
other guys” (para. 30). Write a journal entry detailing any encounters you've

 observed or experienced that involve such “gender police.” What hap-

. pened, and how did you react at the time? Did the incident(s) have any

19 Jasting effect on your thinking or behavior? If so, how and why?

4, Kimmel argues that homophobia plays a central role in defining and
reinforcing the Guy Code. What evidence do you see that young men
are or are not pressured “to offer constant proof that [they] are not gay”
(para. 24)?

EXPLORING CONNECTIONS

5. What people and institutions act as the “gender police” in Brandon Simms’s
life (p. 546)? How do they pressure Brandon, either directly or indirectly, to
conform to more conventional dress and behavior? What sources of support
help him to resist these pressures?

6. In what ways does Kimmel’s analysis of American masculinity help to explain
the violence and misogyny described by Jean Kilbourne (p. 575) and Joan
Morgan (p. 601)? What other factors contribute to these problems?

7. How does the image on page 610 reflect both the rewards and the costs of &

“Think again” message?

EXTENDING THE CRITICAL CONTEXT

8. Working in small groups, try to come up with a list of “rules” you associate e

With.being a woman. As a class, debate whether or not a Girl Code exists, \
and if so, what it consists of and how it's taught and reinforced. =

9 For one full day, keep track of every time you hear the word “gay” used as <,

D eiorits . . . . X
Pejorative term in conversation or in the media. In each case, is the

3
No wonder . . Hyperactivity Disorder: See, for example, Brad Knickerbocker, “Young

€in America: It's Hard Being a Boy” in Christian Science Monitor, April 29, 1999.

the Guy Code? How do you interpret the meaning and placement of the q//{g
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