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Selected Gender & Society Readings 

 

Connell, R. W., & Messerschmidt, J. W. (2005). Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the 

Concept. Gender & Society, 19(6), 829–859. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243205278639 

Summary: 

In this paper, Connell and Messerschmidt systematically review the development of the 

theory of hegemonic masculinity, including its origin, application, and critiques. The 

concept, according to the authors, were developed in response to the sex role theory 

dominant in the 1970s. Consistent with Gramsci’s original theory of “hegemony,” 

hegemonic masculinity is always under contestation. This formulation means hegemonic 

masculinity is an abstract rather than descriptive concept – its content is not prescribed. 

Even “a more humane, less oppressive, means of being a man might become hegemonic, 

as part of a process leading toward an abolition of gender hierarchies” (833). Drawing 

upon empirical research and responding to theoretical critiques, the authors suggest that 

the theory of hegemonic masculinity needs reformulation. Their reformulation retains 

four elements of the original theory: 1) the plurality of masculinities; 2) hegemony as a 

pattern of the hierarchy of masculinities; 3) hegemonic masculinity as exemplary ideals, 

and 4) the possibility for social change. Two elements are rejected: 1) a simplistic model 

of global dominance of men over women; and 2) a trait-typology approach to multiple 

masculinities. Finally, they call for more attention to four aspects: 1) the agency of 

subordinate and marginalized groups; 2) the geography of masculinities at local, regional, 

and global level; 3) social embodiment; and 4) internal complexity and dynamics of 

masculinities. 

 

Reasons for Selection 

Given the comprehensiveness of the review and the importance of Connell’s theory of 

hegemonic masculinity in men and masculinities studies, this is a great piece to introduce 

the students to the subfield. But because this article focuses primarily on hegemonic 

masculinity, instructors may find it helpful to elaborate on other types of masculinities 

that Connell theorized (complicit, subordinate, and marginalized masculinities) during 

lecture. To bridge this reading with Tristan Bridges’s article (see below), the instructor 

can spend some time on the relation between straight masculinity and gay masculinity. 

Some of the non-academic and media sources recommended below can be useful for this 

transition. What was the relation between them like when Connell was theorizing 

masculinities in the 1980s? In what ways did straight masculinity dominate gay 

masculinity? What role did homophobia – both personal and institutional – play? Has the 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243205278639


 

relation changed? Has the content of gay masculinity and straight masculinity changed? 

What has changed and what has not? 

 

 

Bridges, T. (2014). A Very “Gay” Straight?: Hybrid Masculinities, Sexual Aesthetics, and 

the Changing Relationship between Masculinity and Homophobia. Gender & Society, 28(1), 

58–82. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243213503901 

Summary: 

In this article, Bridges examines how three groups of straight men, with different 

commitments to feminism, constructed heterosexual masculinity by identifying certain 

aspects of themselves as “gay.” The heterosexual masculinity they construct, as Bridges 

argues, is a hybrid kind, because it incorporates “gay aesthetics” in a way that allows 

these straight men to distance themselves from the stigmatizing stereotype of masculinity 

while retaining “a ‘masculine’ distance from homosexuality” (59). Men in the three 

groups he studied used sexual aesthetics differently. While gay aesthetics can contain 

such elements as tastes, behavior, and ideologies, only the group most committed to 

feminism, Guys for Gender Justice, used all three elements. The group least committed to 

feminism, Men Can Parent Too, was the only group that only utilized tastes. Their 

motivations for incorporating gay aesthetics also varied. Guys for Gender Justice used it 

as a feminist political currency; Men Can Parent Too used it to distance themselves from 

toxic heterosexual masculinity; the last group, Border Boys, used it to illustrate their 

moral worth. Bridges reveals that such hybridization obscures how the men participate in 

and benefit from gender and sexual inequality, and reproduces such inequality in subtler 

ways. Accordingly, he concludes that the relationship between masculinity and 

homophobia is transforming, rather than disappearing. 

 

Reasons for Selection 

This empirical article is a perfect pair with Connell and Messerschmidt’s article. While 

Connell and Messerschmidt emphasize the potential for social change, Bridges reveals 

the implications for gender and sexual inequality when the ideal image of masculinity did 

change. Furthermore, Bridges’s focus on the incorporation of gay aesthetics and the 

durability of patriarchy directly responds to Connell and Messerschmidt’s call for more 

attention to the agency of subordinate and margianlized group, as well as to the internal 

complexity and dynamics of masculinity. The instructor can organize the class discussion 

around such questions as whether the hybrid masculinity that Bridges identified is 

hegemonic/complicit; whether such hybridization is “part of a process leading toward an 

abolition of gender hierarchies” (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005: 833); whether other 

kinds of newly emerged masculinities and their potential for challenging/reproducing 

gender and sexual inequality; etc. 
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Suggested Readings 

1. Farber, J. (2016). “The Rise of the ‘Bromosexual’ Friendship.” New York Times, 

October 4. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/07/fashion/mens-style/gay-straight-

men-friendship.html. 

2. Dunst, C. (2019). The Tax of Otherness: Lil Nas X and Queer Masculinity. Los 

Angeles Review of Books, August 7. https://blog.lareviewofbooks.org/essays/tax-

otherness-lil-nas-x-queer-masculinity/ 

3. Katz, J. (2006). Macho Paradox: Why some men hurt women and and how all men 

can help. Sourcebooks, Inc. Chapter 1: Violence Against Women is a Men’s Issue. 

 

 

Digital Media 

1. Katz, J., & Earp, J. (1999). Tough guise. Northampton, MA: Media Education 

Foundation. https://youtu.be/3exzMPT4nGI 

2. ET Canada. (2019). Lil Nas X Talks Backlash after Coming Out. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1H39xAmFGc&feature=youtu.be 

 

 

Activities 

1. Option One: A Masculinity Map of Your University 

Tools: pen, sticky notes, paper/blackboard 

Lengths: 30 minutes 

Procedures:  

This activity includes  three steps.  

First, ask students to brainstorm the various kinds of masculinities they observe 

on campus, and write a two- or three-sentence description of each on a sticky 

note. 

Second, put the different kinds of masculinities they identified into a hierarchy. 

This can be done either individually or collectively. If individually, ask each 

student to pull out a piece of paper and draw a large pyramid or a ladder to 

represent a hierarchy. Then, ask them to stick their sticky notes on to the paper, 

with those can be considered as hegemonic masculinities on the top, subordinate 

masculinities at the bottom, complicit masculinities in the middle, and 

marginalized masculinities on the side. If collectively, the instructor can draw the 

pyramid/ladder on the blackboard and ask the students to stick their notes onto the 

blackboard.  

Third, after mapping, the instructor can let the students discuss why they put the 

sticky notes into a particular position of the map. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/07/fashion/mens-style/gay-straight-men-friendship.html
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2. Option Two: Cultural Message Scavenger Hunt 

Tools: Blackboard/whiteboard, chalk/dry erase markers   

Lengths: 10-15 minutes small group discussion and 30 minutes class discussion 

Procedures: 

Students collect cultural messages about masculinity from their everyday lives. 

Depending on the size of the class, students will be divided up into groups. Each 

group will be assigned a medium: television, books/magazines, news reports, 

and/or movies. Outside of class, groups will gather messages about masculinity 

including visual, written, and audio representations. Students then report back 

regarding the messages they gathered. First, students will debrief in their small 

groups by sharing the materials they collected. This will be followed up with class 

discussion. The instructor will ask each group to describe the messages they noted 

and write them on the board. After each group has shared, the instructor will ask 

the class to note any similarities in the representations of masculinity among the 

various mediums. The instructor will circle any commonalities. The instructor 

will then ask the class to note any differences in masculinity representations. 

Differences will be underlined on the board.  


