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The concept of hegemonic masculinity has influenced gender studies across many academic fields but
has also attracted serious criticism. The authors trace the origin of the concept in a convergence of ideas
in the early 1980s and map the ways it was applied when research on men and masculinities expanded.
Evaluating the principal criticisms, the authors defend the underlying concept of masculinity, which in
most research use is neither reified nor essentialist. However, the criticism of trait models of gender and
rigid typologies is sound. The treatment of the subject in research on hegemonic masculinity can be
improved with the aid of recent psychological models, although limits to discursive flexibility must be
recognized. The concept of hegemonic masculinity does not equate to a model of social reproduction; we
need to recognize social struggles in which subordinated masculinities influence dominant forms.
Finally, the authors review what has been confirmed from early formulations (the idea of multiple mas-
culinities, the concept of hegemony, and the emphasis on change) and what needs to be discarded (one-
dimensional treatment of hierarchy and trait conceptions of gender). The authors suggest reformulation
of the concept in four areas: a more complex model of gender hierarchy, emphasizing the agency of
women; explicit recognition of the geography of masculinities, emphasizing the interplay among local,
regional, and global levels; a more specific treatment of embodiment in contexts of privilege and power;
and a stronger emphasis on the dynamics of hegemonic masculinity, recognizing internal contradictions
and the possibilities of movement toward gender democracy.
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The concept of hegemonic masculinity, formulated two decades ago, has consid-
erably influenced recent thinking about men, gender, and social hierarchy. It has
provided a link between the growing research field of men’s studies (also known as
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as exemplars at the regional level, such as the “iron man” discussed by Donaldson
(1993), exhibit contradictions.

At the local level, hegemonic patterns of masculinity are embedded in specific
social environments, such as formal organizations. There are, for instance, well-
defined patterns of managerial masculinity in the British corporations studied by
Roper (1994) and Wajcman (1999). Socially legitimated hegemonic models of
masculinity are also in play in families. For instance, men’s gender strategies shape
negotiations around housework and the “second shift” in the U.S. families studied
by Hochschild (1989). Hegemonic patterns of masculinity are both engaged with
and contested as children grow up. Gender is made in schools and neighborhoods
through peer group structure, control of school space, dating patterns, homophobic
speech, and harassment (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Thorne 1993). In none of these cases
would we expect hegemonic masculinity to stand out as a sharply defined pattern
separate from all others. A degree of overlap or blurring between hegemonic and
complicit masculinities is extremely likely if hegemony is effective.

The overlap between masculinities can also be seen in terms of the social agents
constructing masculinities. Cavender (1999) shows how hegemonic masculine
models were constructed differently in feature films in the 1940s compared with
the 1980s. This is not just a matter of the characters written into the scripts. Practice
at the local level—that is, the actual face-to-face interaction of shooting the film as
an actor—ultimately constructs hegemonic masculine fantasy models (in this case,
“detectives”) at the society-wide or regional level. (We will explore this question of
the relations between levels in the Reformulation section of the article.)

The Problem of Reification

That the concept of hegemonic masculinity reduces, in practice, to a reification
of power or toxicity has also been argued from different points of view. Holter
(1997, 2003), in the most conceptually sophisticated of all critiques, argues that the
concept constructs masculine power from the direct experience of women rather
than from the structural basis of women’s subordination. Holter believes that we
must distinguish between “patriarchy,” the long-term structure of the subordination
of women, and “gender,” a specific system of exchange that arose in the context of
modern capitalism. It is a mistake to treat a hierarchy of masculinities constructed
within gender relations as logically continuous with the patriarchal subordination
of women. Holter (1997) tellingly points to Norwegian survey evidence showing
that the gender identities of men do not map directly onto such equality-related
practices as attitudes toward violence.

Holter (1997, 2003) certainly is correct that it is a mistake to deduce relations
among masculinities from the direct exercise of personal power by men over
women. At the least, we also must factor in the institutionalization of gender
inequalities, the role of cultural constructions, and the interplay of gender dynam-
ics with race, class, and region.
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