
©Stylus Publishing, LLC Chapter 9 1 
 

 

From Building on Resilience: Models and Frameworks of  

Black Male Success Across the P–20 Pipeline 

 

Edited by: Fred A. Bonner II 

The following is an excerpt from the unedited manuscript. 

 

Chapter 9 

Theorizing Manhood 

Black Male Identity Constructions in the Education Pipeline 

By T. Elon Dancy II 

 

Experiences among Black men in college are the subjects of countless books, articles and reports 

(Allen, 1988; Bonner, 2010; Brown, Dancy, & Davis, 2013; Cuyjet, 2006; Dancy, 2012; Dancy 

& Brown, 2007; Dancy & Brown, 2012; Davis, 1994; S. Harper, 2009; 2012; Palmer & Dancy, 

2010; Palmer & Wood, 2012; Strayhorn, 2008; 2010). Disparate trends of enrollment, retention, 

and graduation in comparison to Black women are critical to much of this work (Brown & Hurst, 

2004; Dancy et al., 2013; S. Harper, 2006). For instance, reports on the high school-to-college 

transition find differential factors between Black men and women. In 1976, 35% of Black high 

school graduates who enrolled in college were men compared to 32% of women (Brown & 

Hurst, 2004). And while the number of Black men awarded the bachelor’s degree increased by 
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52% from 1977 to 2000, the number of Black women awarded the bachelor’s degree increased 

by 112% in the same period (Brown & Hurst, 2004).  In addition, ways in which discrimination, 

bias, and stereotyping play out in Black male education also seems to motivate research foci on 

identity and (in)equity on campus (Dancy, 2010a; 2012; Brown, Dancy, and Davis, 2007). 

Black boys and men are enigmatic in educational spaces. Many admire yet despise them 

across schooling and collegiate contexts (Davis, 1994; Davis, 2001). Furthermore, pedestrian 

praise of Black heroics in peer and athletic circles across educational institutions suggest a false 

campus centering which beyond the surface reflects oppressive interests (Brown & Davis, 2000; 

Dancy, 2012; Ferguson, 2000). Black males are also labeled as hypersexual and dangerous and 

then punished disparately in society and education (Ferguson, 2000). Since the 1990s, when the 

New York Times and other popular media outlets urgently described Black males as a group in 

crisis, Black males have occupied a place in the public psyche. Unfortunately, Black male 

collegiate experiences are eclipsed as media pundits scurry to sensationalize the experiences of 

Black men in ghettos or prisons.  

College participation trends potentially point to cognitive dissonance in Black males 

especially in light of a recent study which finds Black male self-ratings of their abilities 

increasing over time (Allen, Griffin, Jayakumar, Kimura-Walsh, & Wolf, 2007). 

Abovementioned trends, all of which implicate race, gender, and various identities, demand 

additional research and diversified methodologies. Sadly, Black manhood—what it means to be a 

man—goes largely understudied in education in general and postsecondary education in 

particular. Even more, recent studies in the field lag behind decades of sociological, 

anthropological, and cultural studies which maintain the importance of understanding the 

relevance of manhood construction to the social, developmental, and educational outcomes of 
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Black males. Over ten years ago, James Earl Davis (2000) argued, “What it means to be a Black 

male is so marginalized and suppressed in [educational institutions] and at home, that the 

manhood of Black men is developed with great difficulty” (p. 64). Disrupting this context across 

the educational pipeline motivates me a thinker and scholar. 

In this chapter, I review studies of Black boyhood and identity construction in schools. 

Next, I synthesize the landscape of Black manhood and masculinities research in college. In the 

following section, I revisit the background of my study and then offer of a model of manhood to 

inform thinking and practice about the role of these matters in educational settings. The chapter 

ends with discussion and implications for research and practice. 

 

Black Boyhood Construction in Schools 

The behavioral experiences of Black boys are salient for understanding school 

(mis)comprehension of masculine identities. Previous studies argued that young boys construct 

masculine identities and ideologies through overcoming obstacles and subsequently earning a 

sense of autonomy and mastery (Chodorow, 1978; Wainrib, 1992). However, scholars 

hypothesize the understudied pathways of Black boys as eclectic representations of a 

combination of Afrocentric, Eurocentric, and alternative standards (Dancy, 2012; Harris, 1995). 

While Black boy constructions are less clear, many stereotypical ways of knowing this group 

abound. 

Scholars found that common stereotypes including “popular youth” and “classroom 

terror” lead to a range of behaviors, strategies, and constructions within and beyond schooling 

spaces that influence how Black boys make meaning of themselves over time (Billson, 1996; 

Davis, 2000; Ferguson, 2000, 2007; Majors & Billson, 1992; Sewell, 1997). Black men who 
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have attended school in American educational systems tell graphic stories that bear out this 

argument (Cose, 2003; Wright, 1945/2005). Their autobiographical sketches reveal the impact of 

disparate schooling and collegiate experiences on the construction of early manhood. For 

example, Black Boy (1945/2005) by Richard Wright provides an autobiographical description of 

an early Black boy’s experience in school. This account has been the subject of scholarship 

interrogate the policing of Black male bodies in education. For instance, hooks (2004b) writes, 

“a reader and a thinker, Wright was constantly interrogated by classmates and teachers who 

wanted him to remain silent. They wanted to know ‘why do you ask so many questions?’” (p. 

35).  

In The Envy of the World: On Being a Black Man in America, Cose (2003) writes that 

poor Black children during Richard Wright’s time were classified as unable to learn. In fact, 

Wright (1945/2005) argues that learning to read and write in his early childhood angered White 

American communities who wanted him to remain uneducated. The narratives of Black feminist 

scholars recall sobering contemporary stories of Black men similar to the 1920s (hooks, 2004b). 

Cose reflects:  

That elementary school experience made it difficult for me to take school seriously. I was 

never a bad student, but I simply didn’t see it as a venue where much learning would take 

place or where my mind would be stretched. And the more schooling I received, the more 

my assessment was confirmed…[I learned to be] so mistrustful of school, so alienated 

from its methods, and so convinced that I was too smart to be there, that I was in no 

mood to give it my heart (as cited in hooks, 2004b, p. 35). 

In Makes Me Wanna Holler, McCall describes the racial harassment he encountered as an 

eleven year old alone in a predominantly White school: 
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I was the only [Black] in most of my classes. When I walked into one room and sat down, 

the students near me would get up and move away…It wasn’t much better dealing with 

White teachers. They avoided eye contact with me as much as possible…It was too much 

for an eleven-year-old to challenge, and I didn’t try. Instead, I tried to become invisible. I 

kept to myself, remained quiet during class discussions, and never asked questions in or 

after class. I kept my eyes glued to my desk or looked straight ahead to avoid drawing 

attention to myself. I staggered, numb and withdrawn, through each school day (as cited 

in hooks, 2004b, p. 37). 

Some studies note the ways in which the Wright (1945) and Cose (2003) narratives demonstrate 

why Black boys find it necessary to trouble schools and influence other Black boys to act 

similarly (Harris, 1995; Kunjufu, 1986). Subsequently, the peer group becomes a precarious 

incubator for orthodox Black boyhood. 

Some schooling experiences are so transformative in the lives of Black boys that they can 

even reverse home-grown values (Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992).  Years ago, scholars 

contended that Black boys learn to behave in accordance with a culture in which “coolness” is 

most respected and attained by breaking rules or receiving poor grades in school (Kunjufu, 

1986). Outcomes usually include social rewards like security in peer groups, achievement, 

belonging, status, and self-validation (Harris, 1995; Taylor, 1989). Furthermore, peers “adultify” 

Black boys, shaping perceptions as manly as early as in the third grade following success in 

athletics, fighting, or risk-taking or “playing the dozens” well (Kunjufu, 1986). Playing the 

dozens is defined as a competitive ritual characterized by an exchange of verbal insults related to 

the participants or members of the participants’ families (Harris, 1995).  Conversely, Black 

males who perform well academically and/or exhibit different instincts are potentially labeled by 
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same-race peers as “selling out” and “acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). The likelihood of 

peer group acceptance or rejection, however, is not the only force that shapes masculine identity 

(Kunjufu, 1986; Steinberg et al., 1992). 

In fact, Noguera (2003) adds that there is also an institutional dynamic at play. He writes, 

“[Black] males may engage in behaviors that contribute to their underachievement and 

marginality, but are more likely to be channeled into marginal roles and to be discouraged from 

challenging themselves by adults who are supposed to help them” (p.452). Ferguson (2000) 

makes a similar argument, asserting that Black males display aggressive behavior because they 

are labeled as “unsalvageable” at the beginning of their educational experiences. In Bad Boys: 

Public Schools in the Making of Black Masculinity, Ferguson (2000) studies how institutional 

norms and procedures in the field of education are used to maintain a racial order, and how 

images and racial myths frame how individuals perceive themselves and others in a racial 

hierarchy.  

Ferguson (2000) found evidence that school environment contributes to the 

marginalization of Black boys. Specifically, labels such as “troublemakers” imposed by 

authorities (teachers, principals, staff) predispose Black boys to socially unaccepted and deviant 

life outcomes.  Additionally, Ferguson found that Black boys in the study become less eager to 

persist in their fourth grade year and learn to model themselves after future professional athletes 

or Black men in urban neighborhoods at the same time. Unfortunately, this plan is shaped for 

them by contexts which have labeled them as unsalvageable.  

Garibaldi (1992) argues that teachers play a seminal role in reversing “unsalvageable” 

perceptions as well as harmful academic and social behaviors of Black boys. However, he further 

contends that teachers are susceptible to internalizing and projecting negative stereotypes and 
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myths to unfairly describe Black boys as a “monolithic group with little hope of survival and 

success” (p. 8). Garibaldi ultimately maintains that teacher locus may resist positive self-

concepts and personal expectations among Black boys leading to disassociation with the learning 

experience. Similarly, hooks (2004b) recalls how Black boys were unfairly stereotyped despite 

excelling in schools: 

White teachers were not eager to teach Black boys and White parents were not eager to 

have Black boys sitting next to their sons and daughters. Suddenly, smart Black boys 

were invisible. When a “special” Black boy was allowed to be in the gifted classes it was 

only after he had proven himself to be appropriately subordinate. Always, he was the one 

smart boy who managed to excel, learned to be obedient, to keep his mouth shut. Smart 

Black boys who wanted to be heard, then and now, often find themselves cast out, 

deemed troublemakers, and placed in slow classes or in special classes that are mere 

containment cells for those deemed delinquent. Individual poor and working-class boys 

who excel academically in the public school system without surrendering their spirit and 

integrity usually make it because they have an advocate, a parent, parental caregiver, or 

teacher who intervenes when the biased educational system threatens them with 

destruction (p. 38-39). 

Ferguson (2000) notes three key behaviors that emerge from the biased educational 

system hooks mentions. These behaviors, Ferguson argues, provide evidence that Black boys, to 

a large degree, perceive manhood as a power struggle. The first, heterosexual power (understood 

as male heterosexual), refers to the physical, biological and representational differences to 

perform acts (i.e. physical touching) that define Black boys as perpetrators and Black girls as 

victims. Personal violations of heterosexual power include transgressive behaviors (i.e. same-sex 
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curiosity and attraction). When Black boys want to show supreme contempt for another boy they 

call him a girl or liken his behavior to a girl’s behavior (Ferguson, 2000). In general, 

transgressing rigidly heterosexual masculine codes likely results in victimization and alienation 

from Black boy cultures at school (Davis, 2000).  

A second behavior involves usage of “confrontational voice” or classroom performances 

that engage and disrupt the normal direction of the flow of power. While Black boys use power 

to disrupt the standards and well-scripted roles in classrooms (i.e. constant noise, rapping, 

laughing, crumpling paper), schools characterize these actions as disruption (Ferguson, 2007). 

Furthermore, Black boy peer groups perceive them as lively, fun, exciting, and “cool” in an 

otherwise bland context (Davis, 1999). However, when Black males use confrontational voices 

in schools, the goal is likely to make a name for themselves (Ferguson, 1997). P. B. Harper 

(1996) adds that how Black boys use their voice becomes an identifying marker for masculinity 

and that “a too-evident facility in White idiom can quickly identify one as a White-identified 

Uncle Tom who must also be weak, effeminate, and probably a fag” (p. 11). 

Black males potentially use the third behavior, fighting, as a mechanism to demonstrate 

mistrust of authority figures in school due to sociohistorical and present power relations in their 

communities (Ferguson, 2007). Ferguson’s work further contends that fighting is usually either 

an exploratory site to construct media-endorsed manhood, a social practice of entertainment or 

an attempt to scare in others to avoid future confrontations. Black boys who show competence in 

fighting, participating in sports, teasing, and reporting actual or contrived sexual conquests are 

bestowed with greater privileges than those perceived as less adequate in these areas. Corbin and 

Pruitt (1999) write that Black boys turn to sexual promiscuity, machismo, risk taking, and 

aggressive social skills to compensate for feelings of insecurity in a Eurocentric world. Such 
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insecurity likely manifests itself in changes in posture, clothing, dialect and language, walking 

style, and demeanor (Harris, 1995). Majors and Billson (1992) further characterize this behavior 

as a coping mechanism labeled “cool pose”. The authors define cool pose as: 

The presentation of self that many [Black boys and] men use to establish their male 

identity. Cool pose is a ritualized form of masculinity that entails behaviors, scripts, 

physical posturing, expression management, and carefully crafted performances that 

deliver a single, critical message: pride, strength and control (p. 4).  

Majors and Billson (1992) argue that Black boys, prior to college, learn early to project a 

façade of emotionlessness, fearlessness, and aloofness to counter the poor self-image and 

confidence expected from the race to which they belong. Majors and Billson also suggest that the 

“cool pose” becomes pathological in a sense, or self-sustaining, because of its continued use as 

coping mechanism. To view Black boys (and men) in only this light, however, is problematic. 

Scholars and activists write that the endorsement of a behaviorally restrictive or unidimensional 

conception of manhood, (i.e. tough guy, player of women) is viewed as dysfunctional in a 

cultural frame of racism and economic oppression (Hunter & Davis, 1992). Unfortunately, 

families either intentionally or unintentionally reinforce notions of unidimensional boyhood. 

Black boys may also consider academic engagement less masculine because of how it is 

valued in families. In fact, hooks (2004b) argues that “soul-murdering” in families detrimentally 

affects the self-esteem of Black boys and potentially shames their authentic selves: 

In some [Black] families where reading is encouraged in girl children, a boy who likes to  

read is perceived as suspect, as on the road to being a “sissy”. Certainly as long as  

[Black] people buy into the notion of patriarchal manhood, which says that real men are  

all body and no mind, [Black boys] who are cerebral, who want to read, and who love  
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books will risk being ridiculed as not manly (p. 40). 

hooks reflects on experiences in her home in which her brother was constantly humiliated by her 

father for “not measuring up to the standards of patriarchal maleness” (p. 89). Her suggestion 

that Black boys are valued and indulged for being male, but also shamed for not conforming to 

acceptable “patriarchal boyhood” charges educational systems with failing to impart of inspire 

learning in Black boys (p. 89). Both conditions infect the masculine identities of Black boys with 

powerlessness and hopelessness (hooks, 2004b). 

Because of these early socialization experiences, researchers claim that Black men 

quickly understand the social rewards associated with exhibiting masculine behaviors and 

derogatory name calling and peer disapproval frequently associated with feminine behaviors 

(Davis, 2001; Ferguson, 2007). Discipline and retention trends support this assertion. For 

instance, Black boys have the highest suspension and dropout rates at elementary and high 

school levels. Widely, the academic performance of Black boys is lower than those of their 

White and Asian counterparts in both urban and nonurban settings (Hrabowski, Maton, and 

Grief, 1998). These experiences subsequently inform Black men’s collegiate perceptions. In fact, 

there are a number of well-rehearsed gender roles that negatively correlate with Black’s men 

collegiate perceptions by the time Black men reach traditional college age (Polite & Davis, 1999; 

Fleming, 1984).  

 

Studies of Black Males and College Masculinities 

For decades, gender-sensitive inquiry into the study of males in college, particularly Black 

males, has been slow to emerge. In general, studies of college men, manhood, and masculinities 

are emerging yet scarce across higher education and student development literature (Davis, 1999; 
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Davis, 2002; Davis & Laker, 2011; Dancy, 2010b; 2011a; 2011b). Overall, current trends in 

research on Black men focus on two areas: (a) how constructions of masculinity influence 

college gains and (b) the group and/or fraternity dynamic influencing college manhood and 

masculinity.  

Studying the nexus among masculinities and college gains, Czopp, Lasane, Sweigard, 

Bradshaw and Hammer (1998), compared Black men enrolled in historically Black colleges and 

universities (HBCUs) to White men enrolled in predominantly White institutions (PWIs). The 

aim was to understand how these constructions impact the academic and social gains of men 

enrolled in four-year colleges. In both contexts, the authors found that men with pronounced 

masculine attributes who present themselves as unconcerned about academic performance on a 

test were evaluated by college students to be more socially attractive and more masculine than 

men who were concerned about test performance.  In a related study, participants identified that 

men college students are more likely than women college students to present themselves with a 

disorganized academic self-presentation (Lasane, Sweigard, Czopp, Howard, & Burns, 2000). In 

addition, the study found that college students perceived an academically organized, studious 

student as less masculine and less socially attractive than a disorganized, less conscientious 

student. Additional studies consider the impact different racial populations on the gender role 

development of Black men. 

Davis (2013) studied the link between gender roles and collegiate engagement for Black 

men in a historically Black college in the South and a predominantly White university in the 

Midwest. Regression analyses indicated that gender role orientations (competitiveness and 

hypermasculinity) significantly predicted academic engagement behaviors. Black men at 

historically Black colleges scored higher than their peers at historically White colleges on 
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subscales that measured hypermasculinity and anti-social/competitiveness, while there were no 

differences between groups on the Mastery Competitiveness subscale. Thus, specific aspects of 

masculinity were related to level of academic engagement.  

Following qualitative study, Tatum and Charlton (2008) found four factors to be teachers 

of masculinity among college men: (a) male authority figures; (b) sports and competition; (c) 

media and society; and (d) influences of male peers. Tatum and Charlton’s findings, 

notwithstanding small sample size, emphasize how this phenomenon is not one that may be 

easily measured quantitatively as the delicacy and nuances of this topic require flexibility in 

gleaning the data. In another study, conceptualizations of masculinity included: (a) dating and 

pursuing romantic or sexual relationships with women; (b) athletic activity (organized sports, 

individual exercise/bodybuilding); and (c) competition (S. Harper, 2007). When paired with 

Davis (1995), complexities among college men’s masculinities and college achievement, 

retention and persistence are more apparent. 

Black Men’s Groups and Fraternities in College. The pathological perceptions that Black 

men in groups evoke fear, suspicion, and concern has provided a backdrop for investigations of 

masculinity primarily in Black greek-letter fraternities (Jones, 2004; McClure, 2006). In these 

groups, elusive gender normative scripts demand masculine behaviors that are reflections of 

those ideals (Kimmel & Messner, 2007). Like Black men’s groups throughout American history, 

groups of Black college men (i.e. fraternities, friendship groups) are found to enact a more 

amalgamated definition of manhood in which African ideals of community largely blend with 

Eurocentric notions about capitalism and American patriarchy (McClure, 2006).  

Men’s groups are additionally found to endorse hegemonic masculinity or, behaviors and 

actions that reflect patriarchal ideals, may reflect the following types of thinking in college: (a) 
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homophobia, the fear or hatred of non-heterosexual men, (b) devaluing femininity, (c) increasing 

masculine bravado, and (d) claiming masculine space within spaces deemed feminine or 

feminized (Anderson, 2007). Men are potentially encouraged by men’s groups to treat women as 

sexual objects to confirm heterosexuality, but also preventing true intimacy with women 

(Capraro, 2007). Therefore, a hegemonic masculine script likely offers little room for Black 

men’s vulnerabilities, grievances, and emotions within contexts (i.e. men’s groups, teams, and 

fraternities) purporting to offer them.  

In Black Haze: Violence, Sacrifice, and Manhood in Black Greek-Letter Fraternities, 

Jones (2004) posits that Black men enact ritualized aggression on each other to shape and define 

masculine identity among aspiring fraternity members. Fraternity rituals, which are largely 

traced to the sacrificial rituals of ancient times, are found to establish both prevalence and 

relevance for individual and collective Black male identity (Jones, 2004). Additionally, Jones 

suggests that Black men in fraternities experience pressures to shape a four-dimensional 

masculinity that is “cool”, “hard”, “down”, and “real” (Jones, 2004, 108). These descriptors 

endorse ideas that Black men who are “in control” and “unemotional” are authentic Black men. 

The social locations of these ideals are not far removed from historical constructions of Black 

men as beasts, bucks, and sambos (Collins, 2006). Presently, pathologies constructed around 

Black men create little difference in how society regards “unacceptable” groups of Black men 

(i.e. gangs) and “acceptable” groups of Black men (i.e. Black collegiate greek-letter fraternities). 

In both groups, linguistic and physical violence represent a subconscious need in Black men to 

shape a definition of manhood that bonds men together (Jones, 2007). While these issues are 

important, the knowledge that Black males potentially enter college with an oppositional identity 

also has implications for colleges who to seek to engage and retain them.  
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Background of the Study 

My book, The Brother Code: Manhood and Masculinity among Black Men in College (Dancy, 

2012), details a larger qualitative study which investigated Black manhood in college and the 

institutional role in shaping these constructions. Grounded theory, phenomenological, and case 

study approaches complemented micro and macro levels of data analysis. More specifically, 

grounded theory guided participant selection and initial coding of data while phenomenological 

and case study methods guided categorical and contextual analyses respectively.  

The men selected for this study attended 12, four-year colleges situated across the 

nineteen southern and border states of America. Arguably, these states continued to operate dual 

systems of higher education despite Title VI of Civil Rights Act of 1964 barring legalized 

segregation (Brown, 1999). The twelve institutional sites for this study were selected according 

to their Carnegie Commission classification. Using the most recent classifications doctorate-

granting institutions, master’s institutions, and baccalaureate institutions were selected. Within 

these classifications, institutions were disaggregated according to their historical and 

predominant student population (HBCUs and HWIs) and institutional funding (public, private). 

This matrix resulted in four colleges per Carnegie classification. Given this site selection design, 

tribal colleges and special focus institutions were ineligible. 

Twenty-four men enrolled in four-year colleges and universities were selected to 

participate in the study. Respondents were Black, traditional college-aged (18-24), and 

upperclassmen (sophomores, juniors, and seniors). The participants in this study were majoring 

across a breadth of disciplines, maintained at least a 2.5 grade point average (G.P.A) and were 

involved, or engaged, students in college. This study draws its understanding of engagement 

from Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) seven principles (i.e. student-faculty contact, cooperation 
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among students) of student activities that reflect “good institutional practice.” Therefore, 

activities reflecting good institutional practice may include using an institution’s human 

resources, curricular and extracurricular programs or organizations, and other opportunities for 

learning and development. 

Data were gathered in face-to-face interviews. Average interview length was over two 

hours long. Interviews were reviewed for accuracy and then compared against the author’s 

journals. In general, the interview instrument prompts and protocols were modified as 

appropriate to inform research questions. Specifically, the interview instrument to gather this 

data partially included questions from Terenzini and colleagues’ (1992) Transitions to College 

interview instrument which assessed participant pre-college, in-class, and out-of-class 

experiences in college. Questions from this instrument included: “What is it like for you as a 

black man getting used to life as a student at (institution)?” and “Are black men valued here? If 

no, who is valued? In what ways? If yes, in what ways?”. Other questions included “What 

identities have been significant for you as grew up?” and “Tell me what went into your decisions 

to go to college?”. Additional questions were informed by theory and research around Black 

male behavior and identity development in schools and colleges.  

Grounded theory guided participant selection and initial coding of data. A rigorous 

coding technique described by Charmaz (2006) was used to keep codes close to data and provide 

responses to how and why participant experiences were as they described. In addition, 

phenomenological methods were used to add rigor to the analysis of the interviews. After an 

initial coding, statements were compared to the research questions to discover “horizons” of 

spirituality and their interconnections across collegiate spaces (Moustakas, 1994). Last, case 

study methodologies were elected to draw contextual understandings (HBCUs and HWIs) with 
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the author drawing heavily on the process of correspondence (Stake, 1995). Stake defines 

correspondence as the search for patterns or consistency that emerge when data are aggregated.  

Patterns were grouped across respondents, collegiate classification (i.e. Carnegie classification, 

collegiate funding type (public vs. private), and collegiate context (i.e. historically black vs. 

historically white) to display themes that are consistent across these categories. After conducting 

analysis on each interview, textural-structural descriptions of spiritual identity constructions and 

collegiate experiences were compiled for each participant. Textural-structural descriptions entail 

the “whats” and “hows” of experiences (Moustakas, 1994). These descriptions, which captured 

the themes of each participant’s interview, were e-mailed to participants to serve as vehicles for 

member-checking.  

 

Manhood and Masculinity: Identity, Behavior, and the In-Between 

Like other scholars, I have found manhood a multidimensional concept referring to the self-

expectations, relationships and responsibilities to family, and worldviews or existential 

philosophies that men accept or acknowledge (Dancy, 2010b; 2011a; 2011b; Hunter and Davis 

1992; 1994). Unsurprisingly, manhood development is informed by intersecting raced, gendered, 

classed, sexual oriented, religious, and other realities. Manhood is identity-based, a state of 

being, unlike masculinity which is behavior-based, or a state of doing. Masculinity refers to the 

observable enactments, affectations, and performances that men use to honor or dishonor their 

manhood. Dislodging these two concepts forces us to see how the two are linked but are not the 

same just as identity and behavior are linked but not the same. Separating these concepts requires 

researchers not only to study expressions or behaviors but the constructed meanings that inform, 

undergird, or are potentially concealed by these behaviors (See Figure 9.1). Hunter and Davis 
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(1992) also note this difference in the observation that Black men understand manhood in 

multiple arenas and contexts both within and beyond traditional notions of masculinity and the 

male role. 

Figure 9.1 

 

 

Masculinity and femininity are not separate personality traits germane to either men or 

women. Rather, perceptions of men and women as masculine or feminine reflect cultural 

stereotypes as opposed to psychological realities (Bem, 1987; Constantinople, 1973). Therefore, 

bodies can inhabit both masculine and feminine behaviors. Unfortunately, the curious dislocation 

of gender and femininity in the men’s studies push for the study of “masculinities” potentially 

confuses the masculinity-femininity dialectic.  

The body is a vessel for which there is “materialization of possibilities” (Butler, 1990b, p. 

272) and often the ways in which the possibilities emerge is through the body performance--

masculinity (Alexander, 2006; Butler, 1990a, 1990b, 1995; Courtenay, 2000; Kimmel, 2002). 

Furthermore, performance is the presentation of the body itself in its stylized repetition of acts 

that are socially validated and discursively established (Butler, 1990b). The ways that Black 
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male bodies move in fulfilling goals and desires in social contexts are replete with complex 

negotiations of the real and the authentic. In Performing Black Masculinity, Alexander (2006) 

argues: 

The Black male body is [controversial]. It is a site of public and private contestation...The 

diversity that exists within the character of the Black man is not acknowledged, hence he 

is relegated to a stereotypically pathologized position, in which any variation of 

performance might be constructed as inauthentic or not being real, passing for something 

that he is not. (p. 74) 

Inhabiting masculinity as a space of performance also brings to mind the cool pose idea. 

In Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black Manhood in America, Majors and Billson (1992) define 

the cool pose as a ritualized form of masculinity entailing behaviors, scripts, physical posturing, 

expression management, and carefully crafted performances that deliver a single, critical 

message: pride, strength and control (p. 4). Notwithstanding, adherence to the code makes 

cultural borders between groups more discernible, separate “us” from “them”, and enable 

individuals to connect or identify with others in similar positions (Rhoads, 1994). 

The model is robust across my analyses of Black masculine experiences. One compelling 

example is around the ways mothers and fathers differentially impact manhood and masculinity 

in their sons. While the hegemonic strongholds of manhood development, or “The Brother 

Code”, would not allow the men to credit their mothers with teaching manhood, mothers or 

women guardians clearly were responsible for shaping the major themes of manhood reported in 

this chapter. Notwithstanding, the men insisted fathers taught them “how to be men” when 

directly asked but struggled to locate the lessons. Beyond this question, mothers were clearly 

identified as teachers of the themes of manhood emergent in the study. In contrast, fathers or 

http://stylus.styluspub.com/books/features.aspx


©Stylus Publishing, LLC Chapter 9 19 
 

men guardians were linked to teaching masculinity, or the demonstrations, enactments, and 

performances of men (Dancy, 2012). 

 

Implications and Conclusion 

This model requires common thought and consideration among all educational personnel—in 

schools, colleges, and other settings—who care about the educational experiences of Black 

males. Related to masculine identity, many strategies capture the attention of school 

administrators, local communities and parents as possible solutions to the problems associated 

with Black males in public schools. First, mentoring programs that assign professional Black 

men as role models for young boys, typically in elementary and middle schools, have been 

established in many school districts, both urban and suburban. Second, teachers play a critical 

role in reversing Black boys’ academic and social behaviors that conflict with educational 

achievement. Teachers are leaders of the classroom experience. The messages teachers 

consciously or subconsciously give to Black males will manifest themselves in Black male’s 

perceptions of schools and American society. Counselors must also refrain from stereotypical 

thinking about the intellectual capacity and aptitude of Black males. Additionally, there are a 

number of implications for postsecondary educational settings.  

This research joins with previous research that encourages institutions to mine the 

sources for improving institutional context and climate (Altbach, Lomotey, & Rivers, 2002; 

antonio, 2004; Bowman & Smith, 2002; Brown & Freeman, 2004; Cabrera et al., 1999; Dancy, 

2010a; 2010c; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998). Postsecondary institutional 

efforts to deconstruct oppressive environments are salient for Black male retention and the 

elimination of stereotypes. My studies clearly discover suspicions that college faculty, other 
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college personnel, and students reference stereotypes as ways of knowing Black men. 

Stereotypes attempting to “authentically” locate Black male identities have no place in college 

and only fuel divisiveness among students (Dancy, 2012). Stereotypes include but are not limited 

to former gang member, soft, hard, hypersexual, sexually endowed, nerd, sell-out, dangerous, 

pimp, athlete, player, stupid, lazy, criminal, or thug. All Black men deserve equal opportunity, as 

any student group, to feel entitled to institutional resources deemed “good institutional practice.” 

The delivery of these resources should not reflect a colonized institutional axiology of 

intolerance, closedness, and presumptuousness. 

As is the case in schools, mentoring is salient for Black men in college. Mentoring builds 

Black male worldviews particularly through communal notions of “giving back” (Dancy, 2012). 

In addition, the strongest mentoring relationships must provide spaces for disclosure, 

vulnerability, and coping. Culturally relevant mentoring models, like those in the work of 

Brown, Davis, and McClendon (1999), provide three options in mentoring and advising 

relationships toward eliminating unintended assumptions. The first option, academic midwifery, 

involves college personnel assisting students in producing new ideas and intellectual insights. 

The second option, role molding, involves college personnel taking an active role in shaping 

intellectual and professional aspirations. The third option, “frientoring”, infuses the friendly 

relationship into the faculty, administrative, and staff posture with students (Brown et al. 1999). 

In addition, colleges must complicate the notion that it takes a man to mentor a man. While the 

embodied experience matters more or less, women demonstrate compelling ability to shape 

Black men’s understandings of themselves as men (Dancy, 2012). 

The critical finding about women, particularly Black men’s mothers also implicates 

collegiate practice around what these institutions expect from male mentors. Indeed, mothering 
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matters. Mothering is defined as treating a person with kindness and affection, trying to protect 

them from anything dangerous or difficult and/or nurturing (Brown & Davis, 2000). Mothers, 

grandmothers, and even college personnel who “mother” largely influence Black manhood 

development in college (Dancy, 2012). Thus, male mentors may learn from women’s and/or 

feminist approaches in mentoring. Underwood (2000), who is a Black man, describes his 

epiphany about how mothering has no gender and is also a call to action for men: 

Looking back over the past ten years, I have learned that motherhood is not necessarily 

determined by gender…In Black families, roles are often flexible, with a support system 

to help adjust, meet, and cope with life demands…The Black male has multiple cultural 

roles to play…Primary care-giving, mentoring, modeling, nurturing, and assessing were 

probably the most important responsibilities for me as a mother… 

Finally, “what works” for students’ educational best is in many ways incompatible with 

“what works” for many Black males. It may be a burden for education workers to add to and 

constantly rethink how they deliver education to Black males. However, the implications in this 

chapter are likely relevant across student groups. A turbulent history of exclusion, a changing 

national populace, and federal policy landscape demand change and accountability. 
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