
THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF 
HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY 

Sarah Small, Colorado State University 

sarah.small@colostate.edu



MOTIVATION 

• Observing economic phenomena that could be attributed to defense of 
masculinity 

• Examples:

• “Male backlash” theory in studies of IPV (Caridad Bueno & Henderson, 
2017; Bhattacharya, 2015; Finnoff, 2012; Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang, 2005)

• Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan (2015): aversion to the situation in which a wife 
out-earns her husband, as illustrated in marriage markets, divorce and 
marital happiness, and allocations of housework 

• Men who do “women’s work” in the labor market spend more time on 
male-typed housework (Schneider, 2012)



MOTIVATION

• Masculine identities are deeply embedded in notions of income and work

• As Folbre (1994) writes, “Bargaining takes place on the cultural as well as on 
the micro economic level…macro economic or macro cultural dynamics 
complicate microeconomic negotiations.” 

• I consider how the macro cultural dynamics of hegemonic masculinity 
influence microeconomic negotiations within households of various race and 
class groups 



WHAT IS MASCULINITY?

• Masculinity means different things to different people (based on class, 
race, geography, etc.)during different time periods

• Notions of masculinity are relational 

• ‘Not feminine’ (Cohen, 2010)

• Positioning White men in the middle ground (Reeser, 2011) 

• Hegemonic masculinity is “the currently most honored way of being a 
man, it requires all other men to position themselves in relation to it, 
and it ideologically legitimates the global subordination of women to 
men (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, pg 832).” 

• Only a small minority of men might enact it (in contradiction to 
Himmelweit, 2003). 



WHAT MAKES HEGEMONIC 
MASCULINITY HEGEMONIC?

• “All American men must contend with a singular vision of masculinity, a 
particular definition that is held up as the model against which we measure 
ourselves.” (Kimmel, 2006)

• There is generally a “singular form of masculinity that stand atop a gender 
hierarchy” (Garlick, 2017)

• Often works in ways which oppress men outside of the hegemonic groups

• Examples: 

• notions of manhood and race in the United States 

• notions of manhood and class in the United States



HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY & RACE IN 
THE US

• White men often spread narratives about Asian men as effeminate, or Black 
men as hyper virile, which places White masculinity as the perfect expression 
of manhood. 

• These narratives should be taken “as part of a larger system of race-gender 
codings, the white man is privileged as the man in the middle: neither too 
masculine nor too unmasculine…Ending up in the middle is a way for white 
masculinity to be accorded the privileges of the happy medium and to keep 
those privileges away from the men coded otherwise.” (Reeser, 2011, pp. 150)



HEGEMONIC MASCULINITY & CLASS IN 
THE US

• Morgan (2005) writes that upper- and middle-income men aim to make their 
service-sector work seem masculine 

• Present lower class men as sheep

• “Management, on the other hand, was presented as dealing with some of the 
key issues in the national economy” (pp. 170). 

• In response, working class men constructed their masculinity as collective, 
physical, and oppositional. 

• Men in ‘unskilled work’ responded by prescribing physical strength to their 
masculine identities if they were to be excluded from notions of technical 
mastery (Maynard, 1986). 

• Used to oppress men outside the hegemonic group



RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• My broad research questions:

• How does hegemonic masculinity influences the behavior of men inside and 
outside the hegemonic group? 

• Empirically, (and in a U.S. context) I ask: 

• What are the behaviors that upper-class White men set as masculine social 
norms for which ‘all men must contend’? 

• Which groups of men adopt similar behaviors? Who reinforces behaviors 
associated with hegemonic masculinity and who works against them?



RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

• One way of empirically examining these questions:

• Do the behaviors described in Bertrand, Kamenica & Pan (2015) exist in 
upper-income groups as opposed to lower income groups, and in Black 
masculinities as opposed to White?

• Within a given couple, when the wife earns more than the husband, the gap 
in time spent on housework is higher relative to couples in which the wife 
makes the same or less than their husband. 



DATA

• Like Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan (2015), I use Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID) data

• From 1986-2017, inclusive. 

• Restrict sample to:

• aged 18 and older, 

• opposite-sex couples who are either married or ‘permanently cohabitating’ 

• those who have reported the number of housework hours done per week 
by both the man and woman partners. 







MODEL

• Similar to Bertrand, Kamenica and Pan (2015), I estimate a linear probability 
model with couple and year fixed effects:

• Housework Gap= Woman’s housework hours - Man’s housework hours

• Vector 𝑰",$%&: the log of each partner’s labor income, the log of the household’s 
total income (including non-labor income)

• Vector 𝑿",$: age of both partners, ages squared, number of children under 18 in 
the household, age of the youngest child in the household

𝐻𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑒𝑤𝑜𝑟𝑘𝐺𝑎𝑝",$ = 𝛽5 + 𝛽&𝑊𝑜𝑚𝑎𝑛𝐸𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑠𝑀𝑜𝑟𝑒",$%& + 𝛽<𝑰",$%& + 𝛽=𝑿",$ + 𝜆" + 𝛼$ + 𝜖",$











RESULTS & INTERPRETATION 

• Upper- and middle-income White men may have a stronger aversion to the 
situation in which a woman out-earns her male partner relative to lower-
income White men 

• Lower-income Black men in this model also seem to have a relatively strong 
aversion to the situation in which a woman out-earns her male partner, 
especially when compared to middle- and upper-income couples with Black 
men.

• These preliminary results should be interpreted cautiously, as there are some 
overlapping confidence intervals among these groups



DISCUSSION

• Middle-income White men and lower-income Black men emulate the 
masculinity norms set by upper-income White men? 

• Upper- and middle-income Black men may be opposing these norms 

• More specifically, this may be an example of Black men combatting the 
White narratives of Black ‘man in overdrive’, as Reeser (2011) puts it 

• Lower-income White men, who still receive the ‘wages of Whiteness’ may be 
attempting to position themselves in the middle ground, as Reeser (2011) 
argues, relative to Black men in their same income group



FUTURE WORK 

• More empirical work studying responses other ‘threats’ to masculinity is 
necessary in order to understand whether these trends generally hold. 

• This paper leans heavily on Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan’s (2015) assertion that 
performing or not performing housework is a way to compensate for deviating 
from the social norm that men should earn more than women

• I could consider:

• how occupational segregation impacts notions of ‘manhood’ and thus 
performances of housework (similar to Schneider, 2012), 

• the impact of unemployment or public assistance as ‘threats’ to masculinity 

• Or rates of intimate partner violence (Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang, 2005), are 
impacted by women out-earning their partners 


