Masculinity
Introduction
Masculinity is a broad term and means different things to different people. We are not going to tell you what
masculinity means but in this support sheet we will explore some of the social, cultural and historical norms about
masculinity and how they impact your own identity; how sexual abuse might impact your sense of masculinity and
how you can most fully live your unique sense of what masculinity means for you in your life.
Context
Gender, as opposed to biological sex, is a socially constructed phenomenon – we are told from childhood what it is
to be a man and how we ‘should’ be as men, and those messages are different according to what society, culture,
decade and family we were born into and grew up in. Whilst we may (or may not) later reject those socio-cultural
and environmental messages, they nevertheless have a deep influence on us. Similarly, our current context will be
steeped in different messages about what it means to be masculine, which we may or may not feel fits our internal
or external reality.
One of the dilemmas of living our masculinity in modern day western culture is the multiplicity of conflicting
messages about what it means and how we should be. We are meant to be strong, powerful and emotionally
expressive; remain the breadwinner and look after the children and cook; be heteronormative and embrace intimacy
with other men. The demands can feel bewildering and contradictory and within this array of externally imposed
expectations, we are meant to work out what masculinity means for us!
The impact of sexual abuse on masculinity
Sexual abuse cuts at the heart of both our sexual and our gender identity. Traditional norms of masculinity – that
men are strong, able to fight back, to hold their own, that men can manage their feelings, or even don’t have
feelings, still hold sway. ‘Men don’t get raped’ is still something which is explicitly said and implicitly often believed,
so to be a man and a survivor of sexual abuse can feel extraordinarily difficult. Feelings of vulnerability, helplessness,
pain can cut to the core of your own sense of what it means to be masculine. One of the challenges of being a male
survivor of sexual abuse is to expand your sense of what masculinity means to incorporate the abuse you
experienced. The abuse doesn’t make you less of a man, we expand what it means to be a man to incorporate your
experience.
Maintaining a positive sense of masculinity when the perpetrator was a man
If the perpetrator shares your gender, it can leave you feeling deeply ambivalent about your sense of yourself as a
man. If he used his strength to overpower you, how do you develop a positive sense of your own strength?
It sounds simple to say but we realise it is far from simple to feel. You are not the perpetrator. You live your
masculinity entirely differently from him. The same characteristics that were used abusively can be used creatively
and constructively. You are uniquely yourself and separate from him. You are making your own choices.
Maintaining a positive sense of masculinity when the perpetrator was a woman
If the perpetrator was a woman, it can create a differently complicated relationship with your own masculinity.
Social messages such as ‘you must have enjoyed it’, ‘that’s every man’s dream’, ‘men can’t be raped by a woman’,
‘why didn’t you fight back’ can leave you feeling demasculinised as well as (whatever your sexual orientation) deeply
ambivalent about women. Please remember, sexual abuse is an abuse of power but that power isn’t always physical
and there are many ways in which women can be abusive towards men. It doesn’t make you less of a man.

How to live your masculinity in a healthy, hopeful, positive way?
There are as many ways of answering that question as there are masculine-identified people on the planet! What
matters is what is right for you, and of course that will change and evolve through your life. Maybe spend some time
thinking about what masculinity, your own unique sense of that aspect of your humanity means to you, and enjoy
being that person!

If you have been sexually abused or assaulted and are struggling with the impact on your gender identity
/ sense of being a man, please do get in touch. You can chat in confidence to one of our helpliners on our
webchat or textchat via our website
www.survivorsuk.org

