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Introduction
This book asks a deceptively simple question: how have shifting ideals of masculinity
shaped the ways men seek, sustain, and sometimes sabotage love? From honor
cultures where a man’s worth hinged on reputation and lineage, to a contemporary
world that increasingly prizes emotional literacy and equitable partnership, the scripts
of manhood have never been static. They are learned, enforced, resisted, and
reinvented. By tracing those scripts across time and place, we can better grasp why
certain gestures feel “natural,” why others feel risky or wrong, and how the pursuit of
romantic equality is reshaping desire itself.

Our approach is historical and sociological. We move from ancient and medieval codes
to the modern marketplace of relationships, examining how law, religion, economics,
and media carved the pathways men take toward intimacy. Honor and chivalry,
property and patriarchy, breadwinning and respectability, sexual liberation and
backlash—each moment reconfigured not only what men did in courtship, but also
what they felt allowed to want. In many eras, masculinity demanded distance: stoicism
over softness, control over curiosity, possession over partnership. Yet at every turn
there were countercurrents—men who wrote love poetry, confessed fear, nurtured
children, or broke with racial, class, or religious expectations to claim different
romantic futures.

Central to this story is socialization: the quiet schooling of boys into particular
emotional habits and obligations. Whether on the training grounds of armies and
athletic fields, in sermons and schoolrooms, or in the informal education of locker
rooms and group chats, boys learn which feelings are permitted and which are policed.
Those lessons do not end in adolescence; they echo in adult relationships as rules
about who texts first, who apologizes, who initiates sex, who plans, who pays, who
cares. Understanding this education—its rewards, punishments, and
contradictions—helps explain both the persistence of inequality and the strain many
men feel when asked to be tender, communicative partners without a shared map for
how to do so.

Today’s landscape magnifies these tensions. Digital platforms invite men to perform
desirability in public, metrics promise rational choice in matters of the heart, and
algorithms rank romance alongside rideshares and deliveries. At the same time, new
norms around consent, boundaries, and emotional labor ask men to cultivate skills
historically coded as feminine: self-disclosure, empathy, and care work. Many welcome
the invitation; others experience it as loss or threat. Between enthusiasm and
defensiveness sits a common challenge—how to unlearn habits that once secured
status but now hinder closeness.
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This book does not romanticize the past or scold the present. Instead, it offers a clear-
eyed account of how masculine ideals have constrained and enabled love, and how
men have negotiated, bent, and sometimes transformed those ideals. We attend to
differences of race, class, sexuality, and faith, recognizing that there is no single
masculine history but many intertwined histories that distribute power unequally. We
also foreground the voices of women and queer partners whose expectations, refusals,
and creativity have been crucial engines of change in courtship and intimacy.

Ultimately, the aim is practical as well as historical. By situating contemporary
dilemmas—ghosting and burnout, jealousy and openness, the labor of listening and
the courage to set boundaries—within their longer trajectories, readers can discern
which struggles are personal, which are patterned, and which are ripe for collective
reimagining. The past will not hand us a script for the future, but it can illuminate the
hidden stage directions still shaping our performances of desire.

What follows is a map of transformation: from honor to equality, from possession to
partnership, from silence to mutual articulation of needs. The journey is neither linear
nor complete. Yet men, along with their partners and communities, are already writing
new romantic roles—ones that make room for accountability and joy, tenderness and
strength, care and erotic play. This book invites you to read those revisions, to test
them in your own life, and to imagine what else might become possible when
masculinity is not a mask but a practice of love.
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CHAPTER ONE: What Is Masculinity? Scripts, Power,
and Desire
Masculinity is not a fixed essence but a performance we learn to stage. It is a bundle
of scripts handed to boys, polished by men, and policed by communities that notice
when a line is delivered with the wrong inflection. Think of it as a repertoire rather
than a rulebook: a set of gestures, expectations, and narratives that shift across time,
place, and social context. No one performs it perfectly, and everyone adjusts it,
sometimes unconsciously, based on the audience and the stakes. In courtship, these
scripts are especially visible, because desire demands direction, and direction is
shaped by who we think we are allowed to be.

At its core, masculinity is a social technology—an arrangement of ideas and practices
designed to organize power, labor, and intimacy. Some of its tools are blunt:
aggression, dominance, and control. Others are subtler: stoicism, competitiveness, self-
reliance, and a talent for deflection. Men learn early that certain feelings are expected
(pride, resolve), while others are risky (fear, neediness). These lessons are not
abstract. They arrive in the schoolyard when a boy is told to toughen up, in the locker
room when toughness is cheered, and at home when a father models silence as
strength. Over time, these signals cohere into a common script: real men do not show
too much, ask for too little, or need too often.

That script is not universal. Masculinity varies by race, class, sexuality, religion, and
region, and these differences are not decorative but structural. A working-class boy in
an industrial town learns a masculinity tied to physical labor, reliability, and provider
pride; a suburban teen in a tech-savvy milieu may be schooled in competitive
achievement and image management; a queer man in a mid-sized city may negotiate
visibility, safety, and chosen kin while resisting narrow definitions of manhood. These
are not simply styles; they are systems that allocate status and vulnerability. The way
a man flirts, commits, or breaks up is inseparable from the social resources and
penalties that accompany his particular position in the world.

Historically, many masculine scripts revolved around honor, a currency measured in
reputation and defended in public. In honor cultures, a man’s word carried weight, and
slights demanded response. The body was a site of honor too, protected through
codes of conduct that emphasized courage, loyalty, and retaliation. Courtship under
honor was rarely a private negotiation; it was a public affair mediated by family,
neighbors, and rivals. A man demonstrated worth not only through affection but
through the ability to defend his chosen partner’s name and his own. To be too soft
was to risk ridicule; to be too aggressive was to risk blood. The line was thin and
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constantly redrawn.

Across many traditions, religion offered a competing script, tying masculinity to duty,
discipline, and moral order. In classical antiquity, civic virtue and paternal authority
were central; in Abrahamic traditions, piety, self-control, and stewardship shaped male
roles; in Confucian frameworks, filial duty and ritual propriety guided men’s conduct.
These moral codes were not just about belief but about social stability. They taught
men to channel desire through sanctioned forms—marriage, procreation, and
household leadership. Romantic pursuits were thus entwined with obligations to family
and community. Love could be fervent, but it had to answer to larger structures of
meaning and authority.

Chivalry offered a gentler veneer but preserved hierarchy. Emerging in medieval
Europe, it paired romantic ideals with feudal duty. The knight’s devotion to a lady was
often ceremonial and sometimes distant, a performance of refinement that placed
women on pedestals while leaving actual power in male hands. Courtly love, with its
elaborate rituals of longing and restraint, taught men to pursue with poetry while
obeying with swords. This tension—desire moderated by duty—produced a distinctive
script in which romance was both a moral exercise and a status display. The chivalric
model has been romanticized, but its core lesson was clear: love should elevate, but it
should not disrupt existing hierarchies.

As households became central to economic life, masculinity narrowed into domestic
authority. In medieval and early modern Europe, patriarchal law and custom
positioned the husband as head of the household. His responsibilities were
material—land, tools, wages—and relational—children, servants, wives. Courtship
often turned on economic negotiations, including bridewealth and dowry, and the
husband’s reputation rested on his ability to provide and govern. Love could flourish
within these arrangements, but it rarely challenged them. Emotional intensity was
acceptable when it served household stability; it was suspect when it disrupted it. The
romantic script was, in essence, managerial: desire guided by duty, affection framed
by authority.

With the rise of empire and global commerce, masculinity expanded beyond the
household into new theaters of risk and reward. In the Atlantic and Indian Ocean
worlds, men encountered unfamiliar peoples, commodities, and hierarchies.
Exploration and trade demanded a blend of courage, opportunism, and racialized
superiority. The global marketplace reshaped courtship too: wealth from abroad could
finance marriages at home; status symbols—textiles, spices, gold—signaled a man’s
reach. Masculinity became portable, an identity that traveled with ships and ledgers,
adapting to local norms while asserting imperial prerogatives. The romantic scripts of
this era reflected the intoxicating mix of danger and profit.

In the eighteenth century, Enlightenment ideas introduced a new emotional toolkit.
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Reason was prized, but sensibility—the capacity to feel deeply and act
morally—became a measure of refined manhood. The “managed heart” emerged as a
skill: channeling emotions into appropriate expressions of sympathy, taste, and self-
control. Courtship shifted accordingly, with men encouraged to show feeling without
losing composure. Letters, diaries, and salons offered spaces where desire could be
articulated with delicacy. The era’s intellectual currents—empiricism, contract theory,
critique of arbitrary authority—also whispered the possibility of more reciprocal
partnerships, even if practice lagged behind theory.

The nineteenth century’s Victorian manliness added layers of respectability and
restraint. For middle-class men, public reputation depended on moderation: sober
habits, steady work, and family devotion. Physical vigor was celebrated but
disciplined, often through organized sports and moralized fitness. Double standards
were firmly in place: men’s sexual transgressions were often discreetly tolerated,
while women’s purity was guarded. Courtship became a theater of propriety, with
chaperones, etiquette, and carefully timed proposals. The romantic script prized
stability and decorum, positioning men as protectors and providers. Desire was not
denied, but it was routed through channels that preserved class and gender
boundaries.

Industrialization reconfigured masculinity yet again, moving the stage from rural
households to urban factories and offices. Wage labor centered men’s days outside
the home, while leisure—the pub, the club, the stadium—offered new arenas for
homosocial bonding and performance. The “public woman,” a figure of both
fascination and anxiety, appeared in city streets and entertainments, challenging old
rules about visibility and respectability. Courtship adapted: dates replaced formal
visits; consumer culture offered new ways to signal status. Yet the core script
persisted—men as pursuers and providers—while emerging norms of companionship
began to ask for emotional availability alongside economic stability.

Law codified these arrangements, translating masculine authority into enforceable
rights. Marriage contracts historically treated women as legal dependents, limiting
property ownership, inheritance, and custody. The husband’s control over family
assets and decisions buttressed his romantic role: he who paid the bills expected to
call the shots. Over time, legal reforms expanded women’s rights and complicated the
masculine script. Courtship now took place against a backdrop of contract law, divorce
statutes, and custody battles, reminding partners that romance is never fully private.
The promise of love is conditioned by the power to leave, the power to stay, and the
rules governing both.

Race and nation sharpened these dynamics. In frontier settings and colonial outposts,
masculinity was tied to land, conquest, and racial hierarchy. The “self-made man”
myth flourished in places where opportunity seemed boundless and where Indigenous
and enslaved peoples were exploited to make that opportunity possible. At home,
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nationalist rhetoric framed manhood as civic duty and racial solidarity. Romantic
choices were shaped by these forces: who counted as a suitable partner, which unions
were recognized, and how children were positioned within racial and national orders.
Courtship thus carried the weight of empire, even in seemingly ordinary encounters.

By the early twentieth century, the “modern boy” became a new archetype. Mass
education, organized sports, and scouting movements cultivated disciplined,
competitive masculinity. Team games taught hierarchy, endurance, and loyalty—skills
that translated into workplace and romantic life. Homosocial bonds formed in locker
rooms and barracks normalized toughness and emotional reticence. Courtship scripts
mirrored these patterns: men initiated, women selected; men displayed confidence,
women managed reputations. The modern boy learned to pursue with swagger, to
hide vulnerability, and to treat romance as a contest in which victory belonged to the
one who cared least without seeming to care at all.

War reconfigured these scripts in brutal and intimate ways. Soldiers confronted fear,
pain, and moral ambiguity, forging a masculinity of survival and brotherhood. Combat
trauma, though often unnamed, followed men home, shaping their capacity for
tenderness and trust. Postwar domesticity promised recovery through suburban
stability, but the script remained rigid: the veteran as breadwinner, the wife as
homemaker. The return to civilian life could be jarring, with emotional wounds treated
as private weaknesses. Courtship in this era often sought normalcy through
ritual—dating, marriage, mortgage—yet the unspoken rules of masculinity limited the
language available for expressing need.

Midcentury romance crystallized the breadwinner ideal. Economic prosperity and
consumer culture enabled a new middle-class script: the husband as provider, the wife
as curator of domestic comfort. Desire was managed through a blend of
companionship and duty, with car dates, television sets, and suburban backyards as
props. The era’s cultural scripts praised stability and predictability; spontaneity was
acceptable only within carefully drawn boundaries. Men were expected to be decisive
but gentle, ambitious but present, confident but kind. This tightrope walk left little
room for ambiguity or contradiction, and it made deviations—economic failure,
emotional openness, sexual nonconformity—feel like betrayals of a shared script.

The countercultural currents of the 1960s and 1970s, along with feminist movements,
cracked the façade of midcentury masculinity. Sexual revolutions challenged old
double standards; feminist critiques exposed the unpaid labor underlying domestic
bliss; new models of partnership proposed shared power. Consent became a central
theme, shifting the focus from conquest to mutual agreement. Men encountered a
new romantic script that valued communication, reflexivity, and equality. Not
everyone embraced it. Backlash movements defended traditional roles, framing
change as loss. Courtship became a site of negotiation, confusion, and
experimentation, as old habits collided with new expectations.
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Queer masculinities expanded the repertoire further. Visibility increased, and with it
the diversity of romantic forms: partnerships that resisted binary gender roles, chosen
kin networks, and communities built on mutual care. For many queer men, masculinity
was not a mandate but a palette, mixed with femininity, androgyny, and refusal of
normative scripts. Intimacy took on new shapes, with explicit conversations about
boundaries, desires, and roles. This expansion complicated the idea of a single
masculine trajectory. It revealed that courtship is not just about men and women but
about people negotiating identity, power, and pleasure across a spectrum of
possibilities.

Global South perspectives remind us that masculinity is often a hybrid, blending
indigenous traditions with colonial legacies and contemporary global flows.
Urbanization, migration, and digital media mix local codes with imported ideals. A man
in Lagos, Mumbai, or São Paulo may juggle family expectations, religious norms, and
cosmopolitan aspirations. Economic precarity can intensify traditional provider roles,
while education and activism open spaces for egalitarian partnerships. Courtship in
these contexts may involve negotiations across languages, classes, and
neighborhoods, with mobile phones and social media bridging or exacerbating divides.
The romantic scripts are dynamic, stitched from local histories and global trends.

Work and care remain central to contemporary masculinity. The “second shift” of
emotional labor asks men to listen, empathize, and manage household tasks alongside
professional duties. This expectation marks a significant shift from eras when
providing was enough. Yet the skills required—self-awareness, patience, non-defensive
communication—are rarely taught directly. Courtship now demands competence in
intimacy: recognizing patterns, apologizing without excuses, sharing planning labor.
The new script is less about conquest than collaboration, but the transition can be
rocky. Men often find themselves praised for small acts of care while still penalized for
showing vulnerability in public arenas.

Media continues to script masculine desire. Film, music, and advertising offer
templates for how to look, act, and pursue. The algorithmic gaze—recommendation
engines, dating app interfaces—sorts and ranks desirability in ways that seem
objective but encode biases. Influencers and celebrities model hybrid masculinities:
sensitive yet strong, curated yet authentic. These images shape expectations for
courtship, often amplifying unrealistic standards. Men learn to perform a version of
themselves optimized for clicks and matches, a performance that can crowd out
genuine connection. The romantic script becomes both public and quantified,
measured in likes, matches, and response times.

Digital courtship has introduced new tools and dilemmas. Dating apps promise
efficiency but encourage commodification; profiles are résumés of desirability;
conversations are auditions. Algorithms match based on data, turning complex
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attraction into calculated compatibility. Performed authenticity becomes a skill:
showing enough vulnerability to seem open but not so much as to appear needy. Men
navigate a landscape where initiation is decentralized, ghosting is common, and
rejection is instantaneous. The script is less linear than it once was—flirting may
happen across time zones, intimacy may precede in-person meetings. Technology
does not erase old patterns; it refracts them.

Contemporary practices like hookups and polyamory complicate fidelity and redefine
commitment. Hookup culture emphasizes autonomy and experimentation, sometimes
rewarding men who minimize emotional investment. Polyamory, by contrast,
foregrounds negotiation, transparency, and the labor of managing multiple
relationships. Both challenge traditional masculine scripts that equate manhood with
exclusive possession and control. They require new skills: articulating boundaries,
scheduling care, confronting jealousy without resorting to dominance. Courtship
becomes a series of conversations rather than a single milestone. The romantic script
is modular, designed by the participants rather than inherited wholesale.

Faith, tradition, and reform offer competing frames for contemporary masculinity.
Religious communities provide sturdy scripts—clear roles, rituals, and moral
guidelines—that can anchor courtship in a sense of purpose. Yet these same scripts
may resist changes demanded by gender equality and LGBTQ+ inclusion. Reform
movements within traditions push for reinterpretation, seeking a balance between
continuity and justice. Courtship in these contexts is often both intimate and
communal, with families and leaders weighing in on choices. The negotiation is
delicate: how to honor heritage while expanding the circle of care, how to maintain
identity without perpetuating hierarchy.

Mental health has moved toward the center of discussions about masculinity and
intimacy. Shame, a frequent companion to traditional manhood, discourages help-
seeking and honest communication. Men are disproportionately affected by suicide,
substance use, and isolation, often linked to emotional suppression. Courtship scripts
that prize stoicism can be brittle under stress; they teach men to perform confidence
while leaving little room to process fear or grief. New norms invite men to name their
struggles and seek support, but stigma lingers. The romantic script expands to include
therapy, self-care, and mutual responsibility for well-being.

Toward romantic equality, many men are cultivating new skills and ethical
frameworks. They practice active listening, learn to apologize without defensiveness,
and share the labor of planning and caretaking. Consent evolves from a one-time
“yes” into an ongoing dialogue about desire, boundaries, and change. Power is
recognized as fluid, and partners work to balance it through explicit agreements and
reflective habits. Courtship becomes a process of co-creation, where authenticity is
not a performance but a commitment to mutual recognition. The script is less about
winning than about sustaining connection through continuous effort.
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The futures of masculinity are not uniform, but they point toward repair, joy, and
collective care. Men are joining movements that value accountability and cooperation,
reimagining their roles in families, workplaces, and communities. Courtship is part of
this broader transformation: it is where new habits are practiced, where old scripts are
edited, and where intimacy becomes a site of ethical action. The journey is uneven,
and the stakes are real. Yet there is evidence of change—men listening differently,
loving more equitably, and finding pleasure in partnership rather than possession. The
script is still being written, line by line.

Before we can trace how these scripts evolved and what they look like in different
contexts, we need to say something about what masculinity itself is, how it is learned,
and how it exerts power over desire. Masculinity is not a singular identity but a set of
practices shaped by institutions, peer groups, and cultural narratives. It is produced
through repetition: gestures, phrases, choices that become habits. These habits are
reinforced by rewards—status, admiration, access—and penalties—ridicule, exclusion,
invisibility. In courtship, masculinity often functions as a strategy: a way to navigate
risk, manage uncertainty, and secure connection. But like any strategy, it can become
a cage.

A helpful way to conceptualize masculinity is through the idea of scripts, a term
borrowed from theater and social psychology. A romantic script includes cues for who
initiates, who responds, how to show interest, and how to handle rejection. Masculine
scripts add constraints: show strength, minimize need, maintain control. These scripts
are not deterministic; men deviate, improvise, and rewrite scenes. Yet the scripts
matter because they establish expectations—for yourself and for others. When a man
texts first or pays for dinner, when he says “I love you” or waits, when he cries or
clams up, he is following or challenging a script he has internalized.

Masculinity also operates through power. It shapes access to resources—economic,
social, emotional—and influences who gets to set the terms of intimacy. Power is not
inherently bad; it can protect and provide. But when power is concentrated without
accountability, it can become coercive. Courtship is a negotiation of power: who leads,
who follows, who sets boundaries. The history of masculine romance is the story of
how these negotiations have been structured, contested, and redesigned. To
understand why certain romantic gestures feel “right” or “risky,” we need to trace the
power lines running beneath them.

Desire is another dimension. What men want is not purely personal; it is shaped by
culture, class, and history. Desire can be channeled by honor, disciplined by religion,
refined by chivalry, commodified by capitalism, and democratized by feminism. Men
learn to desire in ways that align with their social position and aspirations. Sometimes
desire exceeds the script—a man falls for someone outside his expected sphere, or
wants a kind of intimacy his community discourages. The friction between desire and
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script creates drama: love affairs, breakups, reinventions. Recognizing this tension
helps explain both the persistence of old patterns and the possibilities for change.

Another way to map masculinity is through its recurring themes, which recur across
time and place, though always in new combinations:

Provider logic: linking manhood to economic responsibility and resource
control.
Protector identity: emphasizing physical strength, risk-taking, and defense of
loved ones.
Emotional restraint: valuing stoicism and minimizing public vulnerability.
Sexual initiation: assigning men the role of pursuer and controller of sexual
timing.
Homosocial bonding: building status through male peer groups and rituals.
Respectability: managing reputation in family, work, and community.
Honor and shame: responding to slights with defense or retaliation.
Racial and class hierarchies: shaping who counts as a “real man” and who is
excluded.

These themes interact. A man might embody the provider role while resisting
emotional restraint, or pursue sexual initiation while practicing consent. The
combination varies by context, producing different masculine styles: the stoic
provider, the expressive egalitarian, the honor-bound defender, the cosmopolitan
negotiator. Courtship is the stage where these styles meet, clash, and sometimes
merge. The romantic scripts we inherit are assemblies of these themes, bolted
together by culture and reinforced by everyday practice.

It is tempting to think of masculinity as a personality trait—either innate or purely
performative. The reality is messier. Biology matters, but it does not dictate behavior;
hormones and bodies provide raw material that culture shapes. Socialization is
powerful, but men resist and revise it. Masculinity is both internal (a sense of self) and
external (a set of expectations). In courtship, these layers converge: a man may feel
confident initiating a date because he has been rewarded for confidence before, while
also feeling anxious about rejection because he has been taught that failure threatens
his worth. The script is both a resource and a burden.

To see masculinity in action, consider small, everyday moments. A man hesitates to
ask for help with directions because self-reliance signals competence. A man
suppresses tears after a breakup to avoid seeming weak. A man texts a witty line
instead of expressing nervousness because humor deflects vulnerability. A man pays
for a meal to demonstrate generosity and control. None of these acts is inherently
wrong; each can be kind or careless depending on context. The point is that they are
learned responses, shaped by scripts that assign value to certain behaviors and
discount others. Over time, these micro-choices accumulate into a recognizable
masculine style.
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The socialization of boys is a key mechanism. Parents, peers, teachers, and coaches
often reward boys for toughness and independence while discouraging emotional
expression. Media amplifies these messages: action heroes solve problems with force;
rom-coms sometimes portray men as emotionally dense but charmingly sincere.
Schools may prioritize competition over collaboration. These institutions do not
conspire, but they do create a common curriculum. By adolescence, many boys have
mastered the basics: do not cry, take risks, lead, win. Courtship then becomes a test
of these skills, and relationships bear the weight of lessons learned long before
romance began.

Contemporary shifts complicate this curriculum. Girls are encouraged to be assertive;
boys are sometimes told to be sensitive. Workplace changes demand collaboration;
homes require care. Yet old scripts persist, especially in high-pressure environments
where failure is stigmatized. The result is a patchwork: men who were taught to be
stoic now face demands for emotional labor; men raised to compete must learn to
cooperate. This dissonance is not a sign of moral decline; it is the friction of change.
Courtship is where the friction is most felt because the stakes—love, sex,
belonging—are high and the skills required are new.

There is also the question of who gets to write the script. Historically, men with
power—economic, political, racial—set the terms of masculinity and romance. Others
adapted or resisted. Today, many voices contribute: partners, communities, activists,
therapists, and men themselves. The result is not a single script but a contest among
scripts. In courtship, this contest plays out in choices about who initiates, how to
communicate, what fidelity means, and how to balance autonomy and connection. The
process is messy, but it is also creative. Men are learning to improvise, to check in
with partners, and to revise lines that no longer fit.

Understanding masculinity as scripts, power, and desire clarifies why romantic
equality is both possible and challenging. It is possible because scripts can be
rewritten; power can be shared; desire can be redirected. It is challenging because
rewriting requires skill, sharing requires trust, and redirecting requires practice.
Courtship becomes a workshop for these skills. When men ask about boundaries,
apologize without excuses, or celebrate a partner’s success without feeling
diminished, they are enacting a new script. These acts may feel small, but they
accumulate into cultures. Over time, they change what masculinity looks like in love.

As we move through the chapters ahead, we will see how these scripts have been
forged and reforged across history and geography. Honor cultures gave men a public
stage for desire; religion gave them a moral compass; chivalry gave them a romantic
ideal; capitalism gave them a provider mandate; feminism gave them a mirror and a
challenge. Each moment reshaped the possibilities for intimacy. The work of this book
is to trace those transformations without simplifying them, to show the patterns
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without erasing the diversity. Masculinity is not a single story but a library of scripts,
and courtship is the place where they are read aloud.

Before we leave this question—what is masculinity?—it helps to remember that no
script is destiny. Men have always exceeded the limits set for them: lovers who
listened, fathers who nurtured, partners who shared power. The future will be shaped
by the same mix of constraint and creativity. If we understand masculinity as a set of
learned practices that can be learned differently, we can approach courtship with
curiosity rather than fear. We can ask, with humility and nerve: what do I want, what
does my partner want, and what script will help us build a connection that honors
both?
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