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Abstract: China's Education Minister recently called for educating teenagers to be
"masculine” by highlighting the "crisis of masculinity.” This paper intends to examine the
causes and impact of this initiative by exploring the cultural and societal factors. Drawing on
academic literature, media reports, and government policy documents, the paper identifies
the main causes of anxiety in China about masculinity from two perspectives: 1) The
increasing participation of Chinese women in the workplace and 2) The trend of feminization
and its relationship to collectivism. Finally, the paper discusses the negative consequences of
overemphasizing the “crisis of masculinity” in China, particularly on mental health issues,
domestic violence, and gender stereotypes. This paper offers insights into promoting a more
diverse and inclusive gender-equal society.
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1. Introduction

Masculinity has been discussed among scholars, social scientists and the public over centuries.
Connell points out that masculinity are not congenital but, instead, is produced in an acquired social
culture with four types of masculinity: "hegemonic (or dominant)", "subordinate", "complicit”, and
"marginal™ [1]. Analyzing the sources and characteristics of dominant masculinity used by
contemporary humans based on Cornell's classification, Bederman found that Western mainstream
masculinity has evolved significantly [2]. In the 1880s, many middle-class men began to find rugged
working-class masculinity extremely attractive, and with the power struggle between different social
classes, the "rough working-class masculinity” eventually took the stage and later became the
hegemonic masculinity of the West [2].

The development of Chinese masculinity follows the same path. In traditional Chinese culture,
masculinity is given high value and importance, and also is called yang, which is associated with
masculine traits such as bravery, perseverance, decisiveness, strong decision-making power [3]. With
the development of Chinese society, the image of masculinity has gradually undergone significant
changes. By comparing the image of masculinity in the pre-2000 and post-2000 periods, researchers
found that "users of crude language" and "rough" were always considered part of masculinity, while
"smart", "confident", and "subtlety" no longer belong to men only, but are becoming common traits
for both sexes [4]. However, only some see this change as a good symbol. Without traditional
masculinity and with new symbols of male power, contemporary masculinity is seen as "emasculated"
by some older generations, pointing to a crisis of masculinity [5]. The Chinese government is
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overwhelmed to deal with this new change. In the latest education proposal, the Ministry of Education
of the People's Republic of China emphasized the need to focus on cultivating students' masculinity
to countenance the “crisis” of masculinity [6].

The “crisis” of masculinity refers to a period of difficulty, insecurity, and uncertainty, mainly in
the political or business sphere, but also in other areas of social life for men [5]. This sense of crisis
creates anxiety that affects not only the personal lives and psychological health of Chinese men, but
also has a profound impact on society as a whole [7]. Therefore, this paper aims to explore in depth
the roots of the masculinity crisis in China and to explore the links between social change, indicators
of crisis, and the broader meaning of masculinity.

2. Masculinity “Crisis”
2.1. The Increasing Participation of Women in the Chinese Economy

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, women have been given unprecedented
development opportunities. Mao Zedong, the first president, mentioned in his gender-neutral policy:

Women in the People’s Republic of China enjoy equal rights with men in all spheres of life,
political, economic, cultural and social, including family life. The state protects the rights and interests
of women, applies the principle of equal pay for equal work for men and women alike and trains and
selects cadres from among women.

Men reacted differently to the gender-neutral policy. Some accepted the changes and began to help
with traditionally female tasks such as shopping, cooking, and laundry [8]. Others felt a sense of crisis
that traditional masculinity was being challenged as never before as the status of women increased.

In terms of wealth, men are often considered as the owners of most of the wealth, and the amount
of wealth they occupy directly affects their self-confidence and their family and social status [9].
According to the norms of masculinity, a man's ability to fulfill the role of bread-winner is an essential
criterion for judging his masculinity and his position of authority in the family [10]. However, some
scholars claim that women deprive men of work and that the nation pays the price of inefficient labor
as women enter the labor market [10]. This, in turn, leaves many men feeling powerless because they
are unable to maintain the role of bread-winner [11]. Once men are unable to take on the responsibility
of being the bread-winner, their masculinity encounters stress.

Yang discusses the “crisis” of masculinity among a group of men laid off after the restructuring of
state-owned enterprises. Informed individuals included male workers who had "lost both their
livelihoods and the masculinity associated with lifelong employment" [12]. In a society that promotes
men as bread-winners, male unemployment is subject to more pressure than female unemployment,
often from disappointment and opposition from family and friends [13]; at the same time, male
unemployment is seen as more of a problem than female unemployment by both spouses [13]. It is
believed that the state deprives men of their masculinity and their privileges are replaced by women
[14]. For men, the influx of women increases market competition and indirectly causes males’ mass
unemployment. As a result, men complain about losing masculinity associated with lifelong
employment. This loss of livelihood and masculinity leads to social instability that is reflected in
unemployed men [12].

2.2. The Trend of Feminization and Its Relationship to Collectivism

With the development of the Internet era in recent years, the popularity of a group of influential
celebrities who take the "(feminine) beauty” route has unknowingly entered the critical view of
mainstream public opinion [15]. Among them, the Japanese and Korean trend has gradually
monopolized the idol market of Chinese teenagers for a long time [15]. Most of these people have
undeniable "femininity" traits: heavy makeup, skinny, etc. The effeminacy of masculinity has become
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an uncontrollable trend. According to the Research Report on Consumption Trends of Male Groups,
the growth rate of men’s lipstick consumption among cosmetics reached 278% [16]. Furthermore,
some critics have listed the specific manifestations of feminization in school boys, including atrophy,
dependence, quietness, fear of movement, timidity, lack of adventure, and low self-confidence [17].

In China, discussions of gender roles cannot be separated from the idea of collectivism, which
implies that discussions surrounding individuals, including their gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual
orientation, have been closely linked with the construction of the modern nation-state [ 18]. As a result,
individual behavior can easily be seen as a reflection of the nation and the state. With this ideology,
the education and training of men and women become an important part of the governance of the
state [19]. For example, in the period of external and internal turmoil during the late Qing dynasty,
the government created a number of paradigms for the young to inspire nationalism: the young men
represented hope, and therefore, the transformation of the young men became a preparation for the
transformation of the nation and the state [20]. This idea has spread to these days, and most people in
China still identify men (especially young men) as tough men who carry the burden of the nation [21].
To mainstream critics, "being a real man" means rejecting everything that has to do with femininity
[22]. As they always have been, parents are taught that men should not cry and represent a powerful
image of the nation [23].

China treats the tendency of feminization of masculinity negatively. In Szeff's proposal, he said he
observed that Chinese teenagers have weakness, low self-esteem and timidity, which he called the
"feminization" of boys, lamenting that boys no longer want to be war heroes and warned that this
trend could endanger the Chinese nation [17]. Following years, China's broadcasting regulator issued
a "restriction on femininity" order: the media began to mosaic earrings worn by male celebrities, in
addition to censoring elements related to LGBT symbols in the show [6].

3. The Negative Effects of Masculinity “Crisis”

The previous analysis shows that the main sources of anxiety about masculinity in China stem from
the challenge of women to the men’s hegemonic economic position and the trend of feminization.
The suggestions of educating boys masculinity may alleviate the current anxiety, but its actual
adversely affects far outweigh the benefits it can bring.

When masculinity is in crisis and challenged, in addition to passive acceptance, residual masculine
instincts cause loss, resentment, and anxiety, which in turn trigger reaction force to preserve their
masculine identity [24]. This transformation implies "an overcompensation of aggressive tendencies
and an endless quest for victory and status" [25]. Stubborn adherence to specific socialized norms of
masculinity awareness can affect men's health. Sedleir suggests that a male environment that places
a heavy emphasis on masculinity can be detrimental to the mental health of men [26]. Similarly, men
who suppress their emotions to conform to societal expectations of masculinity will increase risky
behaviors such as alcohol abuse and domestic violence [27]. According to the All-China Women's
Federation (ACWF), domestic violence occurred in 30% of the 270 million Chinese households in
2005 [28]. Of these, 90% of the perpetrators were men, and the main form of domestic violence is
husband to wife, and of all domestic violence between husbands and wives, 85% of the victims are
women. For these men, the family is the only territory where they retain their masculinity [29].
Therefore, they beat their wives and children to show that they are responsible, at least in the family.

Many men are not only being confined by traditional masculinity, but also risk putting themselves
in dangerous situations. The worship of violent power is also influenced by collective masculinity
that involves the honor system, in which men check each other's "masculinity" [30]. Therefore,
traditional masculinity tends to isolate those unconventional elements challenging its core image.
Kimmel, a masculinity researcher who explored the many ways in which mainstream masculinity in
the United States, noted that the rejection and suppression of "femininity" lead men to grow up as
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isolated individuals: not knowing how to express their true feelings, not being able to reveal their
weaknesses, not knowing how to the relationship with others ...... eventually leads to various problems
in psychology and life [31]. Therefore, over-emphasis on masculinity is actually detrimental to the
integration of this diversity of masculinity and can create a certain stereotype. °

4. Conclusion

The anxiety about masculinity in China comes from the fact that traditional mainstream masculinity
is being challenged as society changes. However, the term “crisis™ is clearly misused. First, traditional
masculinity is dangerous [32]. It stigmatizes and rejects traits and behaviors that are different from
this type and associates them with the “bad”, “abnormal”, and “unhealthy” categories [33]. Second,
traditional masculinity harms not only boys and men, but also girls and women, transgender people,
and society at large [32]. This paper insists that China's approach to dealing with such anxiety creates
problems. Instead, embracing a diverse image of masculinity is the only way to prove that society is
healthy. How China should promote diverse masculinities through education, economics, and politics
requires further research and experimentation in the future.
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