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Twenty St. Lucian men were interviewed using a constructivist

approach aimed at better understanding participants’ gender-

related development. Emerging themes included a masculine iden-

tity intertwined with responsibility and independence, aversion to

gay men, gender-related role tension, and the powerful influence

of parents and teachers on gender role expectations. Implications

from this study support the need to promote healthy development

by understanding the powerful gender and cultural dimensions

relating to identity formation.
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Back then as a teenager you’d wear anything to suit other people

… to have people favor you, but wearing a suit … people watch

you on a whole different level. (Tyler)

This reflection, shared by a participant in the present study, captures an impor-

tant essence of identity development. Specifically, the formation of identity is not

simply an internal organic process but one that reflects the dominant influences of

acculturation and socialization (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; D’Augelli, 1994; Jones

& McEwen, 2000). Societal messages regarding gender and sex roles powerfully

influence perceptions of self as well as shape what is considered appropriate behav-
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ior (Josselson, 1987; Kimmel & Messner, 2004). Acute awareness of appropriate

gender roles appears to be particularly descriptive for the St. Lucian men we inter-

viewed as they considered the transition from boy to man and the struggle to negoti-

ate external messages with their own conceptions of masculinity. A central purpose

of this research was to investigate this negotiation process in relation to St. Lucian

men’s development as men.

Statement of the Problem

As the body of research on masculinities grows, it is important to understand

the experiences of men from diverse backgrounds. While the literature sheds some

light on various aspects of men’s identity development (e.g., Brod & Kaufman,

1994; Davis, 2002; Harper, 2004; Kimmel & Messner, 2004; Pollack, 1998) con-

spicuously underrepresented are Black men’s voices. The study of men’s develop-

ment tends to focus disproportionately on White, middle-class men at the expense of

men of color (Diemer, 2002). Moreover, since culture has a salient impact on iden-

tity development, it is important to add international voices to our empirical under-

standing of men’s development. Furthermore, according to Lewis (2003),

understanding masculinity in the context of the Caribbean is necessary to establish a

foundation “for the realization of gender equality” (p. 123).

Literature Review

Our understanding of identity formation is commonly attributed to Erikson’s

(1968) landmark developmental theory. According to Erikson (1968), we gain a sense

of who we are by confronting a universal sequence of challenges or crises (e.g.,, trust,

intimacy, etc.) throughout our lifespan. The psychosocial stage that has received the

most empirical attention is Erikson’s proposed stage labeled “identity versus role con-

fusion” (Berzonzky & Adams, 1999). Occupational, ideological, and sexual values

are most salient in terms of influencing a particular self-defined identity.

Marcia (1966) operationalized Erikson’s concept of identity formation and

described identity as a process of experiencing crises related to one’s ascribed child-

hood identity by responding to the conflict by either making new commitments or

foreclosing possibilities. Josselson’s longitudinal investigations (1987, 1996) used

Marcia’s framework to better understand women’s identity development. Josselson

(1987) categorized participants into all four identity statuses and found that women

internalize the central priorities of their mothers as the issues to

feel the same or different about. At college-age, late adolescents,

these women judge their distance from their families by whether

and how much they carry on family religious traditions, whom

they choose as friends, what sexual values they adopt, how they

dress, whether and when and whom they plan to marry. These

were the central points of negotiation in the separation-individua-

tion drama. (p. 172)
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For the women in her study, relationships with primary family, partners, children,

and friends were what Josselson (1987) called key “anchors” (p. 176) that mediated

making new commitments.

While Marcia (1966) found decisions involving occupational choice, religious

beliefs, and political ideology to be predictive of overall identity status, especially

with men, Josselson (1987) as well as Schenkel and Marcia (1972) found crises and

commitments in the areas of religion and sexual values to be more indicative of

women’s identity status.

The Social Construction of Identity

Contemporary models of identity development have gone beyond these more

epigenetic conceptualizations, with their emphasis on the individual cognitive

processes of development, to increasingly focus on the dynamic interaction between

the person and the social systems in which they function. Chickering and Reisser

(1993), for example, in an update of Chickering’s (1969) earlier work, added a sec-

tion to the establishing identity chapter entitled “sense of self in a social, historical,

and cultural context” (p. 181). In addition, Josselson (1996) suggested that identity

is “not just a private, individual matter ... (but) a complex negotiation between the

person and society” (p. 31). Similarly, D’Augelli (1994) conceived identity as “the

dynamic processes by which an individual emerges from many social exchanges

experienced in different contexts over an extended historical period” (p. 324). The

construction of identity also depends, therefore, on the cultural, social, and political

context in which these processes occur.

A recent model offered by Jones and McEwen (2000) reinforces this idea. In

their model, sexual orientation, race, culture, class, religion, and gender are identity

dimensions that circulate around one’s core identity. The salience of a particular

dimension to one’s core identity depends on changing contexts that include current

experiences, family background, sociocultural conditions, career decisions, and life

planning. The present investigation focuses on the intersection of two of these

dimensions, gender and culture, in an attempt to better understand how St. Lucian

men internally experience externally defined gender roles.

Dimensions of the Male Sex Role

Sex role is defined as “a general set of norms, beliefs, duties, rights, and behav-

ioral expectations attached to an ascribed sex status and are expected of individuals

of that sex” (Klumas & Marchant, 1994, p. 272). These roles function as guidelines

for behavior and help us predict and anticipate the response of others. Traditional sex

roles are different for men and women in American culture. Men are socialized to be

“strong, sexually rapacious ... powerful and in control of themselves and of their situ-

ations at all times” (Scher, 1979, p. 252). Gender roles become established at a very

young age and persist throughout one’s life. The classic men’s studies text written by

David & Brannon (1976) outlines four central themes that constitute hegemonic mas-

culinity: “no sissy stuff,” “the big wheel,” “the sturdy oak,” and, “give ’em hell.”

Similarly, O’Neil (1981, 1990) outlined four dimensions specific to the male gender
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role that represent confusion about mixed messages resulting in internal conflict:

restrictive emotionality; success, power, and competition; restrictive affectionate

behavior between men; and conflict between work and family relations. At the center

of these conflicts is a fundamental fear of being perceived as feminine. In a review of

the gender role literature, Thompson, Pleck, and Ferrera (1992) concluded that “gen-

der role conflict provides an important link between societal norms scripting tradi-

tional masculinities and an individual’s adaptation” (p. 598). Exploring dissonance

between personal and societal messages, therefore, may provide rich information

about men’s identity development. More recently, Pollack’s (1998) research led him

to describe the “boy code” that includes pressure on boys to confront life

autonomously and repress certain sensitive emotions.

What is remarkable about this body of scholarship is the clearly consistent con-

ception of what constitutes the male cultural script or hegemonic masculinity. The

negative consequences of conflict related to gender roles on men’s development is

equally clear. Gender role conflict has been correlated with higher levels of anxiety

and lower capacity for intimacy (Sharpe & Heppner, 1991). In addition, research has

found that gender role conflict is related to negative attitudes toward help-seeking

(Good & Wood, 1995), low self esteem (Cournoyer & Mahalik, 1995), negative atti-

tudes and intolerance toward homosexuals (Rounds, 1994), depression (Good &

Mintz, 1990), and endorsement of a traditional masculine ideology (Good, Braver-

man, & O’Neil, 1991). Results of these studies indicate the importance of under-

standing male gender role conflict and its effect on the healthy development of men.

Recent research has offered some clarity regarding the impact of gender roles

on White heterosexual college men (Davis, 2002), heterosexual college men (Kilian-

ski, 2003), Asian American men (Liu, 2002), and African American men (Diemer,

2002). Davis used constructivist inquiry with 10 men and found communication

restrictions associated with scripted gender roles, fear of femininity, feelings of

being overly challenged, and a sense of confusion about masculinity among partici-

pants. Focusing on heterosexual men’s attitudes toward women and gay men, Kil-

ianski surveyed 150 undergraduate men and found that an “exclusively masculine

identity” possessed some explanatory value in accounting for heterosexual men’s

negative attitudes toward woman and gay men. The findings from Davis, Kilianski,

and O’Neil (1981, 1990) appear to offer significant support for a connection

between fear of femininity and men’s identity construction.

Reinforcing this connection and adding to our knowledge of Asian American

men’s development, Liu (2002) surveyed 323 men and found that the definition of

success for men included being self-reliant, aggressive, and holding traditional mas-

culine attitudes. In addition, participants found it difficult to articulate their feelings,

and those who endorsed a traditional masculine ideology were more likely to have

difficulty with intimate relationships with other men. While Liu’s study may suggest

a central struggle related to expression for Asian American men, Diemer (2002)

found that for African American men the provider role may be a prominent aspect of

gender identity. In Diemer’s exploratory qualitative study examining seven African

Americans’ constructions of identity, participants emphasized education as a sort of

insurance against discrimination and a way to fulfill the provider role. The findings

of each of these recent studies are consistent with the theoretical tenants of the social
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construction of identities and conceptual models offered by O’Neil (1981, 1990),

David and Brannon (1976), and Pollack (1998).

According to Lewis (2003), moreover, “men in the Caribbean define their mas-

culinity in much the same way as men in any other parts of the world” (p. 97). Further

complicating our understanding of Caribbean men’s identity development, or any indi-

vidual’s identity for that matter, is the influence of socioeconomic forces and intersec-

tions with other dimensions of identity. Lewis (2004) states, for example, “…the

concept and reality of the male breadwinner had been under severe stress in the clos-

ing years of the twentieth century, largely as a result of the process of economic

restructuring and chronic unemployment in the Caribbean” (p. 256). Contemporary

Caribbean men, therefore, are forced to deal with shifting gender roles, and this

process will likely be mediated by socioeconomic status, religious affiliation, etc.

Religious affiliation in the Caribbean, according to the 2001 census, is as fol-

lows: Roman Catholic 67.5 percent, Seventh Day Adventist 8.5 percent, Pentecostal

5.7 percent, Anglican 2 percent, Evangelical 2 percent, other Christian 5.1 percent,

Rastafarian 2.1 percent, other 1.1 percent, unspecified 1.5 percent, none 4.5 percent.

The heavy Roman Catholic influence further mediates gender identity development

where gender and religious dimensions intersect.

Setting and Culture

The interviews for this study were gathered in St. Lucia, while the analysis was

conducted in the United States. St. Lucia is a Caribbean island between the

Caribbean Sea and North Atlantic Ocean, north of Trinidad and Tobago. Histori-

cally, the islands changed possession 14 times between England and France. It was

ceded to the U.K. in 1814, was granted self-government in 1967, and became inde-

pendent in 1979. According to the 2001 census, there are approximately 166,000

people living in St. Lucia, with the following demographic breakdowns: slightly

more females than males (.97 male to female ratio) and ethnicity consisting of 90

percent Black, 6 percent mixed, 3 percent East Indian, and 1 percent White. 

The economic work force is 21.7 percent agricultural; 24.7 percent industrial,

commercial, and manufacturing; and 53.6 percent service. The manufacturing sector

is the most diverse in the Eastern Caribbean area, but unemployment is approxi-

mately 20 percent (http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/st.html).

St. Lucia has a parliamentary government and is somewhat conservative both

socially and politically compared to the United States. The conservative social

expectations are rooted in religion and St. Lucian tradition. For example, recent

sociopolitical issues regarding both a women’s right to choose and allowing a gay

cruise ship to harbour received vehement opposition.

With regard to gender and sex, “the emergence of studies of masculinities in the

Caribbean … as with other parts of the world is in many ways a response to the

challenges posed by the second wave of feminism, which has had a significant

impact on the region since the 1970s” (Reddock, 2004, xiii). As in the United States,

the men’s movement has been characterized as “a collection of incompatible, sepa-

rate movements” (Clatterbaugh, 1997, vii). That is, some men have sought to simply
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fight against the women’s movement, while others have seized the opportunity to

reflect upon their experiences of masculinity and manhood (Reddock, 2004). 

Chevannes (2003), furthermore, uses a “yard and street,” metaphor to capture

the distinguishing cultural influences of gender on boys and girls growing up in the

Caribbean. He notes the predominance of girls in the yard (where we grow up and

are most influenced by parents) and school and the predominance of boys in the

street. The shared and relatively safe space of the enclosed yard encodes gender

norms that become further structured in the power dynamics of the school and the

street. Chevannes finds that the literal geographies that influence the coming of age

of girls and boys reproduce ideas of appropriate spaces for both that ultimately lead

to a greater aggregate of women at the university and men in prison.

The central purpose of this study was to explore St. Lucian men’s identity for-

mation in relation to their views on and experiences of masculinity. Since identity is

influenced by cultural contexts, it is critical to explore how men in various cultures

develop their masculine identities. Moreover, given the paucity of data on men of

color, this study aims to shed light on the intersection of gender identity develop-

ment with one group of St. Lucian men. Although this was an exploratory study, we

were guided generally by the following research questions: (1) How do men

describe themselves as men and make meaning of their masculine identity?; (2)

What are important aspects of masculine identity both from their own perspective

and what they believe others think?; and (3) Who or what influences how men make

meaning of their masculine identity?

Method

Identity models and theories offer general descriptions of a wide array of influ-

ences on diverse populations of individuals. To more clearly understand how experi-

ences of masculinity influence St. Lucian men’s identity development, we assumed

a constructivist epistemological perspective (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The purpose of

constructivist inquiry is “to produce depth of understanding about a particular topic

or experience” (Manning, 1999, p. 12). The constructivist paradigm, based largely

on the research of Piaget (1954) and Vygotsky (1978), suggests that knowledge does

not and cannot produce representations of an independent reality but instead is

rooted in the perspective of the knower. Therefore, identity development is not the

result of stage-related maturation; rather, it is understood as a complex and dynamic

process by which individuals interact with socializing agents to learn and organize

information.

Since identity development is influenced by social interaction, it is important to

investigate the nature of one’s negotiation of this process. Therefore, the methodol-

ogy in this study was informed by hermeneutic phenomenology. Hermeneutics is the

science of interpretation. According to van Manen (1990), meanings are often hid-

den and must be brought to the surface through reflection. Phenomenology, simi-

larly, addresses experience from the perspective of the individual and is based on the

assumption that people have a unique way of making meaning of their experience.

In other words, in order for investigators to understand a phenomenon, they must

grasp it from the respondent’s perspective. Hermeneutic phenomenology, thus, can
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“bring explicitness out of implicitness, to unveil the essence of the lived experience

of a few, which allows for insight into the possible lived experience of others” (p.

316). While most qualitative research focuses on the interpretations and experiences

of others, in a phenomenological study “focus is on the essence or structure of the

experience” (Merriam, 2001, p. 15). Consistent with these paradigmatic assump-

tions, open-ended interviews were conducted in St. Lucia in the summer of 2005.

Participants

Participants in this study were 20 St. Lucian men who ranged in age from 18 to

24 years with a mean age of 19.5. Ten of the respondents are presently attending

postsecondary educational institutions, while five of the other 10 interviewees had

some experience at postsecondary institutions. Of the five remaining, two were gain-

fully employed, one was between jobs, and the other two were unemployed and

searching for employment. With regard to sexual orientation, all of the men listed

their sexual orientation as strictly heterosexual. Due to the social ramifications

related to being openly gay, however, assumptions about this aspect of participants’

identity are tentative at best. 

All interviewees were fairly well educated, having received a full secondary

school education and in some cases a postsecondary school education. Sixteen of the

men were from the city and, specifically, from poorer areas in the city. Four were

from the rural district of Dennery, which is a lesser developed part of the country

(the village of one of the investigators).

Procedure

Participants were purposefully selected through snowball or chain sampling

(Patton, 1990). This approach “identifies cases of interest from people who know

people who know what cases are information-rich, that is, good examples for study”

(p. 182). The exemplar cases were identified by one of the principal investigators as

well as through participants who were successfully interviewed. In order to better

represent the sociocultural spectrum of the island, both rural and urban men were

recruited. Criteria for selection included men who were theoretically (according to

Erikson, 1969) confronting identity issues due to age-related concerns and men who

were reflective and articulate about gender-related issues. Attempting to identify

information-rich cases, participants were purposefully selected to meet these criteria.

Each participant was interviewed and the interviews were transcribed. Interviews,

data analysis, and related trustworthiness or credibility strategies that were

employed are described below.

Interviews

Interviews were conducted in St. Lucia by one of the investigators (AT). The

interviewer was skilled at conducting interviews and well versed in the subject of

men and masculinities. 
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Prior to individual interviews, prospective participants were given a description

of the study, clarification of the commitment required for participation, and an

informed consent form. After providing consent, each participant completed a basic

demographic information form.

Interviews were conducted in a room equipped with recording equipment.

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), interviewing is one strategy for examining

an individual’s “constructions and reconstructions of persons, events, activities,

organizations, feelings, motivations, claims, concerns, and other entities” (p. 268).

Initial interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and were either video or audio

recorded. Following interviews, the interviewer was questioned by another investi-

gator in order to note general impressions, nonverbal behavior of participants, and

any notable or peculiar aspects of the interviews. These observations were included

in the data set and used in analysis.

The interview protocol was semi-structured. While a set of questions adapted

from Davis’s (2002) study of White college students was used as a guide, the inter-

viewer freely interrogated participants regarding issues they raised in order to

extract depth of meaning. According to Pollio, Henley, and Thompson (1997) the

phenomenological interview is one in which a participant is encouraged to describe

his or her experiences of phenomenon with as little direction from the interviewer as

possible. The questions focused on how participants see themselves as men, impor-

tant aspects of masculinity, differences between personal views and St. Lucian soci-

etal views on masculinity, and various influences on their development as men. The

open-ended nature of the interview protocol “helps to minimize the imposition of

predetermined responses when gathering data” (Patton, 1990, p. 295).

Data Analysis

The data set for this study consisted of the 20 transcribed interviews, inter-

viewer notes, and member check responses. Following procedures outlined by Cof-

fey and Atkinson (1996), each investigator first read the interview transcripts

independently noting concepts, words, phrases, or sentences that seemed interesting

or important. The researchers then met to compare initial findings, negotiate and rec-

oncile discrepancies, and develop a set of concepts that appeared in multiple tran-

scripts. The researchers used an inductive approach of constant comparison (Glaser

& Strauss, 1967) that focused on making meaning of participants’ lived experience

rather than imposing theoretical analysis. In this way, the data were “loosened” in

terms of searching for apparent contradictions, metaphors, common meanings, and

divergent perspectives on similar phenomenon to identify themes. Crotty (1998)

describes this process as one in which “the text is undone to uncover meanings and

intentions that are hidden in the text” (p. 92). Themes eventually emerged that illus-

trated participants’ common experiences.

One of the greatest challenges in analyzing data in a phenomenological study is

suspending an investigator’s natural biases and sometimes deeply held theoretical

stances in order to accurately represent participant voices (Jones, 2002). Negotiating

interpretations among investigators, conducting member checks, and using direct

quotes from participants were three strategies employed in this study to focus on
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respondents’, not the researchers’, stories. Furthermore, since only one of the inves-

tigators performed all of the interviews, Davis et al. (2004) employed an additional

strategy to raise awareness of interviewer perspectives on the topics explored in the

interview. The process, termed “bracketing” (Pollio, Henley, & Thompson, 1997),

requires the interviewer to highlight his or her presuppositions regarding the phe-

nomenon under investigation in a bracketing interview. In this case, the interviewer,

who is St. Lucian and currently living in the United States as a student at Morehouse

College, was interviewed by one of the other investigators using the same protocol

implemented for participants. Insights were then used to help maintain the integrity

of the participants’ stories. Resulting themes are reported in the next section.

Trustworthiness of these findings was enhanced through member checks, main-

tenance of a methodological journal, and interview bracketing. Lincoln and Guba

(1985) maintain that member checks, a process through which participants verify

data and resulting interpretations, are necessary to establish credibility. Participants

of this study were given a summary of the categories and resulting interpretations

for review. Participant responses were included in the data set, and clarifications,

confirmations, and suggestions were used in the analysis. All but two respondents

participated in member checks. In addition, interview bracketing described above

served to enhance the credibility of the findings by enhancing efforts to insure the

themes emerged from the participants’, not the interviewers’, experiences.

Dependability and confirmability also add to the trustworthiness of this study

and were assessed through an auditor. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985),

dependability can be established as the auditor examines the processes by which the

various stages of the study, including analytic techniques, were conducted. The audi-

tor, an advanced doctoral student (ABD) well versed in qualitative methodologies,

confirmed that the analytic processes were applicable to this study and that the data

analysis strategies were applied consistently. To demonstrate confirmability, a jour-

nal of the inquiry process, copies of all taped interviews, notes from interviewer

reflections and discussions, and hard copies of all transcripts were maintained.

In addition to member checks, auditor review, interview bracketing, and mainte-

nance of a methodological journal, this study provides information regarding trans-

ferability of findings. The standard of transferability is a measure of whether or not

the reader is given enough information about the setting to evaluate the extent to

which the study’s findings may be transferred to other contexts (Lincoln & Guba,

1985). According to Patton (1990) this can be accomplished through “thick descrip-

tion” and solid descriptive data. In this article, the context of the investigation is

described, and readers are given rich descriptions of participants’ characteristics,

including direct quotes from the interviews.

Results

Four central themes about masculine identity development emerged from the

data. The themes were related to taking responsibility and establishing indepen-

dence, familial and gender-related influences on the definition of a man, a struggle

with culturally appropriated gender roles, and strong aversion toward gay men.
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Being a Man Means Independence and Taking Responsibility

There was virtual consensus that taking responsibility was the central distinc-

tion between being a boy and being a man. One participant quite simply said,

“Responsibility makes the man.” Another argued that “the more responsibilities you

have, the more of a man you are.” These participants gave voice to the notion that

men must gain independence from reliance on parents and make decisions on their

own and work to fulfill their responsibilities. Responsibility meant, for these men,

having “keys to your own car and your house,” living on your own, taking care of

your business, earning money, providing for a family, having children, and even

wearing condoms.

The act of providing for oneself and for others was central to their definition of

being a man. In fact, one participant stated, “To really be a man is to … not look out

for yourself only but trying to look out for others as well.” Responsibility simultane-

ously meant being independent and concerned for others. While it was a marker of

manhood to independently handle one’s affairs, it was not the kind of rugged indi-

vidualism that was isolated and self-centered. Rather, the concept of independence

was intimately intertwined with providing for one’s family.

An interesting twist on the importance of responsibility and independence

emerged in several of the interviews. While there was a strong sense of individual

accomplishment and the need to forge one’s own way, there was simultaneously an

awareness that boys are not always challenged and supported in their quest to take

on responsibilities. One participant observed, for example, that “girls have more

issues to deal with when growing up, and most times they have more responsibility

… to me boys kinda suffer ’cause they get lazy, and girls don’t really benefit

because they could be doing much more with their lives.” Another man told the

story of coming home from school and playing soccer until dark while his sisters

were cleaning house and preparing dinner. As this participant reflected, he paused.

While he initially was telling this story to illustrate gender differences and that his

sister had it “tougher,” he realized that he was simultaneously not being pushed to

take on the responsibilities he would need to learn in order to become a man.

Aversion to Gay Men

While being a man meant taking on responsibilities, to the men interviewed it

generally also meant not being gay. There was significant confusion around what it

means to be gay. On the demographic form, for example, men were asked to indi-

cate their “sexual orientation.” Many participants wrote in “male” or “man.” When

asked about this during the interviews, participants generally responded adamantly

that there was no uncertainty about their heterosexuality. It was also common for

participants to confuse being gay with being a transsexual.

One participant clearly felt that if a man was gay “he’s not a man to me

because, uhmm, to me that’s just wrong. Just wrong. You must have the urges

towards a woman.” Similarly, even when a man was described as responsible, inde-

pendent, and having all the things a man should have, if he was gay his masculinity

was challenged. Although most felt confusion around what exactly being gay meant

Exploring the Constructions
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and had personal opinions that were homophobic, they also generally disagreed with

mistreatment toward gays. One man who claimed gay men were not men also said,

for example, “I think everybody should be understood for who they really are. They

should not interfere with anybody else, if you understand what I mean.” And when

asked if he would accept a friend who was gay, he replied “Yeah, I’ll still be friends

with him; I have no other choice than to accept him for who he is, but he has to

know his limits.” This statement both demonstrates a generalized sense of human

acceptance and a fear of homosexuality (i.e., the gay friend has to know his limits).

Several participants mentioned their religion as a source of their information about

the acceptance of gay men.

Gender-Related Influences

Influence on participants’ conceptions of what constitutes being a man came

from both men and women. It is interesting that the type of influence appears to be

somewhat different depending on the gender of the source. With regard to fathers’

influence on participants’ understanding of masculinity, there appears to be a role

modeling impact quite independent of verbal interaction. One respondent captured

this concept as he discussed his father:

He’s the male in the house, the dominant male. I mean you have to

watch him to try and become like him. I mean in terms like, him

providing, and check it, and a positive role model for you. He

never really spoke to me about it, but I took it on my own and

looked at his life and gathered that from him.

While the role modeling seemed to be important for the men interviewed, some

clearly felt it was a problem that they did not receive more verbal guidance from the

men in their lives. One participant lamented, “the parents talk to the girls more than

they would talk to the boys, so it would be difficult for them to grow up because

they grow up based on what they see [compared to] the girls who grow up based on

what their parents told them or taught them.” The importance of older men’s guid-

ance was highlighted by another respondent who passionately recalled, “If I did not

get all those talks and lectures and things and the groups I was engaged in, and … if

you [male investigator] did not talk to me, seriously when I really check … because

I came from primary school very troublesome, miserable, childish, and everything

you could think of a little child, and then I got good lectures, good talks, good

advice from you.”

The messages sent to these young men by their fathers, furthermore, appear to

reinforce traditional masculine roles of being a provider, acting tough, and becoming

successful at work. One man interviewed told the story of his father, a carpenter:

He’d always say to me, “Boy, a nail has the strength of 10 men.”

After that there’d be some really heavy planks that I’d be lifting,

and I’d say, “My father does not really care about me because he

put only one nail in that, and if that falls it would burst my head.”

Davis et al.
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But I dropped it, and the plank stayed up. So my transition hap-

pened then . . . ’cause now I’m into construction, and I have

started understanding what it means to him—that in this world you

have to be hard as a nail. Because a nail does not bend under fire

or pressure.

This participant has clearly integrated at least this one standard of hegemonic mas-

culinity.

The influence of mothers or other females (teachers or sisters, generally) influ-

ence, for these participants, was much more clearly related to behaviors we associate

with intimacy: love, support, and safety. Several men felt that mothers were much

more influential in their conceptions of masculinity than were men in their lives.

One participant, for example, reflected, “It was just my father working, and from

what I used to see, he really didn’t care that much. My attention was based on my

mother; she was the one who used to more or less give us love and whatnot.”

Another described that where his father fell short on compassion, his mother “had a

shovel” to pick up the affection and support. In several cases the father was not pre-

sent and the mother played both father and mother roles. Participants talked about

mothers who taught them the need to be mature, responsible, disciplined, and hard

workers. Mothers apparently were able to successfully play both roles. One man told

the story of being locked out of his house by his mother if he did not show responsi-

bility by coming home on time. While there was a contrast in caregiving styles when

both parents were present, when fathers were absent mothers very capably rein-

forced traditional roles for men to be a provider—hard working, disciplined, and

responsible. It is interesting that men in this study felt supported in cases in which

the mother also played a disciplinary (i.e., traditional masculine) role but often felt

their father lacked compassion or emotional connection.

Gender Role Tension

The quote at the beginning of this article nicely captures the tension participants

felt between their own conceptions of masculinity and the external messages that

shaped their gender-related perspectives. Men in this study voiced a keen awareness

of gender stereotypes that influence other people’s expectations of them as men.

One participant claimed, “Some people in society declare that you cannot find a man

in St. Lucia; you’ll find ‘manicoos.’”

1

When asked to clarify this, he responded,

“They mean that the way the manicoo takes care of his family … is actually better

than the average man—the man who gets the woman impregnated and leaves his

child.” Others were similarly well aware of the “men are dogs” stereotype. 

Another common externally defined image of masculinity that participants were

clearly sensitive to was the idea of the “bad boy.” According to one man, “to be a

male … it’s all about sitting on the block smoking your weed, always on some crim-

inal heights. When I say that I mean, like, some bad boy vibes, some gangster thing.
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That’s what you’d find most people in St. Lucia thinking a male would do.” Another

participant agreed, “[I]n St. Lucia, you become a man, you tend to develop a bad

boy characteristic.”

While the hegemonic standard of masculinity in St. Lucia appears to include the

bad boy, dog, tough, and more chauvinistic archetypes, these respondents clearly

voiced a need to begin defining their masculine identity for themselves. One man

warned, “Don’t hang your hat higher than your head.” When pushed to clarify this

statement, he explained that he meant that a man should be himself and fight off the

pressure to assimilate to some external image. The external cultural images of mas-

culinity and participants’ personal views were in stark contrast. While they felt oth-

ers might view men as “manicoos,” for example, their own definitions meant the

opposite—to be responsible and provide for one’s family. 

In addition, external pressures to meet the definition of a successful man appear

seductive yet less intrinsically valuable. In other words, meeting external definitions

of masculinity was enticing, yet internal characterizations of what it means to be a

man were also valued. One participant expressed the tension between the two:

When you get a good-paying job, when you get a beautiful woman

to marry, when you are really successful in your life and people

respect you as a big man in society, people see you as a man. The

males who work very hard, who are not as popular, who strive

hard to support their families, who are diligent in whatever they

do, these people are so invisible in our societies.

Moreover, when pushed to decide which of these he would choose for himself, he

replied, “I would tend to go more towards the humble individual who strives very

hard to support his family—his wife and his children. But I think I would go with

being successful, because we cannot be satisfied with mediocre accomplishments.”

The tension between internal views and external definitions of being a successful

man were clearly at play and apparently still unresolved. It was clear, however, that

for these men there existed some disconnection between St. Lucian definitions of

masculinity and their own.

Discussion

The 20 St. Lucian participants in this study perceived taking responsibility as

the primary defining characteristic of being a man. This finding coincides with

Diemer’s (2002) and Cazenave’s (1979) studies, which found that the provider role

was central to African American men’s definition of themselves as men. Like

Diemer’s study, the present study did not find that the men interviewed focused on

traditional stereotypes of “physical toughness, sexual prowess or aggressiveness” (p.

36). While these issues were occasionally raised by participants, their reflections

were in response to interviewer questions about stereotypes and as such character-

ized societal or generalized St. Lucian beliefs about men.

In addition to taking on responsibilities and providing, independence was seen

as very important to being a man. Like Liu’s (2002) study of Asian American men,

Davis et al.

304



self-reliance was seen as an important route to manhood. It is interesting, however,

that independence was intimately intertwined with providing. That is, men needed to

be independent so they could take on the role of providing for their families.

It is important to note the dynamic cultural context in which these men exist.

Given traditional notions of masculinity as “breadwinner” and the chronic unemploy-

ment within the economic context described earlier by Lewis (2004), the importance

that these participants placed on responsibility and providing may be cause for con-

cern. In other words, what happens to men who are marginalized by the economic

context? If opportunities for taking responsibility are critical for healthy masculine

development, what happens when those opportunities are not widely available?  

Like Davis’s (2002) findings, confusion about masculinity, especially related to

femininity and homosexuality, was a part of these men’s journey to becoming a

man. While there were contrasting views on homosexuality, those participants who

claimed that a gay man was not a man clearly were equating intimacy with men as

exclusively female behavior. These views support Kilianski’s (2003) study of het-

erosexual men, which found an “exclusively masculine identity” to be an important

factor in understanding negative attitudes toward gay men. Similarly, O’Neil’s

(1981, 1990) model of gender role conflict, with fear of femininity at its center, is

supported by this research. Absent communication about and clarification of what it

means to be gay, participants fell back on the only information they had received

about homosexuality from their religion, stereotypes and even a generalized “treat

everyone equally” ideology.

Aversion to gay men is further supported by Lewis (2003), who explains,

homosexuality in the Caribbean is a fairly complex phenomenon.

There is a tacit understanding of the existence of homosexuality

and homosexuals in each and every island, yet few men dare to be

openly gay. These islands are, for the most part, intolerant of

homosexual lifestyles. (p. 109)

Perhaps another influencing factor in the aversion to gay men is the heavy Roman

Catholic influence on the island. 

While there was evidence that religion, peers, and general societal stereotypes

impacted participants, family members and teachers appeared to have the most

salient influence on men’s conception of masculinity. It is interesting that both

mothers and fathers appear to promote traditional gender roles for men. In other

words, women played an important role in men’s definition of being a man. This

appeared to be particularly true with participants who grew up in single-mother

households. This is interesting because it seems to suggest that traditional roles for

men are influenced by both men and women. The argument that patriarchy is con-

structed or at least maintained by women is logical. Moreover, it means that “men”

are not necessarily “the man.” While men disproportionately benefit from the patri-

archy, we need to ask also how women reinforce and support it.

This is not an indictment of mothers, which would misrepresent the stories of

the men in this study. Men growing up in single-mother households unwaveringly

voiced admiration for their mothers and appreciation of the guidance they received
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about becoming a man. The point here is that in addition to considering a father’s

influence on the development of men, investigations need to also explore mothers’

and other women’s impact.

The results of this investigation also suggest that mothers more capably shifted

into a “traditional father role” than fathers were able to take on a more “traditional

mother role.” For example, participants spoke of mothers who taught them disci-

pline and responsibility. The stories about fathers’ influence, however, were not

about compassion and emotional support. Fathers generally had a role modeling

effect that demonstrated discipline, hard work, and providing. 

The participant who talked about his sister working after school while he played

soccer had an “aha” moment during the interview. His initial perspective was that

boys benefit from having the luxury of playing and enjoying themselves while girls

are being stifled by responsibilities. According to this participant, however, there

was an additional cost to boys in terms of not being given opportunities to develop

responsibility, which is the central characteristic of being a man. Chevannes (2003)

reinforces this idea in his discussion of girls generally being socialized in the yard

and the street pushing many boys to jail as the girls head to school.

The participants in this study also clearly acknowledged the influence of family

and teachers on their ideas about becoming a man. Moreover, there was little uncer-

tainty about the content of external messages regarding appropriate gender-related

behavior or societal scripts for men. The men in this study were keenly aware of the

standards of hegemonic St. Lucian masculinity. The tension between external defini-

tions and self constructions was evident in their stories. This tension supports con-

ceptual models related to the social construction of identities (e.g., D’Aguelli, 1994;

Jones & McEwen, 2000) and Marcia’s (1966) conception of identity development as

a process of ascribed childhood commitments coming into conflict with new infor-

mation.

Implications and Future Research

Professionals interested in promoting the healthy development of boys and men

need to understand the gendered dimensions of identity development. Accounting for

men’s belief that responsibility, independence, and a desire for intimacy with women

are central to their definition of being a man, designing educational interventions

might be more successful. For example, expressions of a desire to help a teenaged

boy might meet with an initially cool response since he may believe he needs to “do

it on his own or make his own way.” Moreover, boys should be given opportunities

to take on responsibilities at home (like the girls, according to the participants) in

order to effectively develop this central defining characteristic of becoming a man.

In addition, the profoundly serious problems that fear of femininity and nega-

tive attitudes toward gay men present requires a better understanding of the gender-

related construction of identities. Designing educational interventions for attitude

change will not successfully begin to address homophobia and the denigration of

femininity until we better understand gender role pressures shaping men’s develop-

ment. Future research might investigate the effectiveness of strategies for reducing

homophobia and negative attitudes toward femininity.
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Finding that the men in this study appeared to look to mothers rather than fathers

for compassion and emotional support may also be a productive source of future

inquiry. What, for example, does it mean for boys to be raised by fathers who are

skilled at demonstrating the more stereotypically feminine attributes of compassion

and emotional support? Or how does fear of femininity influence fathers’ behavior

related to raising children? Also, especially in light of the fact that parents and peers

are likely to discourage behavior that diverges from prescribed gender norms (Fagot,

1985), it may be important for education professionals working with boys to provide

or at least affirm alternate perspectives on what constitutes masculinity.

Given the clear tension between external definitions of masculinity and a more

intrinsic sense of self, there is a need to further explore what promotes healthy reso-

lution of gender role conflict. There also need to be male role models who can talk,

challenge, support, and listen to younger men, as clearly demonstrated by one partic-

ipant, who mentioned how much one of the investigators’ caring talks impacted his

life absent a father.

Finally, it was clear that the methodology used in this study had value in and of

itself. Simply taking the time to ask and listen to men about their conceptions of

masculinity was new for most of them and, according to follow-up member checks,

an important aspect of this study. Evan relayed, for example, that this “research

allowed the individuals to think of aspects of their lives they may never have really

thought of—well done.”

Limitations of This Study

The most obvious limitation of this study is reliance on self-reported data from

only 20 men. Consequently, the findings cannot necessarily be generalized to all

men. Constructivist inquiry, on the other hand, does not propose to generalize. The

purpose is to acquire a depth of understanding generally unavailable through quanti-

tative studies aimed at generalizing. Thick description and contextual information,

furthermore, were provided to assist the reader in assessing appropriate ways to

transfer these findings. Another limitation of this study was a focus on gender and to

a lesser degree sexual orientation, race, and background (rural or urban). Gender

intersects with all of these dimensions (and others, cf. Jones & McEwen, 2000) and

is contextually influenced. Therefore, identity development is multifaceted, and

transferability of findings should consider this complexity.
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