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Abstract 

In this essay, Hanya Yanagihara’s main characters from the novel A Little Life (2015) are 

analyzed, with the basis of gender stereotypes and with the help of Raewyn Connell’s theory 

of hegemonic masculinity. It argues that the characters in question challenge the typical 

gender roles in the way that they are lacking in comparison to Connell’s theory of hegemonic 

masculinity and are portrayed with feminine attributes. Yanagihara’s portrayal of masculinity 

creates a depth to the characters in questions and a more complex view of masculinity.  
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Sammanfattning 

I denna uppsatsen analyseras Hanya Yanagiharas fyra huvudkaraktärer i boken Ett Litet Liv 

(2015) utifrån könsstereotyper samt med hjälp av Raewyn Connells teori om hegemonisk 

maskulinitet. Den argumenterar för att karaktärerna utmanar de typiska könsrollerna genom 

att de inte når upp till den hegemoniska maskuliniteten och visas med feminina attribut. Sättet 

Yanagihara visar upp maskulinitet skapar ett djup om karaktärerna och en mer komplex syn 

på maskulinitet.  

 

Nyckelord: Hanya Yanagihara, Ett Litet Liv, Maskulinitet, Hegemonisk 
Maskulinitet, Stereotyper, Femininitet



Who is really the ideal man? This question is actualized in Hanya Yanagihara’s novel A Little 

Life (2015), which revolves around four men navigating in a male-dominated world. The 

reader gets to follow Jude, Willem, JB and Malcolm for thirty years, from when they first 

meet at college in Boston to their lives in New York, where they move to pursue their careers, 

and where the story mainly takes place. The central theme in the novel is arguably friendship. 

The characters, especially Jude, have endured a lot during their lifetime, and the thing that has 

kept them from succumbing is friendship. The characters are all very different and contribute 

to the relationships with different qualities, they have a range of traits which are shown in the 

story, qualities often classed as both feminine and masculine. But in a society where men with 

masculine attributes tend to be more celebrated than men with feminine attributes, the novel 

challenges this notion. The reader is drawn into this male-dominated world and invited to 

reflect upon what masculinity means in it.  

  Our society is built up on the basis of dichotomic genders, one female and one 

male. The stereotypes of men and women constantly exist in our society, whether we are 

aware of them or not. This creates stereotypical expectations on what is male or female, and 

based on that, attributes are portrayed as being either masculine or feminine. The concept of 

masculinity we have today is quite new, only a few hundred years (Connell, Masculinities 

68). Raewyn Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity provides a productive model for 

discussing the various types of masculinity, something present throughout the entire novel, as 

the characters are non-hegemonic in one sense or another.  

  Through a comparison of four of the characters in A Little Life, this essay aims to 

show the differences of masculinity portrayed in the novel. It will argue that the four main 

characters portrayed in A Little Life challenge the typical gender roles in the way that they are 

lacking in comparison to Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity and are portrayed with 

feminine attributes. This will be done through investigating the characters in comparison to 

stereotypical gender roles based on Connell’s theory of masculinities. The essay will discuss 

all four main characters in the novel, starting with the main protagonist Jude. Following 

Jude’s analysis is Willem, who is also a prominent figure in the novel and after that the 

following two main characters, JB and Malcolm are analyzed. To finish off a conclusion is 

provided where the characters are discussed collectively.   

  According to Connell there is no simple explanation of what masculinity is 

(Masculinities 76). She discusses four main patterns of masculinity within the current Western 

gender order, namely hegemony, subordination, complicity and marginalization (Connell, 

Masculinities 77). Connell noticed that a certain type of masculinity was ranked higher than 
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others and has consequently become the ideal of other masculinities. Connell named this ideal 

hegemonic masculinity. The concept of ‘hegemony’ comes from Antonio Gramsci’s analysis 

of power and class relations, regarding the cultural dynamic of how a group claims and keeps 

their social status (Connell, Masculinities 77). Hegemonic masculinity can be used in order to 

analyze the power structures and relations between groups of men. The hegemonic man is 

described as the ideal way of being a man, something that other men will adapt and relate to 

(Connell & Messerschmidt 832). It is important to note that hegemonic masculinity is 

dependent on the structure of society and based on this structure and ideas the “ideal” type of 

masculinity becomes clear. In other words, it is not a fixed character type, rather it is a 

position that is always changeable, depending on the current gender relations (Connell, 

Masculinities 76).  

  A man who fails to live up to the ideal of hegemonic masculinity is called a 

subordinate man in Connell’s terms. The subordinate man is someone who is not a “complete 

man”, due to the fact that something about him does not correspond with the idea of the 

hegemonic man. Within this group, for example, homosexual men can be found, something 

Connell explains is because homosexuality is easily associated with femininity, and 

masculinity is constructed in contrast to femininity, consequently this femininity is the 

opposite of what they are trying to accomplish (Connell, Masculinities 78). Heterosexual men 

can also be excluded from the ideal on this basis, through for example having denigrating 

slang terms aimed at them, that in some manner attributes them to feminine characteristics, 

for example “sissy” (Connell, Masculinities 79).  

  There is a big group of men that aim to live like a hegemonic man, benefit from the 

hegemonic structure, and who share the ideals of hegemonic masculinity but fail to fully live 

up to it in some way, and identification with this group is called complicity (Connell, 

Masculinities 79). Through supporting the ideals of hegemonic masculinity and always trying 

to become the ideal man, they continuously support the hegemonic structure and also benefit 

from it. There is also a group of men that are not included in the structure, this group is known 

as the marginalized men who, according to Connell, are not a part of the world of hegemonic 

masculinity (Connell, Masculinities 80). They are not considered complete men, this can be 

because of their ethnicity, disability or such. A person of color can be an accomplished man 

of society and be seen as a hegemonic man, but that would be in spite of his ethnicity and 

does not mean that people of color in general will be the viewed as the ideal man and a part of 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell, Masculinity 81). Western society is structured around 

whiteness and everyone who does not “accomplish” this, has somehow already “failed”, they 
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do not gain the same type of benefits from the structure of hegemonic masculinity that white 

people do. Unlike the homosexual and feminine men who are seen as incomplete men, men of 

other ethnicities are marginalized according to the theory, due to the fact that they are lacking 

and cannot accomplish some of the characteristics important to hegemonic masculinity, such 

as being white (Connell, Masculinity 81).  

  Jude is the protagonist of the story, the most central character, and the one 

everything circles around. His background is unknown for the majority of the novel and the 

reader only gets small glimpses of his earlier life. He is portrayed as timid within the circle of 

friends, but as a hard-working monster that everyone is afraid of at work. This is seen through 

an interaction at one point in the novel where Willem says to Jude: “I learned that most of the 

firm is terrified of you and think that if they kiss up to me, I might put in a good word with 

you” (Yanagihara 626). In New York, Jude works as a lawyer, and he becomes very 

successful, quickly becoming the youngest partner ever at the law firm where he works. This 

success is despite the fact that Jude is in constant pain and has a physical disability, something 

that deeply impacts his entire living. For example, he self-harms, and constantly feels like he 

is in the way of everyone else’s lives.   

  Connell writes that the ideal masculinities in western societies are defined by the 

actions done with men’s bodies (Connell, Men and Boys 86). This can be seen as a direct 

problem for Jude, as someone with mobility impairing disabilities he already has a flaw in his 

masculinity. Masculinity is often defined by bodily functions; for example, how good 

someone is at a sport or by having heterosexual intercourse. For someone like Jude, who will 

have problems being able to take part in these types of actions it presents an obvious problem 

regarding his masculinity. Having a disability becomes a problem for Jude in terms of 

hegemonic masculinity because of the focus patriarchy put on men’s strength and 

independence which are qualities not typically associated with people with disabilities. Judith 

Halberstam remarks that a male body that is somehow sick is often feminized (354). A big 

part of masculinity is connected to a healthy, strong body, and a consequence is that a body 

that fails to meet these standards can be seen as feminine. Connell also writes that one of the 

views of an unmasculine person is that they are “hardly able to kick a football”, which is 

something that support this idea as it describes someone being unable to perform a typically 

masculine activity (Connell, Masculinities 67). In a structure where masculinity is judged by 

bodily strength and men gain their superiority because of it, a physical disability is a hurdle 

that Jude cannot overcome and that marginalizes him. The connection between hegemonic 

masculinity and ableism is obvious, and the fact that disability is feminizing in the same way 
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that a “sick” male body often is could also mean that Jude’s disability forces him into the 

subordinate category. He is unable to live up to the ideal of the complete man due to the fact 

that he physically cannot do what a complete man is expected to be able to do and is thereby 

seen as something less than masculine, namely feminine.  

  Jude’s body fails him in more than one way, namely also through the color of 

his skin. In the structure seen in society today, the hegemonic man is “supposed to be” white 

and despite the fact that individual people of color can be seen as the ideal man, as a group 

they have no chance of becoming the ideal man due to the lack of privileges they have. When 

it comes to Jude’s ethnicity, he is described as “uncategorizable” by JB:  

“Or”, JB had continued, “you have to be so genuinely uncategorizable that the 

normal terms of identity don’t even apply to you. […] Like Judy here: we never 

see him with anyone, we don’t know what race he is, we don’t know anything 

about him. Post-sexual, post-racial, post-identity, post-past”. (Yanagihara 94) 

The reader never really learns of Jude’s ethnic origin – meaning we do not know if he is 

marginalized or not due to it. JB describes him as white, which could mean he passes as 

white, but gets backlash from Willem who says, “Jude’s not white” (Yanagihara 5). 

Ultimately his “race was undetermined” (Yanagihara 59). Kimmel discusses how certain 

gender-appropriate traits, behaviors and attitudes have become associated with masculinity, 

differentiating them from women and “other” men, such as men of color and gay men 

(Kimmel 10). In this perspective Jude would be put into the category of “other men”, since it 

is clear that he is lacking certain “attributes” the ideal man should have, thereby not fitting 

into the hegemonic structure. Due to the fact that his ethnicity remains questioned, one cannot 

know if he fits in the marginalized category of the theory, since comments such as JB’s could 

point towards the fact that he passes as white, meaning he would have the privileges of a 

white man. Willem’s comments seem to point in a different direction though and create the 

image of a non-white man.  

  Like previously mentioned, one of the ways to show masculinity is through 

sexual actions of a heterosexual nature, but this is another domain where Jude fails. Jude lives 

in a homosexual relationship, which is seen as something unwanted in terms of hegemonic 

masculinity, due to the close association of homosexuality and femininity and the fact that it 

is not “the standard” type of sexual identity, namely heterosexuality. It is however important 

to note that Jude’s sexual orientation is discussed in the novel and when Willem asks Jude if 

he is homosexual, he expresses that he does not know. Despite his sexual orientation being 

unknown, ultimately, he is in a homosexual relationship and all the sexual experiences he has 
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are with males. Despite the confliction Jude shows, it is eventually his actions that define him 

and put him into the subordinate category according to Connell’s theory, due to the fact that 

homosexuality in many ways equals unwanted femininity. 

  The confliction Jude has is shown in all areas of his life, he seems to view 

himself in a way that others do not. Jude describes himself in a way that does not seem to be 

the way other people see him. For example, when it comes to being brave, he constantly feels 

like he is not brave whereas his friends think he is. At one point in the novel Jude urges 

himself: “Be brave, he tells himself. Be brave for once” (Yanagihara 315). Bravery is often 

seen as a masculine quality and something a man should strive towards being, and in this 

quote it is clear that Jude is striving towards it, but it also becomes clear that he does not see 

himself as having this quality. There is also another point in the novel where Jude claims that 

“He had never been able to truly believe Willem’s interpretation of him, as someone who was 

brave, and resourceful, and admirable” (Yanagihara 687). With passages such as these the 

reader sees how other people, such as Willem, portray Jude as brave, making it clear that his 

friends see this masculine attribute in him that he himself does not see, it seems to build the 

view of the uncategorizable Jude further and show someone who is not sure who he really is.  

  Being brave is a quality shown as masculine and Jude has a great deal of 

attributes shown throughout the novel, something that is often viewed as a feminine attribute 

is a person being emotional. Jude generally seems to try to turn off his emotions as much as 

possible but sometimes they slip through: “he had lain in bed and cried, screaming into the 

pillows until he lost his voice completely. But from those two days he had found another 

solution. Now he stays very late at work, so late that he has seen the sun rise from his office” 

(Yanagihara 642). Displaying emotions in this manner, through crying for example, shows a 

feminine side of Jude and can be a sign that he is struggling to live up to the ideals of 

masculinity, whereas the suppressing of these emotions indicates a masculine tactic and a 

strive towards becoming the ideal man. In the quote it becomes obvious that he is dealing with 

these emotions on his own which seems to be the way Jude tries to resolve all his problems. 

When Willem wants him to see a therapist to talk about the horrible things that happened 

early in his life, he does not want to. He instead clams up and tries to ignore his problems, and 

these are the same signs he shows through the entire novel, as he is portrayed as a quiet 

character who does not want to cause problems for anyone despite his suffering. Generally, in 

his circle of friends he seems to be the one that is in the background the majority of the time 

when in social situations, as can be seen by a remark in the novel: “And yet his silence did not 

go unnoticed by everyone” (Yanagihara 94). This would seem to point towards the fact that 
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most people do not notice the silence and consider it as standard behavior for Jude; he is quiet 

in group gatherings and does not display much of himself. Being quiet in this capacity can be 

seen as a masculine trait due to the view of a masculine character that is strong, silent and 

serious and who does not say anything more than they have to. It is clear to both the reader 

and the character’s friends that he is comfortable having this passive role. This is why, despite 

him being the central character, it takes quite a long time to learn information about him.  

  Despite the fact that it takes a long time to get to know the character Jude, it is 

evident that Jude was not well off as a child, which is seen in a passage where Malcolm 

remembers the day he met Jude for the first time.  

Even today, almost a decade after meeting him, he still had trouble 

comprehending the sort of poverty that Jude had been raised in – his disbelief 

when he finally realized that the backpack Jude had arrived to college with had 

contained, literally, everything on earth in his possession […]. (Yanagihara 61) 

Sean McCann describes Jude as: ”An abandoned child, reared in an orphanage and rescued by 

the state, Jude St. Francis receives an elite education and the chance to turn his remarkable 

cognitive abilities to professional success” (McCann 1). Understanding the start of his life 

makes his success at work even clearer, as he is described as someone who “got it all” by JB: 

“ ‘Well Judy’, he said, ‘you really ended up with it all in the end, didn’t you? The career, the 

money, the apartment, the man’ ” (Yanagihara 561). Tyson writes that in order to be a “real” 

man, one has to win the competition of who has the most expensive house and car and Jude 

who “has it all” is clearly winning this particular competition (Tyson 87). The success he has 

created for himself means Jude ticks one of the important boxes a hegemonic man has to 

accomplish. Despite the fact that these feminine attributes cause his strive of becoming a 

hegemonic man to suffer, he starts to build the role up again through being very accomplished 

at work. It is clear that his colleagues have a lot of respect for him, and from Willem’s 

perspective the reader gets to follow an interaction with Jude at a work party:  

Earlier he had watched as Jude had walked toward a group of young associates 

who were braying loudly over something on one of their phones. But when they 

saw Jude approaching them, they had nudged one another and grown silent and 

polite, greeting him with a heartiness so robust and obvious that Willem had 

cringed, and only once Jude had passed them did they huddle over the phone 

again, but more quietly this time. (Yanagihara 625) 

As previously mentioned, the hegemonic man is established at work, and successful at what 

he does, and obviously Jude fulfills this requirement. He is clearly very respected and almost 
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feared by his colleagues, he is important in the office, and he is high up on the hierarchical 

ladder.  

  Jude may be successful in terms of his career and professional success, and 

hence representative of hegemonic masculinity in this sense, but when analyzing him on the 

basis of his personality and life in general it becomes clear that he might be more associated 

with the feminine attributes than the male ones. Having feminine attributes is unwanted 

within the hegemonic masculinity according to Connell (Masculinities 78). It seems to 

indicate that Jude should most likely be put in the subordinate category of the theory since he 

has these feminine attributes as well as the fact that he is a homosexual man (Connell, 

Masculinities 78). With typical masculine attributes such as being brave, and not being 

particularly emotional he seems to strive in some manner to belong in the masculine world, 

which could point to a sense of complicity and a desire to be seen as masculine. Being in a 

patriarchal world, if he in fact is seen as white, he will still benefit from the hegemonic 

structure despite not completely living up to all the requirements. He will benefit, for instance, 

from the fact that women are still lower than him in the societal structure, which is the 

essence of complicity.  

  The character of Willem is portrayed predominantly as extremely attractive, 

which seems to be his most important attribute to the people outside of the circle of friends, 

until he becomes a successful actor. JB observes the effects of this attractiveness as he 

watches when Willem meets a female friend of his for the first time: ”JB watched Annika 

watch Willem. He had never seen her like this, so nervous and girlish […], but he had seen 

lots of women behave this way around Willem” (Yanagihara 11). Generally, Willem’s body is 

discussed more than the bodies of the other characters and the reader gets a clear view of his 

strength and beauty. Much like Glassner points out, one sign of masculinity is strength and 

particularly having noticeably well-developed muscles, which Willem appears to have 

(Glassner 168). We also learn about this strength through plot events like that he carries Jude, 

which underlines the contrast between the characters’ physical features (Yanagihara 595). The 

difference between Willem’s and Jude’s bodies becomes very clear when Willem for example 

holds Jude and thinks about how thin and small he is: “I think you should eat more’, he 

(Willem) says. He had to gain weight to play Turing, and although he’s lost some of it, he 

feels massive beside Jude, something puffed and expansive” (Yanagihara 522). The 

feminization of Jude’s sick body is counterpointed in the text by the masculinization of 

Willem’s body, that has no problem doing the tasks asked of it. Furthermore, Willem 

discusses how “Most things came easily to him: sports, school, friends, girls” (Yanagihara, 
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44). The fact that he finds sports easy can also be seen as something strengthening his 

masculinity, since playing sports is a typical masculine interest. Connell writes that in western 

societies the exemplary masculinity is portrayed through something that involves their body, 

and one of the examples of this is through sports (Connell, Men and Boys 86). Generally, 

Willem’s body, and the strength and beauty it represents, is portrayed as something amazing 

throughout the entire novel, and something that attracts a great deal of positive attention. 

  Willem is often shown in the text with focus on his bodily attributes, but the 

reader also learns about his personality, for example through interactions with other 

characters. Within the circle of friends Willem is seen as both kind and calm, as well as caring 

in the way he always makes sure Jude is okay, in fact he is described as having the primary 

responsibility for Jude among the friends (Yanagihara 72). A quote from the novel that seems 

to describe Willem well is: “Willem was liked by everyone and never wanted to make people 

feel intentionally uncomfortable” (Yanagihara 11). Overall, Willem is seen as a very caring 

person, which is also reflected in the manner he thinks of himself: “I know my life’s 

meaningful because […] I’m a good friend. I love my friends, and I care about them, and I 

think I make them happy” (Yanagihara 687). In the novel he is constantly shown as very 

nurturing and caring, in relation to his friends as well as his brother Hemming: “He had been 

Hemming’s primary caretaker and companion” (Yanagihara 46). This part of him shows a 

side often seen as feminine, and the attributes he has can be connected to the natural caring 

and nurturing side of a woman (Tyson 85). It becomes clear that the care he provides his 

friends in adult age was also provided by young Willem, who much like a nurturing mother 

took care of his family in an eager and dutiful fashion. 

He had been Hemming’s primary caretaker, and companion, all through high 

school; in the mornings, he was the first one awake, making his parents’ coffee 

and boiling water for Hemming’s oatmeal, and in the evenings, he waited by the 

side of the road for the van that would drop his brother off after his day at the 

assisted-living center an hour’s drive away. (Yanagihara 46)  

The care and kindness that Willem shows is clear throughout the novel, JB even tells him that 

he is too kind (Yanagihara 44). As previously mentioned, these are all attributes commonly 

connected to femininity and exhibiting feminine traits is something that challenges Willem’s 

masculine side. This complicates Willem’s masculine status in the way it undermines the 

strong ideal man that men should strive to be. Femininity and feminine attributes are 

unwanted in the ideal man, and attributes such as this would point to a subordinate position 

based on Connell’s theory, meaning that despite the fact that Willem is this strong white 
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“manly man”, he still does not achieve hegemonic masculinity due to the care he shows other 

people.  

  Despite being a very caring character, maybe due to it, there is a scene in the 

novel where Willem catches Jude self-harming and he starts acting in a dominating and 

aggressive manner, something Connell points out as a masculine trait (Connell, Masculinities 

67). This aggression is not only clear in Willem’s choice of words, but also becomes clear 

when he overpowers Jude physically: “He is on top of Jude, then, working his knees into his 

shoulders the way a fightmaster on set once taught him to do, a method he knows both 

paralyzes and hurts” (Yanagihara 528). His way of doing something he is aware hurts shows 

this violence in a clear manner and is a sign of the various types of attributes associated to 

masculinity that Connell mentions, in this case particularly aggression (Masculinities 68). 

Despite the fact that Willem’s actions express anger through the physical measures that he 

takes to stop Jude from self-harming, they seem to be based on emotions of care. The forceful 

actions seem to point toward a masculine way of dealing with the situation instead of a more 

emotional and feminine way, through for example talking. In this interaction he also throws a 

razor at Jude’s face: “scooping up the razor as he does and then throwing it as hard as he can 

at Jude’s face” (Yanagihara 528). This, much like the “method” described in the previous 

passage, points to an emotional desperation which ends in an aggressive way of dealing with 

it. Despite this, it is clear in the novel that Willem usually does not get angry, and that he is 

normally quite calm and caring as Malcolm points out in shock: “Jesus, Willem”, said 

Malcolm, startled, because Willem rarely got angry” (Yanagihara 77). One could argue that 

due to the fact that he cares about Jude so deeply and becomes so emotionally affected and 

desperate by Jude’s actions, this causes him to lose control and act in a violent manner. This 

means that despite the fact that he is acting in this violent manner that Connell describes as 

masculine, it actually derives from strong emotions (Connell, Men and Boys 86). It is however 

important to note that anger can be seen as a masculine type of emotion which further 

strengthens his masculinity. This is a typical occasion when attributes associated to both 

femininity and masculinity are shown through the same action. Willem would through this 

interaction be more associated with hegemonic masculinity through not showing that he cares 

in a compassionate way and instead in the aggressive, strong and violent way “that a real man 

should”.  

  Willem’s violent actions when he finds Jude self-harming are based in emotion. 

Being emotional is something often considered feminine. Willem is very emotional, and he 

often cries, and at one point he tells Jude: “ ‘I can do other things in life besides cry, you 
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know’, although he was no longer sure that was even true” (Yanagihara 617). Tyson writes 

that men are not supposed to cry because it is a sign of weakness, instead men are supposed to 

be emotionally strong (Tyson 87). This strength is shown in Willem’s character in different 

ways, for instance when Willem punches JB for making fun of Jude, something that obviously 

causes emotions, which he deals with, not in the feminine emotional way of crying or trying 

to talk it out, but rather he takes action, shows this strong side and uses violence to deal with 

these emotions: “And then Willem had run at him, and the last thing he had seen was Willem 

drawing his fist back, and the last thing he had heard was the cracking of bone” (Yanagihara 

280). Much like in previously discussed cases of Willem being violent, the act of violence 

was due to emotions so one could also argue that Willem was in fact showing emotions 

through these actions. Willem shows two sides of this emotional part of him, the feminine 

side that cries and the masculine side that shows off his strength and punches someone as a 

way of dealing with his emotions.  

  Unlike Jude, Willem did not have immediate success in his career and in 

relation to hegemonic masculinity, neither his job as a waiter that provides him with money in 

the beginning, nor his chosen profession as an actor, would be well looked upon since he is 

not successful in either of them at first. Willem does however counter the initial lack of 

accomplishment through becoming a very successful and famous actor and making lots of 

money, which is something important to be considered a successful man. Willem describes 

himself as: “humble and hardworking, diligent […] rather than brilliant” (Yanagihara 44). 

This hardworking side of him is something celebrated as a masculine attribute and ultimately 

what gives him the career and success he has.  

  To sum up Willem’s character, he completes some of the parts important for the 

hegemonic man in the sense that he has a well-paying job, he is white, and he displays certain 

masculine traits. On the other hand, he also has feminine attributes which as previously 

mentioned is unwanted for the hegemonic man (Connell, Masculinities 78). He starts off 

having heterosexual relationships, which is something “good” according to hegemonic 

masculinity, but ultimately, he lives in a homosexual relationship which puts him in the 

subordinate group. When it comes to Willem it becomes clear how complicit masculinity 

works, as he supports a great many of the ideals and naturally fits into the hegemonic 

structure and when he does so he also benefits from it as a white male. Even though he does 

not reach full hegemony and has several “unwanted” qualities in a man he will obtain power 

and privileges due to the masculine traits he has as well as the privileges he was born with.   

  The third character in this analysis is a Haitian-American man called Jean-
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Baptiste, commonly referred to as JB, who unlike Willem and Jude has a loving family and 

has had a good upbringing. His mother has a doctorate in education and works as a principal 

and adjunct professor (Yanagihara 13). This seems to point towards his family being middle 

class or upper middle class. Generally, his family seem to adore him and do anything to help 

him, and Willem comments that he is lucky in this regard: “Look at JB’s family, all of them 

clucking after him, pushing on him his favorite foods and just ironed shirts, surrounding him 

in a cloud of compliments and affection” (Yanagihara 42). He is even described as “the king 

of the house” (Yanagihara 14). The relatively good socioeconomic status his family has 

together with the fact that JB becomes a successful artist, with paintings in the Museum of 

Modern Art and a retrospective art exhibition in his honor at the Whitney Museum of 

American art before he is fifty, collectively seem to point to a comfortable life in economic 

terms. Connell writes that the hegemonic position is “given” to the group that has the “leading 

position” in life, something JB seems to be headed for in terms of status (Masculinities 77). 

JB himself comments that: “Ambition is my only religion” which points to an eagerness to 

evolve and a clear sign of a hardworking man (Yanagihara 42). This eagerness is a quality 

important in the world of masculinity as discussed in Making Sex: Body and Gender from the 

Geeks to Freud, where the reader learns of Patrick Geddes description of women, namely as 

being more “passive, conservative, sluggish and stable”, and men more “active, energetic, 

eager, passionate and variable” (qtd. in Laqueur 6). This male energy and passion described 

by Geddes is something that comes across in JB’s character, especially with his work, and 

since the hegemonic man must strive to be on top of the hierarchical working life, qualities 

such as these are invaluable masculine traits. Much like with the other three characters 

discussed in this essay, the high status he has in his line of work amounts to the completion of 

one thing that is important for the hegemonic man. Much like McCann points out, Yanagihara 

has given her characters a storyline starting with four friends struggling with working life 

after college and continuing to the extraordinary success they eventually have (McCann 2).  

  To achieve hegemonic masculinity, it is important to be a masculine man, and 

not have qualities coded as feminine, which is something JB succeeds in with few feminine 

attributes and a more masculine persuasion. Despite this, JB is the sole character who is 

outspokenly gay early on in the novel. The fact that he is gay is something that would 

feminize him, because of the fact previously mentioned that homosexuality is associated with 

femininity (Connell, Masculinities 78). The fact that femininity is not the ideal, and neither is 

homosexuality, points to a subordinate position for gay men based on Connell’s theory 

(Connell, Masculinities 78). The more feminine traits or “homosexual traits” a man has, the 
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less masculine he will be, resulting in a loss of the hegemonic masculinity. Despite the fact 

that JB is homosexual and engages in homosexual relationships he is not shown with many 

feminine traits in other aspects, but due to his sexual orientation he is still seen as “less of a 

man”.  

  As quoted in “Toward a New Sociology of Masculinity” Sexton mentions that 

one of the attributes highly celebrated in masculinity is a sense of adventure (qtd. in Carrigan 

et al. 562). JB is portrayed as an adventurous person and Willem thinks about how he would 

never do some of the things he does with JB with someone else, how JB inspires this side of 

him (Yanagihara 38). Willem discusses some of the differences between JB, Jude and 

Malcolm and JB’s sense of adventure is one of these things: “His ability and willingness to be 

wholly silly and frivolous which he could never be with Malcolm and Jude, Malcolm because 

he was for all his talk otherwise interested in propriety and Jude because he was serious” 

(Yanagihara 38). JB is also portrayed as “outrageous” in a positive way which seems to hint 

towards an amusing, somewhat crazy and adventurous side (Yanagihara 294). Throughout the 

novel JB is shown as someone who is not afraid to speak his mind, which accompanied with 

his other traits such as being adventurous shows a masculine side that is not typically 

connected to a homosexual man. Instead of the stereotypical view of homosexuality, JB 

displays mainly masculine traits which shows a different side of the homosexual man than the 

one often judged as inferior in relation to hegemonic masculinity (Connell, Masculinities 78). 

  Hegemonic masculinity emphasizes the importance of the male body, and how it 

is important that men are strong. Unlike Willem, when it comes to JB, the reader does not 

learn much about his looks and body, since when discussed it is mainly defined in terms of 

“blackness”, which seems to be the main distinction of his body. As mentioned, JB is 

described as Haitian-American. He includes himself in the black group when he says, “it’s 

blacks versus whites” (Yanagihara 5). This would mean he is marginalized and not seen as an 

obvious candidate for hegemonic masculinity based on Connell’s theory. People of color are 

put in the marginalized group because they are not seen as a part of the hegemonic 

masculinity and have no chance of becoming a part of it since white men have so many 

privileges over this group. Connell points out that despite the fact that individual people of 

color can be put in a hegemonic role it does not affect the relation to hegemonic masculinity 

of black men in a general perspective (Connell, Masculinities 81).  In terms of hegemonic 

masculinity, this blackness has already parted him from being the ideal man. When it comes 

to other important attributes of the male body, such as strength, JB describes himself as 

“plump”: ”even then he had been plump” (Yanagihara 14). This suggests that he might not 
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have the muscular, strong body desired for a hegemonic man (Glassner 168). Like previously 

mentioned, sports are one of the ways the male body can show strength, but when it comes to 

JB he has no interest in it, something that also suggests a failure when it comes to the strong 

body and interests the hegemonic male should have (Connell, Men and Boys 86). Instead JB 

as a character is connected to a woman with such interests: “His mother’s sister was sporty 

and taught him how to catch and throw a ball (something that, even then, he had only the 

slightest interest in, but which proved to be a useful social skill later on)” (Yanagihara 13).  

  When it comes to the character of Malcolm, despite being one of the main 

characters the reader does not learn much about him. He, unlike Jude and Willem, comes 

from a wealthy family on which he often relies. For a long period of time he lives with his 

parents in a house on the upper east side in New York, an area famous for its prestige. Unlike 

the other characters, after consideration it becomes clear that Malcolm is heterosexual and 

eventually marries a woman called Sophie. Through heterosexual marriage, he already has a 

higher status in terms of hegemonic masculinity than the others. Malcolm appears to be 

internally conflicted and confused but determined not to show it on the outside. He makes 

lists of what he needs to resolve when he lies in bed, and problem areas listed include his 

work, love-life, sexuality and future (Yanagihara 24). This organized way of trying to resolve 

things on his own is something that dominates the view the reader gets of Malcolm as a 

character, that he is structured and does not want to bother anyone else with his problems. 

Malcolm is portrayed in a way that makes it seem like he does not have much of a personality, 

and the reader does not actually learn much about him. The reader gets hints about the 

character in a subtler way than with the other characters. For example, the reader learns that 

Malcolm is very caring through the fact that he rebuilds a bookshelf in order for Jude not to 

get hurt by it (Yanagihara 661). Examples of this type of care are shown throughout the novel, 

where he designs Jude’s apartment with the idea that it should be accessible to Jude in the 

future when he is in a wheelchair. The fact that he is talented when it comes to building and 

designing is something strengthening for his masculinity as it is seen as a typically masculine 

trait. However, as previously mentioned, the type of care that it stems from is something 

commonly associated with femininity due to its close ties to the stereotypical nurturing 

mother and Malcolm’s actions show this feminine quality (Tyson 85). In this case he shows 

both a feminine and masculine side in the same passage.  

  When it comes to ethnicity, Malcolm is portrayed as a bi-racial man, and this is 

something that should marginalize him according to Connell’s theory. It does however seem 

like it is not an important part of his life compared to other factors: “Growing up, the fact of 
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his father’s blackness (and, he supposed, his own), had been trumped by other more 

significant matters, factors that counted for more in their slice of New York City than his 

father’s race […], most important, his wealth” (Yanagihara 61). Despite the way in which 

class trumps race in this case, the fact remains that he is a person of color, which ultimately 

means that he is outside of the structure of hegemonic masculinity and seen as marginalized. 

When it comes down to it, much like Kimmel points out, homosexual men, immigrant men 

and black men are simply not seen as manly enough (Kimmel 10). The fact that his blackness 

has been trumped by his wealth is a way of understanding that money is not seen as a problem 

for Malcolm: “Money he set aside. He would someday inherit a huge amount” (Yanagihara 

62). This points to a very comfortable living style and a high socioeconomic position, which 

is something important to the hegemonic man. Combined with the fact that he ultimately has a 

good job working as an architect, it means that he, too, completes certain parts of the 

hegemonic man. Tyson points out that failing to provide economic support for the family is 

seen as one of the most embarrassing things possible for a man (Tyson 87). With the money 

from his family as well as from his job it becomes evident that this is not going to be a 

problem for Malcolm, meaning he has completed one of the important parts of hegemonic 

masculinity. It also becomes clear how important Malcolm’s work is to him when Jude 

praises him: “Because it says so much about how seriously Malcolm took his work, and how 

he always strove to be perfect in it” (Yanagihara 660). This can be related to the fact that it is 

so important for a man make a good living in order to create a secure and safe life for his 

family. One of the requirements of what is perceived as hegemonic masculinity is that a man 

should have a good job, something Malcolm eventually fulfills.  

  In general Malcolm seems to be a very rational and calm person, portrayed as: 

“Malcolm who very rarely angered” (Yanagihara 8). He gets upset with JB at one point, but 

then storms off rather than get in an actual fight unlike Willem (Yanagihara 8). The 

aggression discussed as masculine above in relation to Willem’s character is not visible in that 

way with this character but rather a calm, more feminine approach. The structured, list-

making Malcolm is too rational to get into a fight like that, but despite not displaying the 

aggression typically associated with masculinity he still shows a masculine quality since one 

of the attributes of masculinity is thought to be rationality. Malcolm constantly shows a more 

rational side than for example JB. Where JB yells and makes the group help him collect hair 

from different salons, Malcolm shows his rationality in for example how he makes lists and 

plans his life: “he made lists of what he needed to resolve” (Yanagihara 24). This sense of 

rationality and structure can also be seen in the fact that he structures Willem and Jude’s 



Edvinsson 15 

move in: “Malcolm, who when you least expected it would prove himself an efficient 

manager, made the assignments” (16). 

  When analyzing Malcolm based on these attributes and physical features it 

becomes clear that the relatively simple, rational and structured character is complicated in 

terms of Connell’s theory. As a bi-racial man Malcolm is marginalized according to Connell’s 

theory, despite displaying some of the attributes important to the hegemonic man. His success 

at work and all the masculine sides he has are not enough to push him out of the marginalized 

group and into plain hegemonic masculinity. Through his discussion of how other things have 

always been more important than his “blackness”, it becomes clear that he, due to his other 

privileges has benefited from the patriarchal structure which points to masculine complicity.  

This is because he cannot complete the full picture of the hegemonic man, but he still lives in 

a “masculine” way and seems to value the ideas of hegemonic masculinity. The fact that he 

displays this caring side of himself, a little piece of unwanted femininity, also places him in 

the subordinate group.  

  The novel offers a slice of life with a great deal of complexity, rather than life as 

idealized and stereotypical. The characters have a wide range of attributes and display traits 

classed as both feminine and masculine. Something that becomes clear when analyzing the 

characters through stereotypes of gender and Connell’s theory is that none of the characters is 

a completed hegemonic man. There is constantly something that separates them from this 

ideal view of masculinity, whether that is Willem’s nurturing side, JB being homosexual, 

Malcolm’s ethnicity or Jude’s disability. The novel represents a complex view of a varied 

range of masculinities and as such creates an interest in its composite characters.   

  The role of the hegemonic man is constantly changing. Someone who 

previously was characterized mainly by how well he could provide for his family with a good 

job, might not be viewed as the hegemonic male in a few years when that hegemonic man 

might be a stay-at-home-dad. This variety is also seen in the characters who all portray 

different traits and attributes which are valued at different levels. Despite the fact that none of 

the characters in question is fully a hegemonic man, they are all, ultimately, in one way or 

another, complicit with and will benefit from the hegemonic structure through their masculine 

traits due to the patriarchal society they live in. Their feminine traits create a depth to the 

characters with attributes such as being caring, emotional and actually portraying something 

else than aggression and emotional distance. Yanagihara has shown an array of different types 

of men with different traits in the novel and creates an interest for all of them in different 

ways. Some of the typical gender roles of a man are clearly visible in the characters, such as 
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emotional distance, aggression and the sense of having to provide for their families through 

their work. But the novel also shows a more complex view of the men which in turn creates 

more complex and interesting characters. With Willem’s emotional and caring side, for 

instance, he displays a side of femininity that create a depth and an interest of his character. 

This, together with the masculine sides of his aggression and the “correct” masculine body he 

has, creates an interesting view of two different levels and the complexity of these attributes. 

My analysis has shown that there are several types of strong masculinity as well as strong 

femininity in the novel. If four very different characters all fail to reach complete hegemonic 

masculinity in one way or another, the question is if anyone can ever really succeed.  
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