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Introduction 
Masculinities	and	gender	norms	in	African	societies	are	shaped	by	complex	historical,	cultural,	social,	and	
economic	factors.	The	construction	of	masculinity—and	the	set	of	expectations,	behaviors,	and	roles	
assigned	to	men—has	far-reaching	consequences	not	just	for	men,	but	also	for	women,	children,	and	
broader	community	dynamics.	Contemporary	Africa	is	witnessing	a	fluid	negotiation	between	traditional	
gender	roles,	legacies	of	colonialism,	economic	transformation,	and	global	discourses	on	gender	equality.	
This	article	explores	these	themes	extensively,	drawing	on	current	research,	regional	variations,	cases,	
and	future	possibilities. 
Understanding	Masculinities	in	Africa 
Beyond	Biological	Essentialism 
African	masculinities	are	not	static	or	monolithic.	Rather,	they	are	historically	constructed	identities,	
shaped	by	local	customs,	mythologies,	social	institutions,	and,	in	many	cases,	colonial	legacies.	
Traditionally,	masculinity	was	less	about	rigid	behavioral	codes	and	more	about	fulfilling	roles	within	
kinship,	spirituality,	and	communal	responsibility[1][2]. 
Multiple	and	Fluid	Masculinities 
Recent	scholarship	emphasizes	the	diversity	and	contestation	among	different	forms	of	masculinity—
hegemonic,	subordinate,	and	subversive—across	regions	and	age	groups.	Both	men	and	women	have	
enacted	masculine	roles	in	various	historical	and	contemporary	contexts,	challenging	strict	binaries.	
Indigenous	African	communities	often	integrated	fluid	gender	systems,	allowing	individuals	of	different	
biological	sexes	to	occupy	masculine	or	feminine	roles	based	on	social	needs	and	contexts,	rather	than	
biology	alone[1][3][4]. 
Traditional	Masculine	Ideals	and	Gender	Relations 
Roles	and	Social	Expectations 
Common	elements	of	traditional	African	masculinity	include: 

• Provider	and	protector:	Men	are	expected	to	ensure	the	material	welfare	and	security	of	their	families. 
• Authority	and	decision-making:	Patriarchal	structures	positioned	men	as	household	heads	and	

community	leaders. 
• Rites	of	passage:	Communal	rituals,	such	as	circumcision	(ulwaluko	among	Xhosa),	mark	the	transition	to	

manhood,	imparting	responsibilities	to	maintain	community	morals	and	cohesion[5][6]. 
Gender	Hierarchies 
Traditionally,	these	ideals	buttressed	systems	that	prioritized	male	authority	over	women	and	children,	
codifying	property	rights,	marriage,	and	social	mobility	along	gendered	lines.	Practices	such	as	bride	price	
(lobola),	polygamy,	and	inheritance	laws	reinforced	gendered	power[6]. 
Impacts	of	Colonialism	and	Modernity 
The	imposition	of	Western	masculinity	norms	during	colonialism	disrupted	traditional	gender	systems.	
African	men	were	excluded	from	economic	and	political	power	under	colonial	regimes,	yet	simultaneously	
expected	to	maintain	patriarchal	authority	in	their	communities[2].	Socioeconomic	changes—urbanization,	
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shifting	labor	markets,	and	exposure	to	new	cultural	influences—continue	to	contest	and	reshape	
masculine	identities[7][8][9]. 
Table	1:	Key	Domains	Influencing	Masculinities 

Domain Traditional	Influence Contemporary	Influence 

Family Patriarchal	head,	provider Shared	decision-making,	economic	stress 

Work Farming,	communal	labor Urban	employment,	migration,	precarity 
Initiation Rituals,	communal	rites Decline	of	ritual	importance,	mixed	attitudes 

Media/Narrative Oral	storytelling,	proverbs Social	media,	global	masculinities 
 
Contemporary	Challenges	and	Shifting	Gender	Norms 
Gender	Norms	in	Transformation 
Expanding	access	to	education,	women's	empowerment,	legal	reform,	and	youth	activism	are	challenging	
rigid	gender	roles.	In	some	households,	men	take	on	caregiving	roles	or	share	domestic	duties,	
particularly	in	urban	contexts	and	among	younger	generations.	However,	traditional	expectations	persist,	
often	justified	by	religious	or	cultural	narratives[10][11]. 
Health,	Violence,	and	Social	Harm 
Strict	masculinities	can	fuel	social	harm,	such	as	gender-based	violence,	risky	behaviors,	and	resistance	to	
seeking	healthcare.	Across	the	continent,	men	experience	pressure	to	eschew	emotional	vulnerability—a	
factor	linked	to	mental	health	struggles	and	participation	in	violence[12][13][11].	Campaigns	and	policies	
increasingly	target	the	reduction	of	gender-based	violence	by	questioning	harmful	masculine	norms. 
Figure	1:	Attitudes	Toward	Gender	Equality	Among	African	Men 

Attitude/Practice %	of	Men	Agreeing	(regional	average) 

Women	should	obey	husbands 65 

Men	should	not	show	emotion 58 
Approve	of	shared	decision-making 49 

Support	gender	equality	laws 38 
 
Percentages	represent	approximate	regional	averages	from	IMAGES	survey	(2023)[12]. 
New	Models:	Progressive	and	Relational	Masculinities 
Progressive	masculinities	are	emerging	in	response	to	social	movements,	policy	changes,	and	economic	
realities.	Traits	increasingly	valued	include: 

• Responsible	parenting	and	engaged	fatherhood 
• Advocacy	for	nonviolence	and	equitable	relationships 
• Emotional	literacy	and	openness 
• Standing	against	gender-based	violence 

Such	models	challenge	the	association	of	masculinity	with	dominance,	aggression,	and	emotional	
stoicism[14][7][10]. 
Barriers	and	Resistance 
Many	men	face	economic	marginalization	and	social	stress,	exacerbating	feelings	of	'crisis'	surrounding	
masculinity.	Factors	such	as	unemployment,	rural-urban	migration,	and	changing	family	structures	can	
foster	resentment	or	backlash	against	women’s	progress.	Intergenerational,	rural-urban,	and	cultural	
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divides	characterize	the	negotiation	of	gender	roles,	often	producing	tensions	within	families	and	
communities[7][8][10]. 
Intersectionality	and	Alternative	Masculinities 
Scholars	and	activists	highlight	the	importance	of	intersectionality	in	understanding	African	masculinities:	
the	interplay	of	gender	with	class,	ethnicity,	age,	sexual	orientation,	and	disability.	Queer	African	
masculinities	particularly	challenge	the	myth	of	a	single,	fixed	masculine	identity	and	demonstrate	the	
resilience	and	diversity	of	gender	expressions	in	Africa[3]. 
Policy	and	Social	Responses 
Community-Based	Interventions 

• Gender-transformative	programs:	NGOs	and	governments	employ	workshops,	mentorship,	and	education	
to	foster	equitable	masculinities	and	challenge	violence[12][7]. 

• Reform	of	initiation	rites:	Some	communities	have	revised	rites	of	passage	to	teach	gender	respect	and	
consent. 
Legal	and	Institutional	Change 
Policies	promoting	gender	mainstreaming,	parental	leave,	and	anti-discrimination	are	advancing,	though	
enforcement	and	social	acceptance	vary.	Engaging	men	as	allies	in	gender	equality,	rather	than	as	
obstacles,	is	an	increasing	focus. 
Table	2:	Examples	of	Masculinity	Interventions	in	Africa 

Location Intervention Reported	Outcomes 
Kenya MenEngage	Alliance	workshops Reduced	violence,	better	partnerships[12] 

South	Africa Sonke	Gender	Justice	programs More	positive	attitudes	towards	caregiving,	less	GBV[12] 

Nigeria Community	fatherhood	mentorship Increased	male	support	for	girls’	education[12] 
 
Conclusion 
African	masculinities	are	dynamic,	complex,	and	continually	negotiated.	Gender	norms	in	society	are	
deeply	rooted	but	not	immutable.	While	some	norms	perpetuate	inequality	and	harm,	others	support	
community,	responsibility,	and	care.	Understanding	and	supporting	the	ongoing	evolution	of	masculinities	
is	critical	to	realizing	gender	equity,	improving	health	and	social	outcomes,	and	enriching	the	lives	of	all	
Africans. 
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