
How is the idea of hegemonic masculinity presented and portrayed in Eastenders (With reference to the ‘Mitchell’ family and the character Vincent Hubbard


Introduction:
[bookmark: _GoBack]Eastenders as a “soap opera [which] has been a mirror to many contemporary social themes” (Crayford, 1997, pg.1649), is one of the longest running British soap opera’s on TV today, with its first broadcast dating back to 1985. As such, it is meant to encapsulate a real picture of working class residents and hold up a ‘looking glass’ to the issues they face living in the East End. It follows the daily lives of neighbouring families and citizens, and is set in the fictional borough of Walford, London – more specifically ‘Albert Square’.  

As a programme that has left a cultural legacy in its tracks since the time it was first broadcast, Eastenders has solidified itself as an imbrication of British popular culture, making it a quite interesting case study to investigate. It has encapsulated many varied representations of male characters across a number of years; from the rise of the alpha male (Grant Mitchell), to the not so recent representation of the beta male (Christian Clarke), with countless developments of masculine models having arose (and still arising) in-between; Ben Mitchell, Mick Carter, Sean Slater, Phil Mitchell, Vincent Hubbard, Johnny Allen and Jack Branning amongst many others.

This essay will explore the depiction of hegemonic masculinities in Eastenders in light of heteronormative standards, but also how particular notions of masculinity have been subverted, expanded and consequently normalised.

Pre-existing theoretical context for the work:

Hegemonic Masculinity:
Whilst masculinity is expressed as per dictionary definition as “qualities or attributes regarded as characteristic of men” (Oxford English Dictionary), it’s most generically sought sociological definition comes from Raewyn Connell, who described it as a social phrase binarily opposing femininity – as a term of “not-femininity”, calculated through “a system of symbolic difference” where masculine and feminine places are antithetic (Connell, 2005 pg.70).  

The loose allusions between Connell’s ‘hegemonic masculinity’ and Antonio Gramsci’s idea of hegemony fall hand in hand. The critic Perry Anderson summarises Gramsci’s hegemony to refer to “a system of superstructural institutions that is intermediary between economy and State“ (1976, pg. 35), hence we can view Connell’s ‘hegemonic masculinity’ as a term which reinforces a dominant and superimposed view as opposed to what is socially accurate.
	
This idea of a single dominant masculinity becomes questionable however, as society progresses and our norms and values about what masculinity entails develops and changes. Robert Nye (2005) suggests that hegemonic masculinity as we once knew it has now become ambiguous; “men are no longer the invisible, unmarked gender” (pg.1937) that they once were, and consequently masculinity has evolved to be something more.  Where the hyper-masculine model was once seen as the one to aspire to through figures such as James Bond, Magnum, Rambo and other exponents of popular culture in the 1970’s and 80’s, the paradigm has shifted.

The macho, tough, carefree characteristics that the hyper masculine ideal encompassed is less sought than it once was, with newer binaries such as the ‘New Man’, the ‘New Lad’, the ‘metrosexual’ – and even the more contemporary ‘lumbersexual’ for instance taking over, meaning that masculinity has become more broad and open for interpretation. Figures such as Will Smith in the ‘Pursuit of Happyness’ (2006) and ‘Collateral Beauty’ (2016) showing his soft, family orientated side through his attachment to his child in Pursuit as well as his sensitive, poetic side in Collateral manifests a contrast to his previous affiliations with strength and authoritativeness in Bad Boys (1995) and Suicide Squad (2016). So too are TV shows such as ‘Geordie Shore’; where the majority of males overtly groom themselves, apply fake tan etc., with general introversive tendencies giving rise to the ‘new man’ and the metrosexual for example.

There is now a distinction to be made between ”manhood from the past”, and a “less rigid, feminist-influenced masculinity” as Haenfler (2004, pg 77) argues, where typically feminine traits are embraced in a new type of masculinity. Reverting back to Connell’s definition of masculinity, there are certain variables to consider when defining masculinity – one of these is that it is socially constructed. As evident in today’s day and age, masculinity changes according to the context of time and the societal norm of that time. Connell’s aforementioned description of masculinity ‘opposing femininity’ may not be as applicable today as it was when it was first coined as society is more mindful of gender fluidity and that masculine and feminine features such as androgyny can be mutually exclusive.

Judith Butler writes in her work Gender Trouble (1990) that “gender is not to sex as sex is to nature” (pg. 10) and that gender is “performative” (pg.33). Butler stresses the fact we should not have preconceived ideas about gender and the characteristics people may tend to have, as there is not one true set of characteristics any person of any gender could have, nor is there any set way that one’s masculinity (or feminity) can be measured – instead advocating that these are social concepts. Eastenders not only shows how these man-made constructs have been adapted and interpreted over time by the residents of the square to become less of a taboo, but as a long-running programme from when it was first aired up until now – we can see a timeline of change whereby the audience can draw parallel’s with how the heteronormative view is no longer the only norm in the diagesis of the soap.

Gender Socialisation: 
Socialisation is an integral factor aligned with how masculinity is conveyed. It refers to the way society expects boys and girls to act and assimilate themselves according to gender roles. The Functionalist Parsons (1956, pg. 17) argues socialisation “constitutes the primary focus of the problem of stabilisation of the adult personality”, whereas Meads (1967, pg. 14) suggests socialisation is much more to do with “interplay between role taking and role making – which is a process the individual actively influences”.  

Where primary socialisation occurs from ages 0-4 years and refers to the process of learning cultural norms of the family one is born into, secondary socialisation occurs from 4 years onwards and refers to the cognitive function developed by societal factors such as the education system and interacting with the outside world.  The media - more specifically TV in this case - is an active agent mutually applicable throughout both of these stages. As per a study conducted by Wright et al. (2001) that collected diaries of television viewing over a period of 3 years, TV was seen as the medium with the most impact in terms of socialisation compared to any other medium (pg. 1361). Barthes’ theory of narrative codes theory (1975) perpetuates that young people believe they are directly co-operating with the visual stimulus they see in some way, whereas this study suggests that in reality they are not.

This link between socialisation and television highlights the latters function as a double-edged sword, in how “the media with which children and youth identify can become incorporated into their personal and social identities” (Warburton, 2012, pg.289). Despite the way Eastenders’ positively incites social reflexivity, it becomes problematic when the prevalence of certain masculinities could be seen to set a standard to imitate binaries rather than its intended wider objective message of encouraging ones unique self-identity.

 Bird (1996, pg.121) suggests “masculinity means being emotionally detached and competitive and involves viewing women as sexual objects, their daily interactions help perpetuate a system that subordinates femininity and non-hegemonic masculinities”. As young people typically grow up socialised in the nuclear family environment surrounded by the breadwinner father and nurturing mother, they are subconsciously taught to aspire to be provider like their father, hence idealising hegemonic masculinity as the norm to live up to. Unless they break this imposed standard in their adolescent life through their experience of the outside world, Bird suggests that ‘male homosocial heterosexual interactions’ otherwise mean that ‘hegemonic masculinity is maintained as the norm’ (pg. 122).


Methodology:

As a method which can “certainly increase our ability to describe texts and document how they communicate” (Machin and Mayr, 2012, pg. 207), utilising a discourse analysis method for this study is most effective as it allows for a discursive insight into the text and the different avenues of masculinity along with what its signs and signifiers connote/denote. Fairclough and Wodak (1997) suggest that the fundamental roots of analysis lie in how power relations exert themselves throughout discourse, and so by analysing language and ‘linguistic elements’, we can reveal links between language and power which are otherwise hidden (qtd in (Machin and Mayr, pg.5)). By applying this method of discourse analysis to Eastenders, it allowed for the exploration of the different masculinities that have ascended since the dawn of the 21st century, but more importantly, it encourages identification with how the characterisation of the hyper-masculine alpha male has changed both in society, and through the inception of the soap.

Foucault (1988) states that discourse is “a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an opposing strategy” in that it is a medium which has a certain power dynamic and an ability to reinforce dominance but also ‘undermine’ and ‘expose’ (pg. 101). Discourse is similar to ideology in this sense but Purvis and Hunt (1993) make a distinction between  “the medium of language” and the non-verbality of discourse against ideology (pg.485).  Arguably, this makes this methodology somewhat limiting, considering that signs and signifiers within the text will not always be deemed representative of the text being studied, meaning it remains open for interpretation. Perhaps this factor could be altered in a potential future inquiry seeing as this study is to explore rather than inform.

The findings in this study are formulated on the basis of the character analysis and quotes found in episodes of Eastenders, which allude to both the cited theoretical frameworks, as well as the portrayal of masculinity as a whole. The conclusions made here could provide a significant insight into masculinity as a social construct, but also how this narrative has been subverted in recent times. 

In the modern climate of ‘gender fucking’ and gender fluidity, this research will inspect and challenge preconceived notions and will prove useful for engaging in important scholarly discussions such as the intersex dichotomy. Furthermore, with Eastenders being a British TV programme, and a show with a big (if not the biggest) following on British terrestrial television, the link between the “men in the domestic drama and the status of men in the wider population” is one that cannot be ignored (Feasey, 2008, pg.8).


Findings/results:
The critic Carlson (2001) argues, “British masculinity is being stirred, if not shaken, by gangster chic” (pg.167). Throughout the history of Eastenders, the presentation of hegemonic masculinity in terms of the alpha male or the hyper masculine male has almost always been determined through how much of a ‘gangster’ or ‘hard man’ that character is perceived to have been. With the exception of Sean Slater whose reputation as a tough alpha character precedes from his time with the army (not crime), and Jack Branning (debatable as he is a crooked cop leaning towards gangster), there are a certain myriad of characters who truly epitomise the ‘hard man’ label beyond just showing tendencies of being one, in order to reinforce their own sense of masculinity.

The Mitchell brothers for example, are perhaps the most notable of these. Phil is notorious in the diagesis of the soap. His criminality, and reverence as a perpetual winner in domestic spats are emblematic of his reputation on the square. Grant is a more successful version of Phil, and subsequently, a more successful model of the alpha male. Whilst they both encapsulate similar notions of toughness, power and the allusions this brings with ‘skin head’ culture, the former has the advantaging of beating Phil in physical altercations, having a greater physical stature/presence (being tall and muscular) and characteristically, being mentally and morally stronger – not being an alcoholic or homophobe.

Phil’s homophobia and reliance on alcohol typifies the way he may use “use drinking to demonstrate masculinity, facilitate aggression, exert power, and take risks” (Hughes, 2016, pg.1), in a front to highlight his machismo. His off-screen relationship with his father Eric and how he was physically abused by him and socialised to be hardened, gives reason to these repressed problems, and the inner struggles he now faces to get to grips with his son Ben’s sexuality and his own drinking problem. Grant’s time in the Falkland’s war similarly hardens him, however this is a secondary socialisation in contrast to Phil’s primary, which “is generally regarded as the most influential socialisation setting for forming the child's emerging sense of self, values, and beliefs” (Demo, 1990, pg. 265) and is not as steep as Phil’s problems, hence is easier unlearnt. 

Arguably, the only other character that has been able to consistently best Phil physically beyond his brother, and outside of family ties is Vincent Hubbard. The idea of Phil constantly being physically outdone by Vincent, for example during an episode from 22 December 2015 in plain sight of Phil’s family, (albeit whilst he was a suffering alcoholic) is one which has had a significant impact on his ‘hard man’ reputation, and the way his mannishness is portrayed to the audience. Whilst Phil’s alcoholism intrinsically takes away assets of his masculinity such as his trophy wife and business, he is no longer able to perform the very basics of his masculine functions (fighting), which results in him being roughed up by Vincent. This conflict of masculinity creates a marker to explore how the alpha dynamic has shifted. 

Vincent is an example of the new age ‘hard man’. He retains the idealised masculine attributes that Phil vehemently occupied before his alcoholism; as the protector and main breadwinner of the family with a trophy wife and successful business. He differs however, in the regard his sexuality is underpinned as a forefront to his character. His stylish dress sense in youthful clothing, wearing an earring and embellishing patterns in his hair shows spouts of the metrosexual along with his fairly laid back approach to life and women signifying hints of the ‘new lad’ - whereas in stark contrast Phil is espoused to the ‘old school’ way of plain inconspicuous clothing and conducting business in his signature ubiquitous black Range Rover reminiscent of a bullish Britishness, which Face (1997) suggests can be seen as petty gangsterism associated “to the depredations of Thatcherism” (qtd. in Spicer, (2003, pg. 18)). 

The loose parallels between Grant and Vincent however place them on a more equal footing with regards to their masculinity. This is evident through both characters’ backgrounds in the army and police force respectively. Berry (2017) suggests “both sport and military masculinity reinforce a version of masculinity premised upon physical prowess” and so their backgrounds are suggestive of the masculinity they express (pg. 365). Grant’s synonymous leather jacket connotes rebellion and a carefree attitude, identical to how Vincent’s dress sense does for him, however where Vincent exercises metrosexual tendencies through his overall style, Grant remains faithful to the image of an ‘old school’, low level casual gangster through his. Both he and Vincent, unlike Phil can be seen as models of successful untarnished masculinity as they have no major vice of deficiency like Phil’s alcoholism taking away from their masculinity. 

Through their masculine identity, the Mitchell brothers and Vincent can be labelled as anti-heroes or villainous ‘do-gooders’ as they purport to negative actions but for ultimately positive means - whether that is for the sake of upholding their family name or doing good by them. Whilst they are quite similar in this regard, the masculine code of not ‘snitching’ or being a police informant has been tipped on its head. Before Vincent, the unofficial code of silence was never crossed by the Mitchells, nor any ‘hard man’ figure, as such an act “will view them as unmanly for their deviations from the hegemonic ideal of the real man” (Kupers, 2005, pg. 716). By today’s standards however, this illustrates a shift in masculine ‘codes of honor’, as Vincent shows Machiavellian undertones of acting in any means necessary to assert his dominance amongst other males.

Both characters and their relationships with women are also notable. Grant’s iconic phrase “ello’ mum” along with his loving on-screen relationship with his mom reflects that of Vincent’s today. Phil’s cold, harsh love for his mom during the time she was an active character directly contrasts that of Vincent and Grant, and shows how masculine ideals have been subverted to still portray an unconditional and overt love for the maternal figure. In terms of intimate relationships, Vincent’s sexuality again forefronts his masculinity; the fact that he is a black male inherently alludes to being sexually dominant due to the post-colonial stereotype of Black males being able to sexually satisfy a woman’s urges, and the idea that there is “phallic power to a black man” (Andrade, 1994, pg. 203). Race is emphasised through Vincent’s masculinity as he shouts in patois at his mother and Kim to signify his transition from calmness to rage. His Jamaican roots break the narrative of the White middle-aged ‘hard men’ who have been shown as the archetypal symbols of masculinity up until he was introduced.

Whilst Vincent’s introduction has somewhat reinvented the wheel of masculinity in Eastenders, the sentiment of the female as subordinate to the male and subsequently the masculine role, is still ever-present. Characters such as Sharon Wicks encompass the idea of an empowered femininity through owning her own business and wealth, meaning she isn’t dependent, ultimately the sheer number of women who rely on their male partners outweighs this. Throughout the years Grant has been used for his wealth by his partners – the most recent of which in 2006 when his then-girlfriend Carla tried to steal his money. Similarly, Vincent’s relationship with Kim is one where she is emotionally and financially reliant on him as his masculinity amplifies her. She lives a luxurious and happy life when she is with him, but is seen to struggle when he moves out, both financially and emotionally. This reinforces the stereotypical view of hegemonic masculinity where the women are passive and the men are instrumental.

Conclusions:
Masculinity as a social construct has been shown to have developed and altered in the 21st century. Hyper masculinity is now being performed differently as the rise of a Black, vibrant alpha male in Vincent has signalled a change to the middle-aged white ‘hard man’ masculine narrative of Eastenders. Vincent is an example of new age hegemonic masculinity, a metrosexual alpha-male who is boosted as opposed to detrimented, by his feminine side of grooming himself.

Newer characters such as Mick Carter have also paved the way to a fresher outlook of the ‘new man’ who retains masculine characteristics of toughness on top of his soft spot for family and kinship ties. Though he is ultimately too law abiding to fall under the bracket of an Eastenders ‘hard man’, such characterisations suggest that masculinity is being explored in new ways contrary to the previous narrowed view of masculinity, and according to how society is evolving in real life. 

Ireland et al (2010) suggest “media output was typically underpinned by a distinctive and pervasive heteronormative ideology” (pg. 217) which perpetuated as a generational pattern, so we can see how characters such as Ben Mitchell (a young homosexual adult) and Kyle Slater as a cross gender who identifies as a man directly challenge the heteronormative status quo. This shows that we as a society are moving forward and raising awareness for issues deemed taboo. This is positive, however there is a lot of work to be done to move further away from creating an accurate homonormative narrative. In all the years Eastenders has been broadcast, there has been a great disparity in terms of there never being a LBGT ‘hard man’ character in a similar stead to Phil, Grant or even Vincent.

 This says a lot in terms of implying a heteronormative standard to the ‘hard man’, suggesting only an overtly masculine heterosexual succeeds in this role, which is quite unrealistic considering critics such as Schlesinger et al (1998) likened the Mitchell brother as a “soap operatic version of the notorious East End criminals, the Kray Twins” (pg. 26). One of the twins (Ronnie) was openly homosexual which reaffirms the notion of a gay ‘hard man’ is plausible, realistic and achievable moving forward.

Lastly, the title statement at hand sought to explore how ‘hegemonic masculinity is presented and portrayed in Eastenders. I will argue that whilst the notion of what entails hegemonic masculinity has become more ambiguous, that the lack of a LBGT ‘hard man’ character – an archetype which is definitive of hegemonic masculinity in Eastenders, that ultimately the representation is still fairly one dimensional. To expand this research in future, I would pick 2 or 3 families where masculinity is quite strong and explore the gradual progress of characters in that family over time to document whether there has been progress made relating to normalising alternative masculinities.
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