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Growing a Pair: Modern Family Defies Masculine Norms 

Pullout by the title: 

Modern Family has taken off as a show that represents the American family in the 21st century. 

Most striking are the show’s multiple views of masculinity. GQ contributor Louise Fletke crafted 

a content analysis explaining how Modern Family views being a man (sorry Manny and Luke, 

but wait a few more years).  

Introduction: 

Well it’s the holiday season, which inevitably means there will be family gatherings in your 

foreseeable future. Now every family is different, but it’s highly likely that not all the men in 

your family are the same. You will have to endure the conversations about work and bringing 

home the bacon, talk sports until the cows come home and smile through the terrible jokes from 

that one weird uncle. But you know what, at least there is variation; it’s probably not just men 

sitting around a TV, throwing back beers and communicating through guttural grunts. It’s 

actually refreshing to have different types of manliness in one family, which has been clearly 

mirrored in the latest episodes of ABC’s Emmy award winning show Modern Family.  

Jay Pritchett: 

Introduce hegemonic masculinity? 

Jay Pritchett (Ed O’Neill) is the truest representation of a hegemonic male and is also the 

patriarch of the family. First and foremost, Jay is a jock. In both “After the Fire” and “Punkin 

Chunkin,” Jay makes sports references, which implies his love for athletics. When he’s asked 

what he would save from a house fire, there is no hesitation as he states his first set of golf clubs. 

As his step-son Manny is making the centerpiece for their Thanksgiving meal, Jay cloaks his 

insult in a baseball metaphor saying it’s a “swing and miss,” showing that Jay communicates 

through sports. 

Jay’s tendency to speak in sports metaphors points to the idea that he probably has an issue in the 

communication department. In other words, Jay might be insensitive to others or lack nurturing 
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Comment: This	  is	  mirroring	  a	  GQ	  article	  
format.	  

Comment: I’m	  torn	  on	  whether	  I	  should	  
include	  them	  or	  not.	  I	  feel	  like	  this	  is	  already	  
long,	  but	  they	  are	  very	  interesting	  
characters	  to	  look	  at.	  

Comment: Oooh,	  that’s	  a	  dilemma.	  I	  like	  
the	  way	  you	  handle	  it	  here.	  What’s	  their	  
typical	  word-‐count	  range?	  

Comment: Wait,	  so	  are	  women	  in	  this	  
analysis,	  too?	  Or	  are	  you	  referring	  to	  a	  
particular	  type	  of	  “men”	  here?	  

Comment: Is	  this	  transition	  alright	  or	  how	  
do	  you	  think	  I	  could	  make	  it	  flow	  better	  into	  
my	  first	  points	  about	  Jay/talking	  about	  
hegemonic	  masculinity	  for	  a	  minute?	  

Comment: I	  really	  like	  this	  general	  
approach…is	  there	  a	  way	  to	  
foreground/foreshadow	  the	  different	  types?	  

Comment: I	  don’t	  know	  whether	  to	  
introduce	  hegemonic	  masculinity	  here	  
quickly	  so	  that	  I	  can	  just	  say	  that	  Jay	  is	  the	  
hegemonic	  male,	  or	  what	  would	  work	  best.	  
I’m	  hesitant	  because	  the	  other	  masculinities	  
don’t	  really	  have	  names,	  so	  it	  isn’t	  
something	  I	  would	  carry	  on	  throughout.	  

Comment: What	  would	  it	  be	  like	  to	  do	  this	  
after	  describing	  Jay?	  That	  way	  you’ve	  given	  
a	  picture	  of	  it,	  and	  then	  a	  name	  to	  go	  with	  it?	  



qualities because he, simply put, is a man, damn it. Case in point: Jay’s daughter Claire (Julie 

Bowen) cuddles up next to him in “After the Fire” to vent about her personal issues as Jay just 

sits, staring blankly at the football game on TV. This view of Jay shows that although he is the 

eldest father figure, that doesn’t mean he is as lovey-dovey as the other fathers in the show.  

Being from an older, more traditional generation, Jay has a propensity to let his insensitivity and 

stubbornness seep into rude comments toward his homosexual son, Mitchell (Jesse Tyler 

Ferguson). One such instance is after Jay threw his back out in “After the Fire” and Mitchell 

advises Jay to let his son-in-law, Phil (Ty Burrell), massage his back. Jay makes the almost 

cringe-worthy comment, “You might have a higher tolerance for a man’s hands on your body 

than I do,” (Levitan, Lloyd, &Winer, 2011).  

Jay’s insensitivity makes him more of a tough, strong guy, someone who is independent and 

takes help from no one. This need for independence to the point of being stubborn is yet another 

manly quality often portrayed as a masculine norm. Jay’s refuses to get help moving boxes and is 

stubborn to have his back massaged in “After the Fire” because he wants independence at all 

costs. He wants to seem like he has all the power, so why would he accept help from someone 

else?  

This masculine stereotype of having power also transfers into Jay’s love life. Being married to a 

young, sexy Colombian woman shows that Jay has got game with the ladies. He is a male 

powerhouse so to say, because honestly, who wouldn’t kill to be with Gloria? Jay exudes 

heterosexual prowess for a 60-something guy, and you’ve got to respect that. 

Let’s keep in mind though that although he seems to be the ideal hegemonic male, he is also the 

patriarch of the family. This potentially means that hegemonic masculinity is a thing of the past 

and younger generations are deviating from this notion of manhood. As the oldest of the bunch, 

symbolizes that his hegemonic attitude and actions are little outdated and are no longer the norm 

in the modern world.  

 Mitchell Pritchett: 

The term “like father, like son” does not really apply to the Pritchett men. It wouldn’t even be an 

exaggeration to say that Mitchell is the exact opposite of Jay, but guess what, that’s totally cool 

and fine. Mitchell really possess what Jay lacks— he is always able to say what he feels, he is an 
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Comment: Throws—watch	  out	  to	  keep	  in	  
the	  present	  tense.	  (That’s	  something	  for	  
once	  you’re	  totally	  happy	  with	  the	  content,	  
but	  worth	  just	  giving	  you	  a	  heads-‐up	  on.)	  ☺	  

Comment: Do	  I	  need	  to	  cite	  this	  or	  no?	  I	  
don’t	  think	  they	  would	  do	  it	  in	  a	  magazine	  
article,	  but	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  get	  in	  trouble	  
plagiarizing.	  	  

Comment: Double-‐check	  a	  GQ	  piece,	  but	  I	  
think	  you’re	  right	  that	  they	  don’t,	  in	  which	  
case,	  you	  wouldn’t—besides,	  you’ve	  already	  
named	  the	  episode.	  	  

Comment: What	  if	  you	  explained	  
masculine	  hegemony	  b/t	  these	  two	  
paragraphs…?	  



avid conversationalist, and is a very nurturing father and partner. To put it simply, Mitchell is 

sensitive. 

There are some stereotypes associated with homosexuality that Mitchell also exhibits, one of 

which being his attire. Mitchell is always dressed nicely, leaning towards the metrosexual side of 

the scale, yet he clings to a little glimmer of ruggedness with a full beard.   

Mitchell is also the furthest thing from an athlete, another homosexual stereotype. In “Punkin 

Chunkin,” when the whole gang is at the football field, Mitchell tries to be encouraging and says 

that the next pumpkin is going through the “goal thingy,” by which he means a field-goal post. 

While Jay is often glued to a football game, his own son doesn’t know, or care to know, the 

quick terms. 

Finally Mitchell’s sass is off the charts. His sarcastic comments show that he is witty, and can 

come across as a little insensitive, but it’s delivered with humor as opposed to Jay’s blatantly 

rude comments. For example, when explaining why they were late, Cameron talked about his 

wardrobe issue saying, “It’s a somber occasion and all my tops are too joyful,” and Mitchell 

replies with a sarcastic, “Trust me, you don’t want our problems,” (Levitan, Lloyd, &Winer, 

2011).      

Needless to say, while there are homosexual stereotypes, they are playing off of them and openly 

talking about gay culture. This was a push for the creators to have a gay couple and they wanted 

to present them well.  

Cameron: 

Let it be known to those close-minded folk: there is more than one type of homosexual 

masculinity. This difference is seen in relation to Cameron (Eric Stonestreet) and Mitchell. 

Mitchell clearly wears the pants in the relationship while Cameron possesses many more 

feminine and homosexual characteristics than masculine traits. 

His effeminate qualities were on display in “Punkin Chunkin” when he told his story to a couple 

in the park. By the end of his narration he was holding both of their hands with his face three 

inches from theirs. This seems feminine because women are more likely to be touchy-feely with 

their friends when gossiping or story telling— it is even an old stereotype for women to be 

overly emotional. 
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Comment: So	  are	  you	  trying	  to	  suggest	  
that	  they	  qualities	  you	  mention	  just	  before	  
aren’t	  necessarily	  stereotypically	  associated	  
with	  homosexual	  males?	  If	  so,	  this	  could	  be	  
made	  more	  clear…the	  “also”	  here	  signals	  a	  
shift	  in	  direction…	  

Comment: ?	  

Comment: unclear	  referent	  (w/in	  the	  
structure	  of	  the	  sentence)	  

Comment: What	  was?	  I	  feel	  like	  this	  
paragraph	  is	  missing	  something…?	  

Comment: I	  also	  don’t	  know	  if	  I	  should	  
have	  these	  physical	  headings	  breaking	  up	  
the	  different	  character	  analyses.	  Does	  it	  
break	  up	  the	  flow	  too	  much	  to	  have	  them	  
included?	  Or	  would	  it	  be	  fine	  to	  just	  blow	  
right	  through?	  



Cameron is also the most hysterical of the men on Modern Family, a quality usually given to 

women. Prime example: Cameron was upset about Mitchell’s comments about the punkin 

chunkin story and is next seen whisking a bowl of batter ferociously. The fact that he is baking 

while he’s angry makes him seem like a 1950’s housewife, whose place was in the kitchen. 

Cameron is simply hysterical though, and as soon as he is flattered and complimented by 

Mitchell, his disposition instantly changes, showing how easily women are manipulated and how 

bipolar their attitude can be. 

Although he is highly effeminate and also homosexual, Cameron always reminds the family that 

he is rough and tough. In “After the Fire,” Cameron begs Jay to let him pick up the truck to move 

the donated items and says that he is manly and “can do anything a straight man can do,” 

(Levitan, Lloyd, &Winer, 2011). When Cameron gets in the truck he uses a husky voice, then 

slips back to his normal, stereotypical homosexual, voice when he is mocked. This vocal change 

establishes that there are “acceptable norms”: the husky voice is more macho while his normal 

voice is the deviation.   

Cameron also tried grasping onto any hegemonic masculinity when he refused help backing the 

truck out of a tight parking spot. Like Jay, Cameron showed his stubbornness in trying to do 

something by himself in order to establish his power as a dominant male. However, Cameron 

succumbs and lets another man help him, showing how he ultimately varies greatly from the 

ideal man. 

While it’s great that we see Cameron and Mitchell together and we know that they are in a 

committed partnership, we never see them have physical contact. The heterosexual Jay/Gloria, 

Phil/Claire couples are seen kissing, holding hands and hugging, while Cameron and Mitchell 

just sit next to one another. It’s interesting that something as progressive as a same sex couple is 

seen on television, but only in moderation. Nonetheless, Levitan and Lloyd took a risk, and so far 

it is paying off.  

Phil Dunphy: 

Finally, there is the funny guy, Phil Dunphy. How to put it nicely, Phil is the epitome of a man 

who wants to achieve hegemonic masculinity but can’t quite get there. In the realm of 

athleticism, Phil was an athlete in college except the team he was on was cheerleading, which in 

the eyes of real men, like Jay, is a joke.  
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Comment: Hmmm…lots	  of	  jumping	  back	  
and	  forth	  between	  homosexuals	  and	  women	  
in	  this	  paragraph…can	  you	  slow	  down	  and	  
parse	  more	  carefully?	  

Comment: Good—so	  then	  what	  does	  his	  
“slipping	  back	  to	  his	  normal…voice	  when	  he	  
is	  mocked”	  suggest?	  

Comment: Should	  I	  put	  more	  here,	  or	  is	  
this	  enough	  to	  just	  mention	  it	  quickly?	  Or	  do	  
I	  even	  need	  this	  at	  all?	  Should	  I	  say	  
something	  about	  the	  normative	  couple	  vs.	  
the	  deviation?	  

Comment: Good	  question!	  I	  felt	  as	  a	  
reader	  that	  this	  seemed	  sort	  of	  wedged	  
in…maybe	  it’s	  a	  couplehood	  thing,	  or	  maybe	  
it	  just	  shouldn’t	  be	  there…?	  Is	  this	  only	  
about	  masculinity?	  (I	  totally	  get	  wanting	  it	  
there,	  but	  I	  wonder	  if	  it	  works…)	  



Phil is also incapable of being aggressive, an essential characteristic of hegemonic masculinity. 

Instead, Phil lives to make jokes; practically everything that comes out of his mouth is taken to 

be funny. While watching his wife, Claire, stuff the Thanksgiving turkey, Phil says things like, 

“Oh my goodness, those hands are cold,” and, “At least buy me dinner first,” (Levitan, Lloyd, 

&Winer, 2011) making him sound like an adolescent male just trying to get laughs.      

Phil, like Cameron, tends to get carried away with situations, which is another reason he falls 

short of being a hegemonic male. Phil set up a legitimate massage parlor burning incense, 

playing ocean sounds, wearing a sleeveless shirt that displays his farmer’s tan, and has lit candles 

going way over the top to try to help his father-in-law in the hopes of gaining Jay’s approval. 

Phil’s goofball qualities and his tendency to blow things out of proportion also effects his power 

as a dominant heterosexual male. In his relationship with Claire, she lays down the law and 

keeps Phil grounded. This makes Phil seem childish as if he is just another one of the kids. Phil 

was telling Claire about his emotions saying that he “needs to be puffed up and frilly” and that 

Claire needs to stop “folding his dreams,” (Levitan, Lloyd, &Winer, 2011). Even when he is 

trying to make a serious and aggressive argument, Phil comes off as goofy, forever displacing 

him from the ideal hegemonic masculinity and in a way, adulthood. 

Conclusion: 

Much like your family (probably) is, Modern Family presents more than one type of 

masculinity…….to be continued. 
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Comment: Like	  I	  mentioned	  earlier	  before	  
talking	  about	  Jay,	  should	  I	  introduce	  
hegemonic	  masculinity	  because	  everyone	  
but	  Jay	  deviates	  from	  it.	  	  

Comment: Given	  the	  mentions	  of	  it	  
throughout,	  I	  lean	  yes…what	  do	  you	  think	  
after	  being	  away	  from	  it	  for	  a	  bit?	  

Comment: I	  struggle	  so	  much	  with	  
conclusions.	  I	  want	  to	  tie	  it	  back	  to	  my	  
introduction	  by	  connecting	  it	  to	  the	  readers’	  
own	  family,	  but	  I	  don’t	  just	  want	  to	  repeat	  
what	  I	  said	  earlier.	  But	  that’s	  where	  I’m	  
heading	  with	  it…	  

Comment: I	  like	  the	  idea	  of	  returning	  it	  to	  
the	  holiday	  scene…maybe	  it’s	  a	  re-‐imagined	  
scene	  from	  the	  first	  one…?	  


