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Growing a Pair
The Many Masculinities of  
           Modern Family

WELL IT’S THE holiday season, which inevitably means there will 
be family gatherings in your foreseeable future. Now every family is 
KPɈLYLU[��I\[�P[»Z�OPNOS`�SPRLS`�[OH[�UV[�HSS�[OL�TLU�PU�`V\Y�MHTPS`�HYL�
[OL�ZHTL��@V\�^PSS�OH]L�[V�LUK\YL�[OL�JVU]LYZH[PVUZ�HIV\[�^VYR�
HUK� IYPUNPUN� OVTL� [OL� IHJVU�� [HSR� ZWVY[Z� \U[PS� [OL� JV^Z� JVTL�
OVTL� HUK� ZTPSL� [OYV\NO� [OL� [LYYPISL� QVRLZ� MYVT� [OH[� VUL�^LPYK�
\UJSL��)\[�`V\�RUV^�^OH[��H[�SLHZ[�[OLYL�PZ�]HYPH[PVU"�P[»Z�WYVIHIS`�
UV[�Q\Z[�H�NYV\W�VM�N\`Z�ZP[[PUN�HYV\UK�H�;=��[OYV^PUN�IHJR�ILLYZ�
and communicating through guttural grunts. It’s actually refreshing 
[V�OH]L�KPɈLYLU[�[`WLZ�VM�THUSPULZZ�PU�VUL�MHTPS �̀�^OPJO�OHZ�ILLU�
JSLHYS`� TPYYVYLK� PU� [OL� SH[LZ[� LWPZVKLZ� VM� ()*»Z� ,TT`� H^HYK�
winning show Modern Family. 

multiple views of masculinity. GQ’s Louise Fletke crafted a content

American family of the 21st century. Most striking are show’s

analysis explaining how Modern Famly views being a man.

Modern Family�OHZ�[HRLU�Vќ�HZ�H�ZOV^�[OH[�YLWYLZLU[Z�[OL

Sorry Manny and Luke, but wait a few more years.

Jay Pritchett:
� ;OL� WH[YPHYJO� VM� [OL�
family, Jay Pritchett (Ed O’Neill) 
PZ� `V\Y� OVTLNYV^U� (TLYPJHU�
man. First and foremost, Jay is a 
QVJR�� 0U�IV[O�¸(M[LY� [OL�-PYL¹�HUK�
¸7\URPU� *O\URPU�¹� 1H`� THRLZ�
ZWVY[Z� YLMLYLUJLZ�� ^OPJO� PTWSPLZ�
his love for athletics. When he’s 
HZRLK�^OH[� OL�^V\SK� ZH]L� MYVT�
H�OV\ZL�ÄYL��[OLYL�PZ�UV�OLZP[H[PVU�
as he states he would salvage his 
ÄYZ[�ZL[�VM�NVSM�JS\IZ��1H`�ZOV^Z�
that he also communicates in 
ZWVY[Z� SPUNV� HZ� OL� JSVHRZ� HU�
PUZ\S[�HIV\[�OPZ�Z[LWZVU�4HUU`»Z�
;OHURZNP]PUN� JLU[LYWPLJL� PU� H�
IHZLIHSS� TL[HWOVY� ZH`PUN� P[»Z� H�
¸Z^PUN�HUK�TPZZ�¹�
� 1H`»Z�[LUKLUJ`�[V�ZWLHR�
PU� ZWVY[Z� TL[HWOVYZ� WVPU[Z� [V�
[OL� PKLH� [OH[� OL� WYVIHIS`� OHZ�
an issue in the communication 
KLWHY[TLU[�� 0U� V[OLY� ^VYKZ�� 1H`�
might be insensitive to others or 
SHJR� U\Y[\YPUN� X\HSP[PLZ� ILJH\ZL�
OL� PZ� H� THU�� KHTU� P[�� ;HRL�� MVY�
instance, when Jay’s daughter 
*SHPYL� �1\SPL� )V^LU�� J\KKSLZ� \W�
UL_[� [V�OPT� PU� ¸(M[LY� [OL�-PYL¹� [V�
]LU[�HIV\[�OLY�WLYZVUHS�PZZ\LZ�HZ�
1H`�Q\Z[�ZP[Z��Z[HYPUN�ISHURS`�H[�[OL�
MVV[IHSS�NHTL�VU�;=��

 This insensitivity Jay 
L_OPIP[Z�[V^HYKZ�*SHPYL�PU[LUZPÄLZ�
in his rude comments toward 
his homosexual son, Mitchell 
(Jesse Tyler Ferguson). One such 
instance is after Jay throws his 
IHJR� V\[� PU� ¸(M[LY� [OL� -PYL¹� HUK�
Mitchell advises Jay to let his son-
in-law, Phil (Ty Burrell), massage 
OPZ� IHJR�� 1H`� THRLZ� [OL� HSTVZ[�
JYPUNL�^VY[O`� JVTTLU[�� ¸@V\�
might have a higher tolerance for 
a man’s hands on your body than I 
KV�¹�;OPZ�JVTTLU[��^OPSL�J\[[PUN��
also reinforces the idea that Jay 
is from a more tradition school of 
thought, which hasn’t moved into 
H�WYVNYLZZP]L�LYH��
 Jay’s insensitivity 
^VYRZ� [V� THRL� OPT� TVYL� VM� H�
tough, strong guy, someone 
^OV� PZ� PUKLWLUKLU[� HUK� [HRLZ�
OLSW� MYVT� UV� VUL�� ;OPZ� ULLK� MVY�
PUKLWLUKLUJL� [V� [OL� WVPU[� VM�
being stubborn is yet another 
THUS`� X\HSP[`� VM[LU� WVY[YH`LK�
HZ� ILPUN� O`WLY�THZJ\SPUL�� 1H`�
YLM\ZLZ�[V�NL[�OLSW�TV]PUN�IV_LZ�
HUK�PZ�Z[\IIVYU�[V�OH]L�OPZ�IHJR�
THZZHNLK� PU� ¸(M[LY� [OL� -PYL¹�
ILJH\ZL�OL�^HU[Z�PUKLWLUKLUJL�
at all costs. He wants to seem 
SPRL�OL�OHZ�HSS�[OL�WV^LY��ZV�^O`�

^V\SK�OL�HJJLW[�OLSW�MYVT�ZVTLVUL�
else?
� 1H`� ULLKPUN� WV^LY� HUK�
KVTPUH[PUN� PU� YLSH[PVUZOPWZ� HSZV�
transfers into Jay’s love life. Being 
THYYPLK� [V�H�`V\UN��ZL_`�*VSVTIPHU�
woman shows that Jay has got 
game with the ladies. He is a male 
WV^LYOV\ZL� ZV� [V� ZH �̀� ILJH\ZL�
OVULZ[S �̀� ^OV� ^V\SKU»[� RPSS� [V� IL�
^P[O� .SVYPH� �:VÄH� =LYNHYH�&� 1H`�
L_\KLZ� OL[LYVZL_\HS� WYV^LZZ� MVY� H�
60-something guy, and you’ve got to 
YLZWLJ[�[OH[�
 In lieu of beating a dead 
OVYZL�� ^L� JHU� Z\T� \W� 1H`»Z�
characteristics as falling under the 
IYVHKLY� Z[LYLV[`WL� VM� OLNLTVUPJ�
masculinity, or the societal norm for 
ILPUN� H� THU�� (� OLNLTVUPJ� THSL� PZ�
Z[YVUN�� PU[V� ZWVY[Z�� KVLZU»[� JVUULJ[�
emotionally, is stubborn in order 
[V� HS^H`Z� OH]L� WV^LY� HUK� SV]LZ�
[OL� SHKPLZ�� 3L[»Z� RLLW� PU� TPUK� [OH[�
although Jay is the ideal hegemonic 
THSL�� OL� PZ� HSZV� [OL� WH[YPHYJO� VM� [OL�
MHTPS �̀� (Z� [OL� VSKLZ[� VM� [OL� I\UJO��
Jay’s characteristics hint at the fact 
that hegemonic masculinity is a thing 
VM� [OL�WHZ[�HUK�`V\UNLY�NLULYH[PVUZ�
are deviating from this notion of 
THUOVVK�� *HZL� PU� WVPU[!� 1H`»Z� ZVU��
Mitchell Pritchett. 

Mitchell Pritchett:
� ;OL� [LYT� ¸SPRL� MH[OLY�� SPRL�
ZVU¹� KVLZ� UV[� YLHSS`� HWWS`� [V� [OL�
Pritchett men. It wouldn’t even be an 
exaggeration to say that Mitchell is 
[OL�L_HJ[�VWWVZP[L�VM�1H �̀�I\[�N\LZZ�
^OH[�� [OH[»Z� [V[HSS`� JVVS� HUK� ÄUL��
4P[JOLSS�WVZZLZZLZ�^OH[�1H`� SHJRZ·�
he is always able to say what he feels, 
he is an avid conversationalist, and 
PZ�H�]LY`�U\Y[\YPUN�MH[OLY�HUK�WHY[ULY��
;V�W\[�P[�ZPTWS �̀�4P[JOLSS�PZ�H�ZLUZP[P]L�
modern man.
� (Z� H� NH`� THU�� 4P[JOLSS�
WVZZLZZLZ� ZVTL� X\HSP[PLZ� [OH[� HYL�
characteristic of homosexuality. 
6UL� Z[LYLV[`WL� 4P[JOLSS� L_OPIP[Z� PZ�
his attire. Mitchell is always dressed 
UPJLS �̀� ^LHYPUN� MVYTÄ[[PUN� JHYKPNHUZ�

1H`�aVULZ�V\[�*SHPYL�ZV�OL�JHU�^H[JO�MVV[IHSS�PU�WLHJL�
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Entertainment

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 

ÄUL�� 4P[JOLSS� WVZZLZZLZ� ^OH[�
Jay lacks— he is always able to 

say what he feels, he is an avid 

conversationalist, and is a very 

nurturing father and partner. 

To put it simply, Mitchell is a 

sensitive modern man.

 As a gay man, Mitchell 

possesses some qualities 

that are characteristic of 

homosexuality. One stereotype 

Mitchell exhibits is his attire. 

Mitchell is always dressed 

UPJLS �̀� ^LHYPUN� MVYTÄ[[PUN�
cardigans and tailored pants, 

lest we forget his bowties. 

While his clothing leans toward 

the metrosexual side of the 

masculinity scale, Mitchell 

clings to a little glimmer of 

rugged manliness with a full 

beard (although if it’s perfectly 

trimmed does that even 

count?).  

 Mitchell is also 

the furthest thing from an 

athlete, another homosexual 

stereotype. In “Punkin 

Chunkin,” when the whole gang 

PZ� H[� [OL� MVV[IHSS� ÄLSK��4P[JOLSS�
tries to be encouraging and 

says that the next pumpkin is 

going through the “goal thingy,” 

I`� ^OPJO� OL� TLHUZ� H� ÄLSK�NVHS�
post. While Jay is often glued 

to a football game, his own son 

doesn’t know, or care to know, 

the rudimentary facts about one 

of America’s favorite sports.

 Finally Mitchell’s sass 

PZ� VɈ� [OL� JOHY[Z�� /PZ� ZHYJHZ[PJ�
comments show that he is witty, 

but he can come across as a 

little insensitive. As opposed to 

Jay’s blatantly rude comments 

though, which seem careless 

and unintelligent, Mitchell’s 

are delivered with humor. For 

example, when explaining why 

they were late, Cameron (Eric 

Stonestreet) talks 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.”

 Needless to say, while 

there are homosexual stereotypes, 

they are presented in a way that 

tries to hold a mirror up to society. 

In an interview from the Archive of 

(TLYPJHU� ;LSL]PZPVU�� JV�JYLH[VY�
Steven Levitan explained the 

thought process behind having 

a gay couple. “We said from the 

very beginning, ‘you know, this is 

going to mean we probably won’t 

be a giant hit’ and we both said, 

‘well you can’t do a show about 

[the American family] without 

this.’” Levitan continued, “So 

we just did the best we can, and 

`LZ�� P[»SS� [\YU�VɈ�H� SHYNL�WVY[PVU�VM�
America, but it has to be.”

 Cameron Tucker:
� ;Y`PUN�[V�YLÅLJ[�ZVJPL[`�PU�
Modern Family means representing 

multiple forms of homosexual 

masculinity as well. That’s right, let 

P[�IL�RUV^U�[V�[OVZL�JSVZL�TPUKLK�
folk: there is more than one type 

of homosexual masculinity. This 

KPɈLYLUJL� PU�THZJ\SPUP[PLZ� PZ� ZLLU�
in relation to Cameron and Mitchell. 

Mitchell clearly wears the masculine 

pants in the relationship while 

Cameron possesses many more 

feminine characteristics, showing 

that Cameron’s homosexuality his 

highly feminized. 

� /PZ� LɈLTPUH[L� X\HSP[PLZ�
are on display in “Punkin Chunkin” 

when he tells his story to a couple 

in the park. By the end of his 

narration he is holding both of their 

hands with his face three inches 

from theirs. It is typically a feminine 

X\HSP[`� [V� IL� [V\JO`�MLLS`� ^P[O�
friends when gossiping or story 

telling, it is even an old stereotype 

for women to be overly emotional. 

 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 

ÅH[[LYLK� HUK� JVTWSPTLU[LK� I`�
Mitchell, his disposition instantly 

changes, showing how easily 

women are manipulated and how 

bipolar their attitude can be.

 Although he is highly 

LɈLTPUH[L� HUK� HSZV� OVTVZL_\HS��
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.” 

When Cameron gets in the truck 

he uses a husky voice, then slips 

back to his normal, stereotypical 

homosexual, voice when his 

nieces mock him. This vocal 

change establishes that there are 

“acceptable norms”: the husky 

voice is more macho while his 

normal voice is the deviation. By 

/HSL`�HUK�(SL_��:HYHO�/`SHUK�HUK�
Ariel Winter) mocking Cameron’s 

husky voice, they are also making 

a comment on how they accept 

Cameron as a homosexual man 

and can’t take him seriously when 

he tries to be overly masculine.

 Cameron tries grasping 

onto any hegemonic masculinity 

again when he refuses help 

backing the truck out of a tight 

parking spot. Like Jay, Cameron 

shows his stubbornness in trying 

to do something by himself in 

order to establish his power 

HZ� H� KVTPUHU[� THSL�� /V^L]LY��
Cameron succumbs and lets 

another man help him, showing 

how he ultimately varies greatly 

from “the ideal man.”

Phil Dunphy:
 Finally, there is the 

M\UU`� N\ �̀� 7OPS� +\UWO �̀� /V^� [V�
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. 

 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, 

Z[\Ɉ� [OL� ;OHURZNP]PUN� [\YRL �̀�
Phil says things like, “Oh my 

goodness, those hands are 

cold,” and, “At least buy me 

KPUULY�ÄYZ[�¹�THRPUN�OPT�ZV\UK�
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 lighting candles, 

going way over the top to 

[Y`� [V� OLSW� OPZ� MH[OLY�PU�
law in the hopes of gaining 

Jay’s approval.

 Phil’s goofball 

qualities and his tendency 

to blow things out of 

WYVWVY[PVU� HSZV� LɈLJ[Z�
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 

IL�W\ɈLK�\W�HUK�MYPSS`¹�HUK�

that Claire needs to stop “folding his 

dreams.” Even when he is trying 

to make a serious and aggressive 

HYN\TLU[�� 7OPS� JVTLZ� VɈ� HZ� NVVM �̀�
forever displacing him from the ideal 

hegemonic masculinity and in a way, 

adulthood.

 Now think again about your 

family gathering around that dinner 

table this holiday season. Not every 

guy at that table is a Jay, Mitchell, 

Cameron or Phil. And that’s truly the 

beauty of what shows like Modern 

Family are ushering in. Men are no 

longer constricted by a one size 

Ä[Z�HSS�THZJ\SPUP[ �̀�:V�I`�HSS�TLHUZ��
adjust those metaphorical masculine 

pants, and while you’re at it, undo 

the belt on you actual pants too; 

you’re going to be uncomfortably full 

from good home cooking. But hey, 

it’s the holidays.     
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*HTLYVU�HUK�OPZ�V]LYS`�L_WYLZZP]L�Z[VY`�[LSSPUN���4P[JOLSS�OPKLZ�LTIHYYHZZTLU[��

One of Phil’s bad decisions.


