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Abstract

Gym Bros and Dandies: The Evolution of Masculinity and Appearance
explores the evolving relationship between fashion, masculinity,
and identity through the archetypes of the dandy and the gym
bro. Tracing their roots from Enlightenment ideals to contem-
porary digital culture, it examines how style and the body func-
tion as performances of power, resistance, and belonging. Case
studies—from Beau Brummell to Black dandyism, from gym cul-
ture to the manosphere—highlight how masculinity is continu-
ously reshaped by cultural, historical, political and technological
forces. Rather than treating masculinity as fixed, the book frames
it as a dynamic construct, opening possibilities for more inclu-
sive, fluid, and healthier expressions of male identity.
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Introduction

Much like the nineteenth-century dandy, who appeared in the
vacuum of a crumbling aristocratically ordered society, today’s
young men find themselves navigating a similar cultural limbo.
Traditional markers of masculinity have lost much of their author-
ity, yet what is to replace them remains uncertain.

The dandy found his role during the Enlightenment, a period
when reason and purpose took center stage. As it pushed aside
the lavishness and irrationality of earlier aristocratic ideologies,
the common man became increasingly important, along with
his purpose in life. The legacy of Enlightened ideas is still retrace-
able in our contemporary society.

The Enlightenment can be seen as a continuous thread through-
out the evolution of the modern era of masculinity and appear-
ance. Its ideals of reason, discipline, and self-cultivation laid the
groundwork for prestigious ways of embodying manhood, pro-
viding heavy anchors for both external presentation and internal
identity. From the dandy’s refined sartorial codes to the gym bro’s
rigorous sculpting of the body, each archetype reflects a clear
Enlightenment legacy. It is found in the belief that masculinity is
something to be consciously constructed and that its power has
to be displayed. Even as fashions and cultural contexts shift, this
heritage persists, reminding us that the body and its appearance
are never neutral but are deeply intertwined with the worldviews
of the generations before us.



xx  Gym Bros and Dandies

The current shifts we experience today underline that while mas-
culinity is often imagined as static, it is in fact submissive toward
outer occurrences and is a result of these ever-changing and
fleeting shifts. Each era and each social change redirects what it
means to be a man. Such reshaping is to be discovered in man-
ners of dress, attitude, and physique. The construction of gender
is ultimately one of identity, and therefore of fashion. Both gen-
der and fashion operate through similar mechanisms, with the
body serving as a reflection of the culture in which it is situated.
Through the act of self-fashioning, societal expectations, ideals,
and norms are made visible.

For the nineteenth-century dandy, style is achieved through a
carefully curated wardrobe. His style resembled that of a personal
uniform and was always paired with wit, charm, and an unmis-
takable measured amount of arrogance. Clothing is the vessel,
but the true craft lies in harmonizing attire with personality.

The twenty-first century gym bro, in contrast, uses the body as
a medium. Muscles, posture, and physical presence become
instruments for self-fashioning. This physical cultivation is char-
acteristically combined with a stoic demeanor. The full visual
communicates hegemonic masculine power, and thus physical
hierarchy.

In both cases, style transcends fleeting trends, and fashion
becomes a medium through which identity is constructed, and
masculinity is reinforced. This book explores the two archetypes
of the historical dandy and the contemporary gym bro. Not as
curiosity, but as pivotal markers in the ongoing evolution of mas-
culinity and appearance.
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It begins in Chapter 1 with the archetypal dandy, Beau Brummell.
An ultra-stylish individual whose distinctive style helped shape
modern men's fashion. While Brummell appeared to be an auton-
omous individual, he was in fact heavily reliant on aristocratic
patronage. His life illustrates how appearance, social position,and
personal identity are inextricably linked. Chapter 2 explores how
fashion can serve as a tool of cultural resistance through Black
Dandyism. Figures such as Julius Soubise and the Congolese
sapeurs demonstrate that clothing and behavior are powerful
means of negotiating identity, asserting agency, and navigating
social hierarchies. Chapter 3 illustrates the parallel between the
nineteenth-century dandy and the twenty-first century gym bro.
Both archetypes perform masculinity through their bodies: one
emphasizes elegance and cultural sophistication, the other phys-
ical strength. Masculinity, however, is not only shaped by style or
muscle;itis also shaped by how others perceive and judge it. This
brings us to Chapter 4, which examines how men are increas-
ingly subjected to external ideals that influence self-perception
and behavior. While female objectification often emphasizes
passivity and sexual appeal, men are evaluated in a different
manner, through strength, dominance, and achievement. In
turn, self-worth is tied to performance. This dynamic intensifies
in Chapter 5, where social platforms and endless exposure to
idealized images magnify comparison and pressure. Here, the
pursuit of the “perfect” body becomes less a personal goal and
a more social expectation. This trend can be traced back to the
bodybuilding subculture of the 1980s. As discussed in Chapter 6,
it has since evolved into a form of hypermasculine representa-
tion that has arguably intensified, contributing to restrictive and



xxii ~ Gym Bros and Dandies

damaging ideals with profound implications for mental health.
These pressures find perhaps their most extreme expression in
Chapter 7, where we see how the drive for perfection can lead
to harmful behaviors. Most importantly, the chapter addresses
steroid use and the rising development of muscle dysmorphia.
These issues illustrate how culture, media, and physical ideals
define masculinity in narrow, often destructive and reductive
ways. Chapter 8 offers a case study of a quintessential “gym bro!
Here we met the"God of Aesthetics”: Zyzz. Zyzz blended physical
aesthetics with online communities and inspired many men to
pursue body transformation. In turn, he reinforced the pressure
of unattainable standards embedded within hegemonic mas-
culinity. Chapter 9 explores how contemporary shifts, such as
feminist critique, changing labor markets, and evolving gender
norms, have challenged traditional manhood. It also addresses
how many men, because of these shifts, have become unsure
of their place in the world. This uncertainty has been exploited
by reactionary digital spaces like the manosphere but simulta-
neously has opened the door for developing new understand-
ings of what it means to be a man. Finally, Chapter 10 explores
the psychological consequences of the pressure of being “a real
man. Boys are socialized to suppress vulnerability, to perform
toughness, and to measure themselves against impossible ide-
als. When support and guidance are lacking, some turn to the
manosphere for validation. The true resolution of this societal
conundrum lies in cultivating emotionally literate, flexible mod-
els of masculinity. Only then can men navigate their identities
authentically, embracing a spectrum of strength, sensitivity, and
self-expression without fear or constraint.
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Together, these chapters reveal that masculinity is neither fixed
nor monolithic. It is a negotiation, which means that it is at
times a struggle. However, as this book argues, it should also be
embraced as a site of possibilities. Adopting such a perspective
is crucial as engaging in conversations about evolving mascu-
linity has become increasingly difficult. Efforts to reflect on or
rethink masculinity are often met with suspicion: some dismiss
these conversations as attacks under the label of “toxic mascu-
linity” Nuanced discussions are then quickly turned into moral
judgments, leaving no space for honest self-reflection. Others
perceive conversations about masculinity as attempts to defend
traditional male privilege or reinforce patriarchal authority.
Needless to say, both reactions discourage open engagement
and have turned masculinity into a defensive rather than reflec-
tive topic. Consequently, honest and constructive dialogue
about what it means to be a man has become increasingly rare.
This reluctance has left a significant gap in public and academic
discourse: whereas femininity, queerness, and other gender
expressions are rightfully continually examined and reimagined,
masculinity often remains unspoken or approached solely
through critique.

This book seeks to move into that gap. Not to redeem or con-
demn masculinity, but to examine it as a cultural and aesthetic
construct that is constantly evolving. It asks the central ques-
tion: what does masculinity mean in contemporary society? By
reflecting on the histories of masculinities as ideological con-
structs, gendered performances, and fashioned embodiments
through the lens of both the dandy and the gym bro, this book
explores how men navigate their roles and identities today.
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This book offers insights into how we could move toward a mod-
ern form of masculinity that is more inclusive, less rigid, and most
importantly, healthier for all. It advocates for a masculinity that
recognizes the pressures men face, imagines alternatives to tra-
ditional norms, and still allows men to stay connected to aspects
of masculine tradition.



Scope and
limitations

This book offers an analysis of gym bros and dandies as arche-
types in the evolution of masculinity and appearance, but it is
important to acknowledge its scope and limitations. The per-
spectives developed here emerge largely from Western contexts,
with much of the scholarship drawn from studies situated in the
United States and Europe. As such, the lens through which mas-
culinity and style are examined is culturally and geographically
specific and therefore limited.

Given this Western perspective, patriarchy inevitably forms the
context through which masculinity is defined. It must also be
noted that while this book focuses on men, it is just as much a
book about all genders. Masculinity cannot be understood in iso-
lation: it exists in dialogue with femininity, with queerness, and
with the many shifting expressions of identity that we find in our
societies. All genders influence and reshape one another. As the
chapters in this book will demonstrate, the performances of “the
dandy” and “the gym bro” both respond to and exert pressure
upon broader cultural understandings of masculinity, and thus
gender itself.

The majority of the existing research on which this book builds
has focused on the experiences of cisgender, and often hetero-
sexual, men. While issues of gender, sexuality, and race are deeply
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relevant to understanding masculinity, LGBTQ+ and BIPOC per-
spectives remain underrepresented in much of the current lit-
erature. Future research in these directions is both urgent and
essential, as it would significantly enrich and complicate the dis-
cussion | engaged in throughout this book.

Although the concept of the “black dandy” is discussed in
Chapter 2, this research primarily focuses on the Brummellian
dandy of George Bryan Brummell. Many sources present
Brummell as the archetypal or“original”dandy, a perspective that
is widely accepted in existing literature. While | do only partly
agree with this stance, my discussion is constrained by the scope
and focus of the available sources, which had influence on the
course of my analysis.

The later chapters turn toward the digital spaces of masculin-
ity, with particular attention to what has come to be known as
the "manosphere” This is a complex, multifaceted phenomenon
that cannot be fully captured within the scope of a single book,
let alone a chapter. In this book, the manosphere is treated very
briefly. Within this introduction of the manosphere, a conscious
choice has been made not to highlight or name individual misog-
ynistic figures within these online communities. Their notoriety
already affords them sufficient exposure, and centering them
in this book could contribute to amplifying their voices further.
More importantly, the aim is not to fixate on specific personali-
ties but to illustrate and dissect the ideologies that sustain these
spaces and motivate such individuals. Hatred and exclusion will
always take on new forms. | believe that the only way to counter
them effectively is by looking closely at the forces behind them.
Thus, this is what | aimed to do in writing this book.
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Last, drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s insight that we experience
the world through the vehicle of the body (Merleau-Ponty,
2012[1945], p. 84), | must acknowledge my own vehicle in writing
this book: that of a cis woman reflecting on men’s experiences.
My body and lived reality inevitably shaped the way | interpret
the practices, narratives, and representations of masculinity.
While | have strived wholeheartedly to remain objective, to stay
curious about perspectives beyond my own, and to sketch an
image as true to form as possible, the outcome is necessarily
selective. This is perhaps the very essence of having a body as
the vehicle through which we move in life.



Learning objectives

1.

Analyze and describe the figures of the dandy and the
gym bro as historical and contemporary archetypes of
masculinity.

Evaluate the role of Enlightenment ideals (reason, disci-
pline, self-cultivation) in shaping modern notions of mas-
culine appearance.

Compare different cultural expressions of dandyism, includ-
ing Beau Brummell, Black dandyism, and Congolese sapeurs.
Discuss the psychological and social consequences of body
ideals, including issues such as body dysmorphia, perfec-
tionism, and validation culture.

Identify continuities and changes in hegemonic masculin-
ity across historical and contemporary contexts.
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