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Jordan Stephens, one 
half of US music duo 
Rizzle Kicks fronts 

#IAMWHOLE,  
whole.org.uk, an anti-
stigma mental health 

campaign, which aims 
to encourage young 
people to speak out, 

seek help and get 
support. He also 

speaks out a lot on 
toxic masculinity. Find 

him on Instagram 
@jordanfstephens.  

Whether in Year 7 or 
about to retire, we all 
have stories of how 
we have dealt with 

life’s challenges.  

CherWellBeing is a 
space for us to share 
them. Here you will 
find interviews and 
articles written by 
staff, students and 

parents. Stories can 
be anonymous to 
allow us to write 

freely. 
So when we feel as 

though no-one 
understands us or we 

can’t deal with an 
illness or difficult 
situation, we’ll see 

stories of people who 
may have dealt with 
similar experiences, 
as well as tools and 

links to help us.  

If you would like to 
contribute or link us 

to online content that 
you found helpful, 

please contact 
cherwellbeing@cher

well.oxon.sch.uk. 
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This term’s CherWellBeing is about being a man. Not acting 
tough, entertaining others and being macho. It’s about being open 
to debate, discussion and breaking taboos. In a recent poll, 40% 
of men said they wouldn’t talk to anyone about their mental 
health. 77% said they’d struggled with mental health issues. 75% 
of suicides in the UK are male. We need to share our own 
experiences to empower others. It’s the biggest stride we can take 
to improve men’s mental health, but in our current climate, it’s 
also the hardest. Let’s work together to change that.

What does it mean to be a real man? Toby Saunders, Year 13

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=zOxfvGxyt5w
https://www.whole.org.uk
mailto:cherwellbeing@cherwell.oxon.sch.uk
mailto:cherwellbeing@cherwell.oxon.sch.uk
mailto:cherwellbeing@cherwell.oxon.sch.uk?subject=
https://www.whole.org.uk
mailto:cherwellbeing@cherwell.oxon.sch.uk
mailto:cherwellbeing@cherwell.oxon.sch.uk
mailto:cherwellbeing@cherwell.oxon.sch.uk?subject=
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=zOxfvGxyt5w


 2

STUDENT ISSUE SIX, TERM ONE, 2019/20

The Brad Pitts and the Gyllenhaals

Years ago on Saturdays, I would go to Holland 
and Barrett after swimming class with my mum. At 
the cashier my eyes would inadvertently wander 
towards the men’s magazines. The toned, 
muscular bodies of the Brad Pitts and Jake 
Gyllenhaals of the world glossed the front covers 
and I would stare with envy as my mother 
rummaged through her purse for change on her 
Voltarol. The expectations put upon men are 
everywhere and obvious.

I have struggled with my image long before the 
hormonal and subsequent emotional changes 
related to my body in puberty. In my last year back 
in my home country, age 5, I gained a lot of 
weight. Back there I remember having a confident 
attitude and confident body image. However, my 
gaining weight, coupled with the fact that I was 
moving to a new country and having to adapt to a 
new language, made me more reserved and timid.

In primary school I was bullied a lot for my weight. 
For many years, although having quickly built up 
my English, I was lonely and became increasingly 
concerned about what people thought of my body, 
Throughout primary schools, teachers and pupils 
always complained that I was the slowest to 
change for PE. In reality I’d hide and wait for 
everyone to finish changing and leave before I’d 
start. 
 
Secondary school and puberty enraged an 
already chronic problem. Stress grew, as did my 
weight and my insecurities about the way that I 
acted around people. My father, having a more 
conservative background, sometimes became 
frustrated with my more feminine manner and at 
times told me how to be and act ‘like a man’. This 
was also articulated by other people in my life.

Being bisexual, I also feel, whether fabricated in 
my mind or not, an immense amount of pressure 
and expectation from some of the LGBT 
community on how to look, act and feel about 
certain issues. I was in a situation where I had two 
contradicting sides of my life telling me different 
things on how and what to be.

I don’t like being more feminine than other guys, I 
don’t like my mannerisms and I don’t like my body. 
There are things that I can change and things that 
I can’t. The world runs on compromise, and I have 
to, and am learning to, live and be confident with 
what I have. For the past two years I had not been 
able to take my shirt off at the beach. This year I 
finally, albeit with some hesitation, managed to do 
it. Having lost some weight I have been more 
confident in myself, but it has, admittedly, been a 
lot of work, physically and mentally.

I wanted to write things because I don’t want 
people to continue or start feeling the same way I 
do about myself. Unfortunately I can’t think 
rationally for myself, so the least I can do is share 
the little wisdom I have to put some sense into 
others that maybe need a little help.

You don’t need to have the body of the Brad Pitt’s 
and Jake Gyllenhaal’s on the cover of men’s 
magazines to be happy. You don’t need a voice 
lower than this line ___ to be confident. You 
cannot be more of a ‘man’ than you already are. 
The only thing that you can do is become a more 
confident, happier and healthier version of 
yourself, and that positivity will radiate onto others. 
Everyone else is already taken.

I make my own decisions on what I like to believe 
and feel about certain issues, and I don’t let 
myself become complacent or passive to groups, 
communities and people where I don’t completely 
agree to their views. I won’t let myself be 
manipulated and pigeon-holed, and neither should 
anyone else.

Being a man isn’t a state of mind, it isn’t a feeling. 
A man is simply a human being of the male 
gender. Man is a spectrum. There is no such thing 
as being more ‘manly’, a more masculine or more 
feminine man is, still, a man. A man who decides 
to wear a heeled shoe is still a man. A man who 
wears makeup is still a man. A  man who also 
goes to the gym is also, a man. It doesn’t matter 
how big your muscles are or whether you have a 
limp wrist or you like the colour pink, blue, orange 
or black. The fact is that we all go to the same 
bathroom and, on that door, it says men. 
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Being Anti-Dad

I’ve grown up in a time of changing attitudes 
between the sexes. In the Seventies we grew 
up being taught that everybody was equal, yet 
you still saw around you that men and women 
did traditional things. But it was coming to the 
end of the era where the housewife stayed at 
home. 

The message I got from my father was that it 
was your job and your responsibility to look 
after yourself; be out there as soon as possible 
earning your way, paying your way and 
standing on your own two feet. Be a man and 
stand up for yourself. Be the breadwinner - the 
last thing you ever wanted to be was a 
scrounger. But he wasn’t really like that 
himself. 

He had issues, he was mentally unstable. For a 
while he’d be out working and we’d all be 
happy, then he’d get depression and wouldn’t 
come out of his room for weeks on end. Then 
he’d get up, clean the house and have tea for 
you, then he’d go out and get a job and then 
he’d get hit with the depression again and be 
back to square one. I’d go around to people’s 
houses and you’d know you could never invite 
people around to yours because of him. 

Mum went out to work and he cleaned the 
house as well. We used to call him Mr Fussy 
(after the Mr Men character) because he liked 
to have everything neat and tidy and everything 
in its place. Didn’t like any mess. You never 
quite knew what was going to make him lash 
out. We used to wonder: how do we pacify the 
situation here and how do we stop any 
explosions? He wasn’t cruel for the sake of 
being cruel, but I think he had depression. 

I was too young when he died to really work 
that out then. I remember talking to my niece 
and she said her Mum hasn’t said much, but 
she said that he was mentally ill and I hadn’t 
really clicked that (this was years ago) and I 
didn’t like the idea of saying such things about 
my Dad. These days it’s much more common 
to say that.

So although he taught us how to be a man in 
his good times, I guess what I learnt was how 
not to be, rather than how to be. We all learned 
that, my sister and my brother. How to be anti-
Dad. It’s something I recognise in them, 
although we still don’t talk about it. 

A big message I learnt was to keep your fists to 
yourself, because he used to hit us. So I learnt 
how to try and be a bit empathic and try and 
think about what other people were thinking. 
We all grew up with the attitude let’s not be like 
Dad, let’s be the opposite. You hear about 
people who did something bad and they say oh 
that’s what their father did to them, so that’s 
why I’m doing it, but we all determined that we 
weren’t going to be like that.

We’ve all turned out the same - anti-Dad. Try 
and be normal. As a parent, I try and give 
everything I didn’t get myself, try and give a 
stable, almost boring home, happy-as-possible, 
somewhere very stable to come back to, 
somewhere open.

Because of what I’ve been through, I’ve 
rejected the idea of preventing people from 
entering roles that they want to enter or forcing 
people into roles that they don’t want to be in. 
Nowadays it’s all about equality and people go 
out of their way to put that into practice.

In terms of my own marriage, I am the main 
breadwinner but that’s because that’s what my 
wife wanted. I wanted her to have what she 
wanted, in the same way that she wants me to 
have what I wanted, and I was very surprised 
to learn that what she really wanted was to be 
a traditional stay-at-home housewife. She 
didn’t want a career and she was annoyed that 
you almost have to go and do that now. We 
ensured that she could be a stay-at-home 
mum, although now our daughter is older, she 
runs a small business from home. We share 
the housework.
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Who Owns Courage or 
Leadership?

I was recently sent a survey from a 
university student for a dissertation 
with the following research question:

From the list below, please tick the 
qualities you associate masculinity 
with…
Leadership, Aggression, Violence, 
Assertiveness, Strength, Power, 
Argumentative, Compulsive, 
Boastful, Authoritative, Courageous, 
Protective, Physical, Supremacy, 
Independent, Self-confident, 
Dominant, Determination, 
Endurance, Danger, Other, please 
list in the box below
 
From the list below, please tick the 
qualities you associate femininity 
with…
Caring, Thoughtful, Compassionate, 
Graceful, Sensitive, Careful, 
Reserved, Subordinate, 
Marginalised, Inferior, 
Complementary, Physical 
vulnerability, Compliance, Nurturing, 
Quiet, Listening, Weak, Attached, 
Little formalised power, Domestic 
role e.g child nurturing or cleaning, 
Other, please list in the box below

I was shocked. Partly because the participant 
had no choice but to conform to age-old 
stereotypes of masculinity and femininity, and 
partly because this was a student in their last 
year at a good university. It may have just been 
a poorly-designed question with no malice 
behind it, but it did show how omnipresent 
these attitudes still are.

If you watch the Youtube video that goes with 
this edition of CherWellbeing, it again 
reinforces the cultural expectations that have 
traditionally come with being male. Basically a 
list of things you need to be (confident, a 
leader, positive) and things you definitely can’t 
be (indecisive, over-sensitive, negative). And to 
be honest it’s quite saddening. Like most of us, 
I see myself as a mixture of personality traits, 
and I resent the idea of being squeezed into a 
type. As a man, I don’t want to not be able to 

claim qualities like courage or leadership, but I 
also want to be able to possess qualities that 
have typically been thought of as feminine. In 
other words, I – like most people I hope - want 
to select from both lists on this survey when it 
comes to defining my identity.

But aren’t these notions being challenged? 
Aren’t enlightened men and women starting to 
unpick the myth of masculinity? Well yes, to an 
extent. And in certain places. If you’re reading 
this magazine in this school, it’s likely that you 
share my frustration with the survey above, and 
empathise with my resentment at being 
pigeonholed according to gender. So I didn’t 
want to write about masculinity as a social 
construct – I suppose this is roughly what I 
think, but you will most likely have seen, read 
and heard better-informed people on this 
before. 

Moreover, we all have incredible role models – 
both men and women, staff and students – who 
make a mockery of the idea that confidence, 
leadership and positivity are available to men 
only. And even more importantly, we share a 
culture which permits all of us to be indecisive, 
over-sensitive and negative at times, 
irrespective of our gender. So it can be easy to 
think in a place like this that notions of 
masculinity and femininity are being challenged 
– and they are – but venture just a little way 
outside of this and you’ll find surprisingly hard-
line attitudes around gender surprisingly 
nearby.

It feels like an ‘us and them’ culture of 
masculinity is embedded in our political 
systems: the backlash on US abortion laws 
following a shift in the makeup of the Supreme 
Court, for example. And also much closer at 
hand: how far do you have to look through your 
own family members and friends to find a very 
fixed and traditional view of masculinity? For 
me, I’m afraid it was not very far at all. For all I 
can go on about this, it doesn’t seem worth that 
much if my own family don’t agree with me. 
Therefore, more than trying to say anything 
particularly enlightening about masculinity itself, 
I realised I felt more strongly about encouraging 
communication between people who see it 
differently - making the effort to start 
conversations in a way that involves and 
connects rather than alienates. And how 
important is that just now?
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