
What does it mean to 
be 'manly'?
A corpus analysis of masculinity in the 19th 

century

Paul Engström

Department of English

Bachelor Degree Project

English Linguistics

 

Spring 2014

 

Supervisor: Frank Bramlett



What does it mean to be 
'manly'?
A corpus analysis of masculinity in the 19th century

Paul Engström

Abstract
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1. Introduction

“... that gender is a choice, or that gender is a role, or that gender
 is a construction that one puts on, as one puts on clothes in the 

morning, that there is a 'one' who is prior to this gender, a one who
goes to the wardrobe of gender and decides with deliberation

which gender it will be today.” 

― Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity

1.1 The purpose of this essay

In the past few decades, the field of gender studies has been of growing interest among

researchers, and  has  made us  question what  it  really  means  to  belong to a  specific

gender. One of the first books to describe the idea of gender as being something we

perform was  Gender Trouble by Judith Butler in 1990  – a text which became a  very

important inspiration for feminism. Since then, the theory  of performativity  has been

applied to the study of masculinity, which tries to define the notions of what it means to

be a man and the greater implications that this has on gender roles and society. Reading

about  Butler  and  masculinity  theory  made  me  think  about  how  gender  is  socially

constructed, and I decided that this essay should be a contribution to the field of gender

studies in the form of a linguistic analysis of a word connected to perceptions of men. I

judged that it would be most effective to look at adjectives such as manly or masculine,

because  by  definition  these  words  describe  behaviours  which  are  perceived  to  be

appropriate for men. As the word masculine also describes the distinction between men

and women in a biological sense, I chose to look at the word manly in this study. After a

preliminary search in various corpora it became clear that the word was much more

common during the 19th century and therefore I  restricted my research to this  time-

frame, to see what meaning the word carried during this time. Throughout this essay the

phrase 'the word manly' will be used to refer to the word in its adjective or adverb form

and will thus not consider other grammatical functions such as proper nouns etcetera.

    The idea that gender is performative means that we construct our identities through

everything we do and this also means that it is greatly reflected in our language (Butler

1998). Therefore, by looking at the contexts and manners in which we use words related

to  a  specific  gender  we can  learn  more  about  how it  is  perceived.  As the  roles  of

masculinity are not set in stone, but are rather constructed through our daily lives, they

 5



are therefore prone to change in accordance with contemporary society.  This in turn

leads to changes in the meaning of the word manly, and calls for the study of its older

usages as opposed to more recent times.

    Considering the varied nature of gender performances, it is thus likely that a study of

the word  manly will  reveal  that this  term has a broad variety of usages.  For future

research it would be beneficial to compare my results with studies into contemporary

usages of the word manly in order to determine whether its meaning has changed over

time. 

In conducting this research the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA) will

be used in order to find the answers to the following questions:

 In what context is the word manly used and what meaning does it carry in the

19th century?

 What can this tell us about how masculinity was perceived during this time?

    The main aim of this essay will be to examine the linguistic properties of the word

such as overall frequency in the corpus, spread throughout different discourses, words

in collocations and semantic meaning, but the findings will also be related to gender

studies in the discussion section. What I hope to achieve through this essay is a deeper

understanding of the complex concept  of  what  it  means  to  be  manly, and how  this

concept was perceived in earlier times. 

1.2 Gender Performativity and Masculinity Theory

One of the first to introduce the idea of gender as being performative was Judith Butler

in her book  Gender Trouble, which  has become a great inspiration to feminism and

other academic fields (Butler, 2010 ). The basic notion is that gender is something that

we  create  and  sustain  through  our  own  actions,  which  means  that  it  is  a  human

construction rather than a physical difference in our bodies. Butler (2010) claims that

there is no 'original' gender and that what we perceive as 'female' or 'male' are therefore

open for interpretation:  

 6



 'Because  there  is  neither  an  “essence”   that  gender  expresses  or  externalizes   nor  an

objective ideal to which gender aspires, and because gender is not a fact, the various acts of

gender create the idea of gender, and without those  acts, there would be no gender at all.'

(Butler: 2010, 2551). 

In behaving in what we believe to be typical ways for women or men, we create and

reproduce an image of how gender is  defined which in  turn strengthens its  validity

across  society  (Butler,  2010,  p.  2552). Butler  then  claims  that  there  is  no 'right'  or

'wrong'  in  our  interpretations  of gender,  as it  is  in something that  we establish and

perform  on  our  own.  The  notion  of  gender  roles  as  being  something  'fixed'  and

'predetermined',  is deeply rooted in our psyche, and being aware of the performative

nature of gender is the first step towards changing the way we look at men and women.

    As previously mentioned, Butler's theory has largely been considered an inspiration

for feminism. However it is also helped in triggering the study of 'Masculinity theory',

which  began  to  question  the  essence  of  masculinity  (Emig  &  Rowland,  2010).

Masculinity studies was first introduced during the 1970s as a response to feminism,

and criticised the notion of one predominant form of masculinity (often referred to as

'hegemonic' masculinity) which  is  described  as an almost unattainable aspiration for

males (McGinley, 2013, p. 316). In addition to the expectations towards men, they are

also seen as aggressive, power hungry, competitive, territorial and prone from birth to

form men's clubs (Connell, 2005, p. 47). However, the accounts that are said to reflect

natural masculinity are not based on facts, but are,  as Connell argues, 'almost entirely

fictional'  (Connell,  2005,  p.  47).   Rather  than  being  due  to  a  difference  in  nature,

masculinity scholars claim that men's performances of gender are linked to a variety of

different  social  identities  such  as  'race,  class,  sexual  orientation,  age'  and  so  on

(McGinley, 2013,  p. 315).  This  is  further  emphasised  by  Connell  who  brings  up

examples of '...cultures and historical situations where rape is absent, or extremely rare;

where homosexual behaviour is majority practice... where mothers do not predominate

in childcare... and where men are not normally aggressive.' (Connell, 2005, p. 47).

    Even  if  men  are  powerful in  groups,  masculinity  theory  claims  that  men  as

individuals often feel powerless in  face  in of the expectations of society (McGinley,

2013, p. 317). McGinley also points out that this form of social pressure can be harmful

not  only  to  men,  but  also  to  women,  since men  use  aggressive  and  competitive

behaviour in order to impress other males in their surroundings (McGinley, 2010, p.
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316).  Furthermore, problems with masculinity can also be seen in  the way in which

men are portrayed  on television. According to a study presented by Emig & Rowland

(2010),  75% of  the  material  is  unfavourable  to  men,  categorising  them as  'rapists,

harassers or deadbeat dads' (Emig & Rowland, 2010, p. 7).

    As described above, our notions of masculinity affect our actions or statements, and

are thus very much visible in our language. By looking at the word manly in the COHA,

we can get an idea of what different kinds of meanings are associated with the word,

and in turn shed some light on the different performances of masculinity in the 19th

century.

2. Methodology

2.1 About corpus-based studies

The corpus is a powerful tool when examining one or more features of a language. It is

created for the specific purpose of representing language at large, making it possible to

look  at  patterns  of  language  use  within  a  large  number  of  natural  texts,  and  also

compare  the language of  different  kinds  of  discourse.  By the use of  computers  the

researcher can count several thousand occurrences of a word in the corpus as well as

keeping track of its collocates, without missing a single one of the occurrences, which is

always a risk if it were to be done by hand (Biber, 2005, p. 22). Corpus research also

enables looking at typical occurring patterns in texts rather than examples that stand out

to the reader.  This  is  important  because humans tend to notice unusual  occurrences

more easily than typical ones, rendering conclusions based on such intuition unreliable

(Biber, 2005, p. 3).

    Finally, corpus-based studies might usually be associated with quantitative methods,

but a qualitative perspective is also often included in order to substantiate findings and

provide a more comprehensive view of the language (McEnery & Wilson, 2001). 

2.2 Word meaning and definition

As Nick Riemer points out in his book Introducing Semantics, the concept of a word is

closely connected to its definition. Knowing a word’s concept also requires one to know

how to use it  in  accordance  with its  definition  (Riemer,  2010,  p.  46).  However,  as
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explained by Riemer, the kind of definition that is described in dictionaries can be quite

different from  our  mental lexicons,  which usually have to be much more detailed in

comparison (Riemer, 2010, p. 47). In addition to complicating the meaning of the word

on its own, it also includes words in their surroundings. For example, the meaning of a

word tends to vary according to its  collocation, which is the linguistic context of the

word (Riemer, 2010, p. 57). A phrase like 'I cut my foot' is quite different from other

usages such as 'cut a cake', 'cut someone's hair' or 'cut the wood'.  The different usages

may all  vary in 'the nature of the event, the means by which it is accomplished, its

typical object, and the extent to which it is deliberate' but nevertheless, we still find that

they are all strongly connected with the verb to cut (Riemer, 2010, p. 57).

    To examine  the  meaning  of  the  world  manly,  I  have  chosen to  work  with  the

substitutability method which uses the concepts of  definiens (the words which try to

define  manly)  and the  definiendum (the concept  which they try to describe,  i.e. the

essence of the word  manly) (Riemer,  2010,  p. 66). Riemer describes the core of the

method  in  the  following  manner:  'substitution  of  the  definiens  for  the  definiendum

should be truth preserving in all contexts' (Riemer, 2010,  p. 69). This means that by

replacing the word in a text with its definition, you can find out if the meaning and

definition correspond to one another. What is important here is that even if the form of

the sentence changes, it  will remain true without the loss or addition of any meaning

(Riemer, 2010, p. 70). The concept of substitutability is generally accepted to the extent

that lexicographic papers often take it for implicit, and I  intend to work with it in the

same manner within this study. 

    In her essay Ordet grym i ny användning, Anna Ericsson uses the above method to

examine the meaning of the Swedish word grym in different Swedish corpora (Ericsson,

2009). In a similar manner, I will consult seven dictionaries from the 19th century,  and

subsequently  establish different categories of meaning. These categories will then be

used as my framework when working with the substitutability of manly in the COHA to

determine the meaning that the word carried during the 19th century.
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3. Results

3.1 The distribution of manly in the COHA

As this is a corpus-based survey, it feels appropriate to first give a general overview of

the word  manly in the corpus before examining it semantically.  When looking at the

word in the COHA, there are 4921 occurrences of  manly, of which 3581 occurrences

are in the 19th century. Looking closer at the statistics, the word is especially frequent in

the 1830s-1890s, after which there is a drastic decline in usage. The occurrences in this

century thus make up 72.7% of the entire corpus, suggesting a decrease in the popularity

of the word in contemporary American English.  However, as repeatedly pointed out by

Biber,  such  overall  generalizations  can  be  misleading  (Biber,  2005,  p.  32).  Indeed,

among the 400 million words that make up the COHA, only 32.5% are from the 19th

century,  implying that  the word was  in  fact  significantly more  common during this

period than suggested at  first glance. This issue is also apparent when looking at how

the word manly is spread across different registers.

Looking at Table 1 above, there is quite  a  significant difference in the frequency of

occurrence  of  the  word  manly in  different  registers.  However,  when considered in

relation to the total number of words in each category, the rate of occurrence is in fact

not quite so different. Even though the word manly still appears far more frequently in

Fiction and Magazines  than in  the other two categories,  the former two show a very

similar  rate of occurrence.  Non-fiction  and Newspapers  are  similarly close together,

though comparatively small. Furthermore, there is no material from before 1860s in the

Newspapers register, which might explain the relatively low frequency.
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3.2 Adjacent and distant collocates  

To understand the meaning of a word it is also important to examine what different

forms  of  association  patterns it  has  -  that  is,  'the  stylistic  ways  in  which  linguistic

features are used in association with other linguistic and non-linguistic features' (Biber,

2005, p. 5). As Biber points out, words do not necessarily need to be in direct adjacency

to each other to be connected in meaning (Biber, 2005, p. 51). Because of this collocates

up to  9 words  away from  the word  manly  was examined, to  see if  there were any

interesting patterns. 

Biber warns us that more common words might show up as collocates just because of

their  relative  occurrences  in  the  corpus,  and  that  one  should  thus  be  critical  when

looking at these words. However, as displayed in Table 2 above, all of the collocates

have a Mutual Information value (MI-value) of more than 3, which implies a significant

association with manly (Hunston, 2002, p. 71). The collocates that are listed here thus

show with reasonable reliability which words are usually associated with the concept of

manly, providing a preliminary insight in the meaning of the word.

3.3 Dictionary definitions

In order to establish categories of meaning for my analysis of the material gathered from

COHA, seven different dictionaries ranging from 1844 to 1953 were chosen to see how

the word manly was described in contemporary society. The reason why this time-frame

was selected is because dictionaries, at least in older times, usually describe the usages

of words several decades before their time. It would therefore be reasonable to say that
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these definitions are suitable to represent the usage from the early 19th century to the

beginning  of  the  20th century.  In  compiling  these  definitions,  the  Oxford  English

Dictionary (OED) was used as displayed in Figure 1 below. The definitions described

here are quoted from the OED, and the colours represent which dictionaries they can be

found in. The '–' symbol means that the above definition was not found in any of the

dictionaries.

Figure 1. Definitions for the word manly in the OED

The two most common definitions (which occur in all of the dictionaries) describe the

word manly as meaning 'possessing qualities or characteristics traditionally associated

with men' and 'befitting or belonging to a man'. Together with the definitions referring

to women and adult or mature males they are the only definitions that are not obsolete in

contemporary society, indicating a change in meaning over time. The definition of the

word as meaning 'human' is only found in A Dictionary of the English Language, and

even then it is not written explicitly, but rather referred to as 'manlike'. The definitions

of 2c and 5 are not described specifically in any of the dictionaries, suggesting that these

definitions were not common in the 19th century.
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    It is also worth noting that the distinction from women and children in 2a only occurs

in three dictionaries: 1850, 1949 and 1953. Furthermore, The Century Dictionary (1850)

and  The New “Standard” Dictionary  of  the  English  Language (1953)  also  provide

additional  information  on  the  qualities  and  characteristics  of  men – the  former

describing them as 'the  proper characteristics of a man' and the latter as 'qualities or

characteristic  of  a  true man'.  The  different  dictionaries  describe  these  qualities  and

characteristics  of  men  using  several  different  adjectives,  and  thus  to  facilitate  the

analysis of the COHA data there is a need to group them into sub-categories of their

own.

 
3.4 Categorization of meaning

The definitions  listed  in  Figure  1 above,  provide a  preliminary set  of  categories  of

meaning.  However,  before  applying  them to the  examples  from COHA, two of  the

categories,  namely  2a (traditional  characteristics  and qualities)  and 3 (befitting  of  a

man), require further investigation. The different characteristics or qualities described as

being  traditionally associated with men vary between the dictionaries, and as such, in

order to get a clearer picture of the meaning of the word, it is necessary to group them

into  several  sub-categories  of  meaning.  In  establishing  this  grouping,  the  synonym

search function in COHA and dictionary definitions of the OED were used in order to

judge what words belong together. Based on these results, topics were created to match

each of the categories:

Sub-categories of category 2a
2a1. Courage
- Brave, Bold, Courageous, Fearless

2a2. Strength of mind 
- Firm, Resolute, Strong, Undaunted, Undismayed, Independence in spirit

2a3. Physicality
- Strong, Robust, Independence in Bearing

2a4. Dignity
- Dignified, Noble, Stately, 

2a5. Frankness
- Frank             
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Even though most  of  the words  above were fairly  easy to  categorize,  some proved

difficult in various ways. 'Fortitude' and 'stout' both belong to more than one category

(the former suiting 2a1 and 2a2 and the latter 2a1, 2a2 and 2a3), and were thus left out

of this survey to facilitate analysis. 'Undaunted' and 'undismayed' are both connected in

a  sense  to  'fearless'  and  the  category  of  'courage'.  However,  as  they  also  carry  the

meaning of resoluteness in the face of a task, they were included in the category for

'strength of mind'.  In this way these words bring another dimension to category 2a2

(strength  of  mind),  with  their  meaning  of  'fearless'  still  remaining  in  category  2a1

(courage). Two other ambiguous definitions are found in the Century Dictionary, which

describes qualities of a man as 'independence in spirit or bearing' and 'large-minded'.

The  former  definition  was  divided  into  category  2a2  (strength  of  mind)  and  2a3

(physicality),  as  it  described  both  mind  and  physicality.  The  latter  could  not  be

connected to the sub-categories above, but the OED showed that it can be included in

the larger definition category 4 as described in Figure 1 above. A good rule of thumb to

keep category 2 and 3 apart is that the former describes a person whilst the latter usually

refers to things or qualities (although there are a few exceptions). 

    Moreover, category 3 is quite general as it describes things or qualities 'befitting or

belonging to  men',  but  sometimes  the examples  have  been more  specific  in  nature.

Some examples such as 'manly boldness' or 'manly frankness', might at first glance seem

like they should belong in category 2a1 (courage) and 2a5 (frankness). However, they

also belong to category 3 as the main function of the word manly in these cases is to

point out that the quality is 'befitting or belonging to men'.  In order to avoid cross-

categorisation in these cases, sub-categories 3a1-3a5 were established in addition the

category's  more general meaning. These categories are identical with categories 2a1-

2a5, only they are used when qualities are refereed to as being befitting of a man (such

as  manly strength).  In  this  way,  categories  3a1-3a5 can  be  seen in  relation  to  both

category 2a and 3, and at the same time remain separate categories in their own right,

avoiding possible effects on the result. 

    In order to categorize the meaning of manly in COHA, category 2 is thus divided into

five sub-categories,  whilst  category 3 is  extended to include these characteristics  or

qualities  when referred  to  as  being  'befitting  or  belonging  to  men',  resulting  in  the

categorization system as described below in Figure 2. The motive for creating a general

category 3 even though there is no general category 2 is thus because the content of
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category  3  can  not  solely  be  divided  into  the  sub-categories  of  characteristics  or

qualities, but also include its more general meaning of 'befitting or belonging to men'. 

Figure 2. Categorization of the word manly in the 19th century

3.5 The meaning of manly in COHA

In order to get a diverse sampling of the data, one quarter of each register was chosen to

be applied to the categorization described above. However, due to the limited number of

occurrences  in  the  Newspaper  register,  all  of  its  45  tokens  were  examined.  The

sampling was carried out by transferring the occurrences to an excel file and choosing
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every fourth example to be categorised in terms of meaning, with the exception of the

first 65 examples which were used in a pilot study. If the example from the COHA had

two possible meanings, but one of them seemed more likely, the most likely alternative

was included rather than including or dismissing both. Even so, some of the examples

had two or more equally possible meanings, and were thus entered into the category of

'other',  below.  This  category  also  includes  all  the  examples  which  could  not  be

categorised due to lack of intelligibility or information, sentences which occurred more

than once in the corpora, as well as pronouns that were incorrectly marked as adjectives.

Table 3 above describes the overall distribution of the meaning of manly in COHA. The

most  common  meaning is that of category 3 (words with the meaning 'becoming or

befitting of a man'). However category 2 (possessing qualities traditionally associated

with men) is  almost  equally common if  the sub-categories  would be added together

(39,09%).  This  trend can also be seen among the dictionary definitions,  were these

definitions  were  the  most  common  among  the  dictionaries.   Looking  at  the  sub-

categories separately,  the most common uses observed are those of 2a2 (Strength of

Mind)  and 2a4 (Dignity),  whilst  the  other  categories  are  less  commonly  used.  The

category  of  2a5  (Frankness)  is  slightly  less  common,  however  still  outranking  the

categories of 1 (Human), 2a1 (Courage), 2a3 (Physicality), 4 (Generous) and 6 (Adult),

which show a similarly low frequency of  occurrence.  Interestingly,  even  though  the

category referring to women seems to be common in contemporary society, it is rather
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rare  in the 19th century.  As previously anticipated by the findings in the dictionaries,

category 2c and category 5 are very rare in the COHA, and the latter  in fact  did not

occur in any of the samples.

The  spread of  meaning  over  different  registers  shows a  relatively  even  distribution

across the categories – although there are some distinguishing features. Fiction is most

notably distinguished from the rest  by its  high scores in category 2a3 and 3, whilst

Magazines  is  mainly focused  in  category 2a2 and 2a5.  Both  of  these registers  also

compromise  a relatively large percentage of  categories 4 and 3a1-3a5, which  are less

common in the other registers. However, when comparing registers it is important to

bear in mind that Non-fiction and Newspapers are relatively small which might affect

the results. Non-fiction contains a fairly large amount of category 2a2, although not to

the same extent as in Magazines. It also contains a high score in categories 2a4 and 6,

which almost equally common in Newspapers that also distinguish itself  in category

2a5.

    Because of  the  general nature of category 3, it could be interesting to look at the

examples in more detail  to see if it contains any patterns. The categories in Table 5

below were created in an attempt to make the data more accessible, and even if one

could argue about overlapping between these categories, they still fulfil their function to

provide an overview of the content in category 3. 
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    The most common theme is that of 'bodily parts' and 'bodily descriptions', which are

quite similar in nature. The categories of 'beauty&charms',  'voice&gait',  'writing' and

'action', seem to be about how men appear or behave, and the category of 'sport/activity'

points to usual amusements or activities for men.

One interesting  tendency we can  see  here  is  the  high  number  of  'beauty'  results  in

combination with the 'emotion' category. These kinds of examples are not attributes that

one  would  typically  associate  with  men,  but  rather  with  women  (at  least  in

contemporary society). The reason for this could be that the word manly is used in such
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examples to justify the manliness of the attribute, that would otherwise make the man

appear feminine as in the quote below:

 'Again he shook his head sorrowfully, and then paused for a minute as if to regain control of

his feelings. " God forgive me, " he resumed, " for making a woman of myself. Don't do it

often, Mr. Higgins. " " Shows that you have a kind heart, sir, and can shed a tear when it is

touched. I appreciate you for it. There is something  manly in the tear of a brave sailor, "

returned the officer coldly, but politely.' (COHA: 2014). 

4. Discussion and Conclusions

4.1 Discussion of the methodology

In my opinion, the strength of this study lies in the large amount of material that corpus

linguistics enables me to access. This meant that I was able to look at natural language

usage on a large scale,  and  moreover  within different registers.  The lack of balance

between registers in COHA is unfortunate, and it might mean that we are missing some

important differences when viewing them separately, but I still think it is safe to say that

the  data  represents American  written  language  at  large.  Furthermore,  being  able  to

examine  the  word  manly in  different  registers  also  provided  an  insight  into how

commonly the word was  used in various arenas of language. The fact that  manly was

used more frequently in magazines than in fiction implied that it was more common in

everyday  language.  The  study  also  uncovered  some  drawbacks  in  COHA,  such  as

doubled sentences and nouns incorrectly marked as adjectives. However,  examples of

this were rare, and therefore such inaccuracies will not affect the results.

    Using the method of substitutability  to determine  the meaning of  manly had its

difficulties, such as the lack of a set model for categorization. However, I believe that

the categories created using different dictionaries and adjustments based on pilot studies

are  appropriate to categorize the different meanings of  manly during the 19th century.

The categorizing was also difficult because of the complex nature of the word manly,

meaning that analysis  was highly dependent on my judgement,  but I still  believe that

human analysis is more effective in deciding the meaning of a word in its surrounding

context than a computer-based analysis. In this way the method allowed a combination

of qualitative analysis of the sentences, backed up by quantitative data from the COHA.
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    Because of the limited nature of this project, all of the new questions that presented

themselves during the course of my research could not be fully explored. For example,

it would be interesting to compare my results with contemporary society or to see if

there were any differences between American and British perceptions of what it meant

to  be  manly during  the  same  time-frame.  Comparisons  could  also  be  made  across

languages and cultures, or one could look at  manly in comparison  to the  meanings of

related words such as womanly. 

4.2 The meaning of manly and gender performativity

As I have shown in this study, the word manly carried many different meanings in the

19th century.  The  word  was  far  more  commonly  used  during  this  time  than  in

contemporary society, which might suggest that it has changed in meaning or that we

now  perceive masculinity in different ways. The most commonly used meaning was

that of “belonging or befitting of a man”, which, to some extent, is applicable to the rest

of the examples as well. However, what makes these findings interesting is that results

in category 3 specify the role of a man even more explicitly than the other categories,

portraying  physical  features,  attributes  and  qualities  that  fit  into the  image  of

masculinity as  “good”, and the rest as  “bad” or  “inappropriate”. These statements are

thus linked to gender performativity as they define and shape the meaning of the word

manly and,  in  turn,  masculinity.  These performances  rely on the notion of one true

'hegemonic' masculinity which all men should aspire to, which can also be seen in how

two of the dictionaries in the study specify that the listed qualities and characteristics

belong to a   “proper” or  “true” man.  The word  manly is  closely connected  to  the

concept  of  masculinity,  and  its  meaning  is  reproduced  in  the  different  statements

explored in this study, creating a 'model of manliness'. The word thus describes what

masculinity should be like, but not necessarily what it truly is.

    In addition to these somewhat abstract meanings of  manly, there were also more

specific meanings of the word. Most common of these were the categories of   “dignity”

and “strength of mind”, which together make up slightly more than a quarter of the total

amount  of  tokens  in  the  study.  However,  the  word  also  had many  other  meanings

ascribed to it such as “human”, “courageous”, “frank”, “generous” or “adult”. While it

is  interesting  to  see  to  what  extent  each  meaning  was  used,  the  diversity  is  also

interesting in and of itself. What it means to be manly is not something that can simply
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be described by just  one meaning,  and its  semantics  vary greatly  depending on the

context within which it is used. This complexity of the word can in turn be considered a

result of the complexity of the social construct that is masculinity. Moreover, the notion

of masculinity as a construct rather than being something innate, is illustrated by the

fact that the OED specifies that some of the meanings are obsolete in contemporary

society, and this was also reinforced by my findings that category 5 was non-existent

during  the 19th century.  What  it  means  to  be  manly is  thus  not  something  fixed or

constant,  but  rather  a  construction  that  changes  meaning  depending  on  social

circumstances.

    Another important point to consider is that in describing  manly we are also at the

same time describing its binary opposition – womanly. This can be seen in some of the

dictionaries  in  this  study,  where  the  qualities  of  men  are  described  as  being

distinguished from women or children. By saying that men are strong, brave and direct,

one is also suggesting that women are weak, timid and indirect. Because of this, the

different notions of what it means to be manly also set certain expectations for female

behaviour.

    In this study I have shown that the word  manly is a complex, multifaceted, wide-

reaching and fluid concept which reflects the social construct that is masculinity. The

findings describe the meaning of  manly in the 19th  century, yet they also contribute to

our understanding of what this concept signifies in contemporary society.
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Appendix A

Example sentences from different categories:

1) '… seek to educate public opinion up to the point of recognizing the tail as a manly and 
honourable appendage.'

2a1) '...Oh, mother! I do so love him! He is so manly, so brave!'

2a2) '… during the discussion, now came forward, and, in a firm and manly manner, opposed 
all the proportions...'

2a3) '… replied Woodhull, vainly endeavouring to extricate himself from Mr. Lloyd's manly 
grasp;....'

2a4) 'I do not approve of your conduct, manly as it is; it is ill advised.'

2a5)'...We ask for nothing but open, manly dealing on this or any other pout...'

2b) '… it was that I saw in you a woman of mind so manly, that all the weakness, which fools 
calls affection...'

2c) '...it is a manly, solid and majestic building; its façade...'

3) '… I looked on him, that I had never seen a more perfect type of manly beauty.'

3a1) '...produced by the reality of physical superiority and the reputation of manly courage...'

3a2) '...They unite a rare felicity of expression with purity of taste and manly independence.'

3a3) '… who had nerved the brawny form of the white borderer into the full maturity of manly 
strength...'

3a4) '...One was of manly dignity, the other of willowy grace...'

3a5) '...that cunning, approaching to fraud, on the one hand, and manly frankness...'

4) '...his manly, generous nature, disdained vulgar professions, and he feared that his ineffectual
efforts...'

6) '...lover of nature, and a strange mixture of boyish gayety and manly experience...'
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