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Abstract

With the end of Reagan era ushers in the 1990s which witnessed the
burgeoning cinematic representations of male protagonists who are always on
the verge of mental crisis and collapse. It is during these moments of traumatic
frustration that they undergo a transformation triggering the birth of a new idea
of masculinity. This new mode of masculinity is less related to the 1980s
muscular display of macho aggression and domination. Instead it incorporates
traits once associated with traditional idea of femininity and emotional
vulnerability and fragility. The new masculinity highlights the hero facing
moral and ethical dilemma, emotional trauma and failing parenthood. As
Caroline Bainbridge and Candida Yates argue: "the fantasy of a concrete,
definable, finite fantasy of masculinity underpinning patriarchy has fallen
away, suggesting that there is no longer a fixed point of reference by which
traditional modes of heterosexual masculinity can maintain their privileged
hegemonic position” (303). Inspired by Judith Butler’s gender theory which
endorses that gender should be determined not by innate biology but by social
construction and performance, | also intend to view masculinity as an
identity-shaping process of endless reinvention and adaptation, thus the
rigidity of gender boundary is demolished, raising interesting questions about
the fluidity of gender identity and category. From the dissolution of the gender
boundary begets the alternative masculine heroes who integrate both the
masculine and the feminine attributes to form a more androgynous mode of
masculinity, as Tom Cruise’s role in Magnolia has shown, a softer, gentle
identity hidden beneath his wild and rampant facade. The crux of the essay
will center on the exploration of the theme of masculinity in crisis in
contemporary Hollywood films. Through a detailed content analysis of various
types of masculinities in the filmic texts it is expected that an ongoing
dialogue between cinematic representation of contemporary masculinity and
contemporary society will be established and perpetuated, in hope of
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cultivating a cultural environment which can open up counter-hegemonic
spaces that are able to facilitate more fluid, less defensive masculinity.
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