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“I knew I was a man when …” 
Narratives from African-American men about their transition into manhood.  

Introduction 

Most studies concerning African-American males tend to focus on pathologies—issues 

associated with deficiencies, disparities, overrepresentation, and achievement gaps (e.g., 

fatherlessness, incarceration rates). Unfortunately, very few research efforts explore the factors 

and processes connected to success or the positive, normative experiences of  African-American 

males. 

The work of  Janks Morton and others has illuminated how the prevailing narrative around 

African-American males is often distorted and skewed toward negativity. For example, the 

frequently repeated claim that “there are more African-American males in prison than in 

college” persists despite being false. Still, this myth is continually repeated by the public, media, 

and policymakers, leading to misguided strategies and policies. 

There is a critical lack of  research documenting and evaluating the authentic experiences 

of  successful, “normal” African-American males. In a society where African-American boys are 

inundated with distorted and limited images of  manhood, we must uplift identity development 

processes and ways of  knowing that affirm and support positive, successful, and authentic 

manhood. Understanding these factors is essential for developing effective policies, strategies, and 

educational practices that benefit African-American males. 

“I Knew I Was a Man When…” is a phenomenological study that draws on first-person 

narratives to identify key elements associated with healthy manhood development among 

African-American males. 



The Study 

This study seeks to explore how African-American males describe their transition into 

manhood. By highlighting these narratives, the author aims to identify culturally relevant 

benchmarks and themes associated with the development of  manhood that can inform future 

research, education, and policy efforts. 

(Ethical Considerations) To conduct this study, the researcher applied for and received 

approval from the University of  North Carolina Wilmington institutional review board. It was 

agreed that participation would be voluntary and that participants would have the right to 

withdraw at any time. Additionally, the participants would first have to provide consent and agree 

to being audio-recorded. 

(Selection of  Participants) To identify participants for the study, the researcher used social 

networks, mass mailings, emails, and advertising at various conferences and community events to 

announce the study.  While no African-American male who expressed interest was discouraged 

from participating or turned away, the researcher did target African-American males who are 

professionals, business owners, and community leaders.  African-American men who would 

generally be thought of  as successful.  

Although many potential participants expressed interest, due to availability and scheduling 

constraints, 42 African-American men were interviewed between 2009 and 2013.  The ages of  

the participants range from 26 to 74 with an average age of  approximately 46 years. 

Table 1. Age Distribution of  Participants 

On average, 38 of  the participants were fathers with two children.  Only eight participants 

had no children. Six of  the participants (14%) were single. Twenty-eight (67%) were married, 

and 8 (19%) were divorced. Eighty-one percent of  the participants were college graduates.  

Age of  Participants Number of  Participants

under 35 6

36 - 45 22

46 - 60 8

over 60 6



Table 2. Education of  Participants 

Forty (95%) of  the participants were employed, and only two (5%) were unemployed at the 

time of  their interview.  Participants were also asked about their interaction with the criminal 

justice system.  Thirty (71%) reported that they had never been arrested, and 12 (29%) had been 

arrested and/or convicted of  a crime.  To get a sense of  family background, participants were 

asked about their parents’ education.   

Table 3. Parents’ Education 

Highest Education Completed Number of  Participants

High School 8

Bachelors 14

Masters 12

Doctorate 8

Mother’s Father’s

less than High School 6 10

HS/GED 22 14

Some College/AS 6 0

Bachelors 6 8

Masters 2 0

Doctorate 0 4

IDK 0 6



The following table provides a comparison to the general population of  African-American 

males: 

Methodology 

A phenomenological approach was used to collect and analyze first-person reflections from 

African-American men. Participants were asked to respond to the prompt: “I knew I was a man 

when…” 

Their responses were analyzed using thematic coding and compared against existing 

literature, particularly the African-centered Rites of  Passage framework, to identify 

commonalities and patterns in their experiences. 

In individual semi-structured interviews, African-American men were asked to respond to 

the following ten basic questions:  

1. Think back to when you were approaching adulthood.  What was the experience or 

thing that happened when you realized or felt, for sure, you had become a man? 

2. Did other people notice the change? Who were they? 

3. How did it make you feel? 

4. Who were the people (or person) who taught you how to be a man?  Did they accept 

your new status? 

5. How did your perspective change/Did you view life differently, if  at all? 

6. Were there any “important life lessons” that you had to learn before you could become 

a man? 

7. Any regrets:  Are there things you did to prove your manhood that you wish you hadn’t 

done? 

8. What could have been done to make your transition into manhood better? 

General Population Participants

Average Age 31 46

Bachelor’s or more 17% 81%

Unemployment 11.2% 5%

Married 34% 67%

Have been arrested 49% 29%



9. Who do you wish could be here now to see the man you have become? Why? 

10. Is there anything else you can think of  that was important to your transition into 

manhood? 

Their responses to these and subsequent follow-up questions were recorded with a digital 

audio recorder. The vast majority of  the interviews were done face-to-face; a few were done over 

the telephone. The interviews were conducted in a variety of  places: homes, businesses, airport 

waiting areas, restaurants, and hotel lobbies. The place was often dictated by scheduling, 

opportunity, and convenience. As the interview was being conducted, the researcher took notes 

for follow-up questions and clarification. Each audio recording was transcribed. 

To analyze the data, the researcher used the transcriptions and his notes to glean any 

emerging themes. The researcher used a manual color-coding system to highlight themes in 

individual transcripts. As the researcher compiled additional transcripts, he would revisit and 

reflect upon the emerging themes to collapse them into common concepts. 

Findings 

As the accumulating narratives were analyzed, three distinct themes emerged: (1) The 

weight of  responsibility, (2) The importance of  availability to a man who taught him about 

manhood, and (3) “No regrets” - An understanding that failure can be a transformative moment. 

The Weight of  Responsibility 

When asked, “What was the experience or thing that happened when you realized or felt, 

for sure, you had become a man?”, every respondent talked about a moment where they felt the 

need or challenge to be responsible.  These moments happened independent of  the 18th 

birthday. For example, one participant recalls, “My foster father probably was like 6’4, 6’3… big 

dude for a kid. … He put me on the kitchen ceiling and slammed me to the ground and landed 

on top of  me. That’s the day I became a man. Because he didn’t kill me … I was 15, I left 

home.” Another participant reflects, “when my grandfather died – so I guess I was about 24 at 

the time. When he died, it really hit me. … I realized that I was the oldest male in my immediate 

family at that point. My father wasn’t around, so I had two younger sisters, my mother, my 

grandmother, and my aunt – she has two sons, but I’m older than them, so I was the oldest man 



in my family by the time I turned 24. So that kind of  hit me at that time – there were a lot of  

people relying on me at that moment.” Another participant explains, “I don’t really know if  there 

was one single event. Um, you know, one epiphany that made me think that I had arrived.  I 

think there was a culmination of  academic achievements that probably led me to think that: 

finishing college, finishing undergrad school, being accepted to medical school, and graduating 

from medical school.  Um, I think, I think the early part of  post high school education was, I’m 

going to use the term “getting there:” you know, studying, working, working your way through 

college, and trying to put it all together, trying to figure it out so to speak … I don’t think I had 

arrived yet, but I think I was trying to figure it out at that time.  I think once I got accepted to 

medical school, that was, that was, I felt that that was one of  the most pivotal points of  my life, 

that I had reached an academic pinnacle of  finally being able to do what I wanted to do.  All the 

work that I had put in in undergrad, all the clinical work I had participated in at the city hospital, 

kind of  all came to fruition.  All of  the contacts that I had, all the mentoring that I had 

experienced from, uh, you know, people at church, people growing up, people at the hospital, 

physicians at the hospital, it all kind of  came together around that time.” Yet another participant 

simply summarizes, “when I met my wife and we moved into our own townhouse… It was the 

first time I had established something with somebody on my own… I had been living on a 

whelm… this was the first time my name attached to someone.”  

While each participant provided a unique narrative on their transition into manhood, every 

narrative centered around the idea of  owning responsibility. When participants realized they 

could take the weight of  responsibility, it triggered a sense of  becoming a man. Some of  these 

moments, which were tragic, were sparked by abuse or death, while other moments came from 

the start of  a career or family. In any case, it was moments when the participants had to accept 

and bear the weight of  responsibility for themselves and others that provided the transformation 

into manhood. 

Significant Man 

Another emerging theme was the importance of  a man who was available at a moment in 

which the participants were seeking clarity about manhood.  When asked, “Who were the people 

(or person) that taught you how to be a man?”, every participant except four identified men; 

often a particular man (i.e., father, coach, pastor, big brother, uncle, or older peer) who served as 



a sage.  The significance of  this male figure was that he was available. As would be expected, 

48% of  the participants identified their father as the person who taught them to be a man. 

The male figure did not need to be related and often was not.  “Those early years of  

growing up and joining a church when I was a teenager, I was about 16 or 17 yrs when I joined 

the church… Pastor … solid guy.  He baptized me and he was an instrumental person, although 

he probably didn’t know it, but an instrumental person that I observed from afar. … served as a 

source of  encouragement.” 

The evidence from the narratives would suggest the importance is the availability of  the 

male figure at the time of  “the question.” 

No Regrets 

The third emerging theme can be represented by “No regrets.” This was an unexpected 

outcome. The researcher expected participants to reflect on a mistake with their current wisdom 

and explain how they would do things differently. Instead, when responding to the question: “Any 

regrets:  Are there things you did to prove your manhood, you wish you hadn’t done?”, 

participants said “no” or “yes, but I would not change what happened.”  

“Nah, nah. No regret, no regrets … My story is my story.” 

“I went in as a high-grade equipment operator and have been all over the world, 
man, a lot of places. Anyway which makes this whole story not so bad, but the 
thing about it was I don’t know where I would be at today if I hadn’t got into that 
argument with my mom and went to jail. … . I told them, if I get out of this I’m 
going to the marines and I’ll be the best marine there is and that is exactly what 
happened.”  

“No, I don’t have any regrets. I’ve learned from all my experiences.” 

“No .. Everything I experienced I feel good about it… It made me a stronger 

person to this day and a strong man.” 



Every man expressed an understanding that their current status was the result of  learning 

from one's mistakes. Moreover, he would not be the man he is today if  he had not faced adversity, 

messed up, and then learn from the situation. Therefore, he acknowledged the mistake but 

understood it in the context of  becoming a better, more responsible man, and subsequently did 

not regret or wish those situations had not happened. 

The Implications 

Some findings of  the study support well-established concepts about development, while 

others suggest ideas that may seem counterintuitive. The narratives of  the participants, which 

identify the burden of  responsibility as the impetus for the transition or “doorway” into 

manhood, are consistent with Erik Erikson's notion that crisis is the starting point for 

transitioning to the next stage of  life or State of  consciousness. The applications here are that 

African-American boys need to face or experience the weight of  responsibility in order to 

transition into manhood. Moreover, these narratives seem to suggest that the nature of  that crisis 

is less important than the crisis itself. However, as a community, we should take the burden of  

providing “more constructive” crises for boys to overcome. The narratives also suggest that 

shielding our sons from responsibility prolongs or hinders the successful transition into manhood. 

Thus, parents, policymakers, educators, and civic and spiritual leaders should adopt strategies 

that burden young men with responsibility and acknowledge those who have met the challenge. 

Another implication of  the study is that the amount of  time a mentor spends with his 

protégé is less important than being there at the right moment.  This may seem counterintuitive, 

given that many mentoring programs stress the importance of  consistent time with the protégé. 

However, this study suggests that the time spent with the protégé is significant only in that it 

provides an opportunity for the mentor to be there at the right moment, whatever that moment 

might be. The narratives of  the men participating in the study identify that a relationship with 

the mentor is of  great significance in the acquisition of  specific knowledge or skill. In these 

situations, the mentor takes on the road of  the sage. The implication is that a mentoring program 

that merely focuses on having mentors and protégés spend time together will be less effective than 

programs in which the mentor and protégé build a relationship while accomplishing or working 

on a specific skill. 



The implications of  the third finding of  no regrets are significant. This study suggests there 

is something significant about being able to put one’s experiences into a larger narrative. Each 

participant was able to express their trials and disappointments along with their accomplishments 

as a part of  a larger story of  their development. This notion of  understanding one's experience as 

a part of  a larger narrative is consistent with the seminal works of  Victor Frankel and Michael 

Mead. According to Michael Mead, being able to place oneself  within one's own myth fosters 

resilience and identity development.   

Mead, expanding upon James Joyce’s and Joseph Campbell’s idea of  the monomyth, asserts 

that “the one great story” best tells us about our past, about the meaning and purpose of  our 

origins, and will inform us of  our future and of  our as-yet unrealized destiny. 

This is also parallel to the idea of  having a testimony. In the Gospel and specifically, in the 

tradition of  the “black church,” we are encouraged to testify. To share one’s story of  how God 

has provided, protected, and blessed with others.  Testifying facilitates a person's reflection and 

the gleaning of  wisdom and hope from previous experiences (even when those experiences are 

traumatic).  It is through testimony one is able to remind one’s self  of  the lessons learned and 

gain the fortitude to endure and maintain through a current crisis. Developing an understanding 

that the immediate circumstance does not bind one to the current situation is significant and 

builds resilience, a critical element of  positive development and personal success.  

Conclusion 

The narratives of  African-American men in this study reveal that the transition to 

manhood is not a singular event but a convergence of  experiences shaped by responsibility, 

challenge, introspection, and affirmation. These stories are rich with insight and deserve to be 

recognized as valid, authentic expressions of  what it means to become a man. 

Rather than focusing solely on deficit models, educators, practitioners, and policymakers 

must uplift and build upon the strengths and cultural assets embedded within these lived 

experiences. African-centered rites of  passage provide a powerful, culturally congruent model for 

guiding boys into manhood in ways that are affirming, transformative, and sustainable. 
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