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Reviewed by Annemiek 
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Development, University of 
Amsterdam, Amsterdam, 
The Netherlands.

It is a pleasure to read a book that finds words for everyday 
truths that have gone unarticulated for too long. City of Men 
is such a book. It shows why it is vitally important to pay 
careful attention to the ordinary, the fleeting, and every-
thing that goes on at the surface of cities, and what we might 
miss when we do not. By focusing on the gendered ways in 
which male transportation workers navigate the streets of 
Kolkata, Romit Chowdhury recasts South Asian cities as 
places that are not just characterized by gendered risks and 
conflicts, but also by everyday forms of collaboration and 
conviviality that unfold both within and across gendered 
boundaries.

It should not come as a surprise that any infrastructural 
system that relies heavily on social interaction—as is the 
case in Kolkata—would require cooperative gestures to 

function. Still, this reality of collab-
oration is not often foregrounded  
in (dominant) representations of 
South Asian streets and transporta-
tion systems. Not only are the latter 
frequently framed as problematic 
sites of urban disorder, they are also 
viewed as playgrounds for potential 
sexual predators. As Chowdhury 
underscores in the introduction of 
the book, this public imaginary 
hinges in no small part on classist 
ideas about transportation workers 
and working-class men more gener-
ally. He shows that both autorick-
shaw and taxi drivers—the two 
professional groups that take center 
stage in this monograph—are por-
trayed in newspaper articles as “a 
menacing threat to women’s safety 
and public order in the city” (p. 3).

It is no small feat that Chowdhury 
succeeds in nuancing this stereotyp-
ical representation without ever 

disregarding the experiences of women or losing track of the 
gendered dangers, inequalities, and power dynamics that 
structure the urban realm. While acknowledging the myriad 
ways in which the risk and fear of being harassed by men 
shapes and restricts women’s access to urban public spaces, 
Chowdhury convincingly argues that there lies an analytical 
danger in understanding such spaces “solely as a locus of 
sexual violence” (p. 18). He contends that if we want to 
gain a deeper understanding of how cities reproduce them-
selves as spaces of patriarchal power, it is crucial that we do 
not focus exclusively on violent or hostile interactions 
between men and women. To be sure, ideals about mascu-
linity, and the role that men (should) play in the city, are 
also reproduced through friendly, supportive, or consensu-
ally erotic interactions. Moreover, crucially, these ideals also 
reside in the (hierarchical) forms of relationality that exist 
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between different men. Indeed, what Chowdhury reminds 
us of again and again is that we currently know very little 
about what it is precisely that “men do in city spaces as 
men” (p. 2).

In correcting this lacuna in the literature, City of Men 
explicitly aims to urbanize masculinity studies. Departing 
from the question of how men inhabit the city as men, the 
book not only addresses attention to the functioning of 
urban public spaces as “sites of male sociality, work, and 
friendship” (p. 18), but also highlights that the city solicits 
a particular kind of moral response and positioning from 
(working-class) men. It is a site where autorickshaw and taxi 
drivers can reinsert their position as breadwinners and fam-
ily men, but also where they might find themselves humil-
iated by passengers or traffic police officers. It is where they 
chase and compete with one another for speed, but also 
where they help each other out when vehicles break down. 
Above all, the city is a place where they have to constantly 
navigate the copresence of (familiar) strangers. Throughout 
the book, Chowdhury emphasizes that his interlocuters do 
so in ways that are both morally charged and inflected with 
ideals about masculinity. As public service providers, they 
might feel that it is their duty to help out when passengers 
fall ill, and as men they might consider it their role to pro-
tect female passengers from harassment, either by asking 
male passengers to sit next to them in the front seat or by 
intervening when women receive unwanted attention. 
Moreover, navigating the city also requires them to contin-
uously make moral judgments and assessments of how others 
might act toward them.

In teasing out the gendered “emotional and moral vocabu-
laries through which friction is handled and cooperation 
transacted” (p. 20), Chowdhury is careful not to draw up a 
singular notion of masculinity. Indeed, City of Men is not 
only rooted in feminist scholarship, but also characterized 
by an intersectional approach, as it pays attention to a vari-
ety of identity markers including class, religion, migration 
status, ethnicity, and caste. In fact, an even stronger point 
could have been made of the fact that the book explores 
masculinity from the explicit vantage point of working-class 
men (the title seems to suggest a more generic category of 
men). Still, it succeeds in offering a view of masculinity that 
is both situated and variegated by “portraying the multiple 
urban worlds that different groups of men move through” 
(p. 168).

This emphasis on the multiplicity of the urban experience 
is also reflected in the portrayal and analysis of traffic, which 
is conceptualized in Chapter 1 as a contact zone between 
different classes and genders. In the three ethnographic 

chapters that follow, this contact zone is explored from the 
perspective of different categories of male workers—namely 
autorickshaw drivers, taxi drivers, and traffic policemen—
who constantly have to position themselves vis-à-vis each 
other and the (middle-class) commuters they encounter. 
Chapter 5 zooms out from the situated experiences of dif-
ferent categories of working-class men and pinpoints import-
ant narrative tropes or “city characters”—such as the 
“spoiled rich woman,” the “lustful man,” or the “kind” or 
“sadistic” police officer—that reveal how everyday morality 
structures and inflects gendered interactions between trans-
portation workers and the strangers they encounter in 
traffic.

One of the greatest achievements of City of Men is that it 
takes the everyday city seriously as a method of inquiry and 
a mode of representation. The book provocatively blurs the 
lines between the theoretical and the anecdotal. The nar-
rative dances to the rhythms of the city itself and, much like 
a commuter, the reader finds herself stepping in and out of 
vehicles and conversations. The research has been con-
ducted in a fairly similar way, relying heavily on impromptu 
interactions, go-along interviews, and informal chats con-
ducted from the passenger seat of the autorickshaw or taxi. 
Breaking with the long-held (and problematic) misconcep-
tion that the aim of ethnography should be to ultimately 
uncover hidden meanings by prodding “research subjects to 
divulge what they wish to withhold” (p. 171), Chowdhury—
through his rich and nuanced descriptions—convincingly 
shows how much there is to gain from looking carefully at 
what goes on at the surface of cities.

This commitment to “surface reading” affords a critical 
interpretation of the myriad ways in which masculinities are 
performed through mundane encounters in traffic. Yet, tak-
ing into account that different audiences inevitably solicit 
different performances, the analysis would have benefited 
from a more sustained reflection on positionality. For all its 
attention to the everyday city as an interactional zone, the 
book directs little scrutiny to the encounters that unfold 
between the author himself and his interlocuters. How have 
these exchanges been shaped by the class differences and 
forms of “homosocial trust” that are so central to the book’s 
analysis?

Furthermore, the strong focus on that what “insists on being 
looked at” (p. 24) also—inevitably—comes with certain 
limitations. For instance, although the book argues that 
men’s public careers in the city are influenced profoundly 
by their relationships with women in the private domain 
(p. 172), we learn little about the actual gendered interac-
tions and encounters that help to configure the moral 
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economy of the family. Whereas the public sphere comes to 
the reader as a multilayered and complex lived reality, the 
private sphere is mostly conveyed as an ideological construct 
or a set of abstract expectations. Much like femininity—as 
Chowdhury reflects in the conclusion—the private domain 
appears in the book as a “residual category” (p. 172). This 
is not so much a matter of omission or bias on behalf of the 
author, but rather a reflection of his conscious (and well-
founded) decision to focus not on the juxtaposition of  
gendered dichotomies, but on the variegated nature of 
masculinity.

If there is one important take away from City of Men, it is 
that the study of men and masculinities does not preclude 
a concern for or engagement with the gendered exclusion 
of women. Indeed, Chowdhury argues that the everyday 
forms of male sociality and cooperation that render city 

streets livable and workable for men also transform these 
spaces into conduits of hegemonic masculinity that women 
struggle to navigate on their own terms. Yet, the city that 
he presents us with is not just a gendered city, but also—
importantly—an intimate city where people of all genders 
constantly put themselves in the trust of others. This is a 
much-needed iteration in the field of urban sociology, as 
metropolitan spaces are still too often viewed solely through 
the prism of anonymity and withdrawal. City of Men 
redresses this bias by casting an important spotlight on 
something that is abundantly true for many South Asian 
cities, namely that traffic is thick with cooperative gestures 
and affords intimate forms of copresence.
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