
IntervIew DANIELLE WOODWARD  photograph MAtt cROckEtt

Robert Webb
The comedy writer and actor talks about masculinity, mental health  

and the inspiration behind his memoir How Not To Be A Boy

Writing about gender, masculinity and feminism via  
my childhood and early experiences seemed like a good 
fit for my book. It gave me an opportunity to be funny and 
entertaining, and it allows for a degree of self-mockery, but  
it’s important for the subject, as a lot of this stuff begins in 
childhood. the way we behave as grown-ups is all to do  
with the way life has been modelled for us as children,  
so it seemed like a sensible way to approach the subject.

I’m being as candid as my ego allows in the book, which 
was actually quite a bit. there are points where I’m talking 
to my 15-year-old self as a 44-year-old, and the first thing the 
15-year-old says is, ‘this is a bit self-indulgent’ – and it’s true. 
I’m showing off, but the tone of the book is largely self-critical. 
I wanted to have an intimate contact with the reader.

It was challenging writing the sad parts. You think  
you’ve got used to the idea that your mother died when you 
were 17 and really, your job is to break it gently to the reader, 
but reliving it was hard. the ending was a challenge, too;  
tying up all the themes in a way that was satisfying. But  
the rest of the book was enjoyably difficult to write.

I describe grief as a ‘wide-eyed rush towards a painful 
impact’. nothing prepares you for losing a parent as a 
teenager. when I talk about the bereavement, I hope the 
effect isn’t that I want the reader to feel sorry for me. I want  
to reach people who have had a similar experience and say, 
‘you’re not alone’, which is the point of books generally.

It feels like I’m joining a conversation about masculinity 
and male depression; it’s good not to be out there on my 
own. when prince harry spoke about his mental health 
earlier this year, there was a positive reaction – the men and 
women who usually tell others to ‘man up’ actually kept quiet. 
In my book too, there’s a conscious nod towards Matt haig’s 

Reasons To Stay Alive when I talk about ‘reasons to get drunk’ 
when I was handling everything badly. I want people to accept 
it’s not just a bunch of airy-fairy liberal feminists banging on, 
and that we do have something sincere to say about this issue. 

Sometimes I’ve definitely asked for negativity, other 
times it comes out of the blue. Someone said to me  
once that they choose not to care about negativity, which  
is interesting… can you choose not to care? how you deal  
with your emotions is a choice, but I can’t choose what to  
feel. I have to hope that everyone who has read the book from  
start to finish will like it; I don’t know if that’s self-confidence 
or what, but criticism of the book from people who have  
not read it, will not hurt.

Self-respect and kindness to others are so important; 
it’s how I fail to live my life, but I’m trying to fail better! 
Self-respect to me means something you’ve earned, not to  
be confused with a sense of entitlement that you happen to be 
born white, male, outwardly heterosexual, and middle class… 
that’s just luck; you didn’t earn any of that. But being patient 
and kind, trying to recognise your own feelings so you stand  
a better chance of taking responsibility for your actions – that’s 
the hard stuff and that’s where you earn your self-respect. 

All we can do is tell our children they are unique, they  
are in charge of what they are going to be like and they don’t 
have to accept these gender rules that are there to get in the 
way of their own personalities. as I say in the book, I want  
my children to have the freedom to express their individual 
and contradictory selves. My wife and I haven’t banned our 
daughters from playing with dolls and prams, but they also 
have Lego and they play football in the garden. 

shared values
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‘How Not To Be A Boy’ by Robert Webb (Canongate, £16.99) is out now. 
Webb is starring in the new sitcom ‘Back’, with David Mitchell, due  
to air on Channel 4 later this year


