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Editorial: The Future of Men – Men, Masculinities and Gender Equality 

 

Frank ELBERS 

ICUB, University of Bucharest 

frank.elbers@icub.unibuc.ro 

 

 

The past decades have witnessed a paradigm shift towards a recognition not only of men as 

gendered beings, but also of a plurality of masculinities. The new interdisciplinary field of men's 

studies puts the particular instead of the universal male subject into focus. It conceives of 

masculinity as an intersectional category interlocked with other categories, such as race, ethnicity, 

class, age or sexuality.  

At the same time, there has been a growing recognition that gender equality cannot be 

achieved without men and boys. Gender inequalities are embedded in a multidimensional structure 

of relationships between women and men that operated at every level of the human experience – 

from economic arrangements, culture and the state to interpersonal relationships and individual 

emotions.  

Moving towards a gender-equal society involves profound institutional change as well as 

change in everyday life and individual behavior. Making progress towards this goal requires 

widespread support, including significant support from men and boys. This, in turn, requires 

further research and evidence about the changing social construction of masculinities. 

This thematic issue 

This special issue of Analyze looks at some of the recent trends in both the academic fields 

of masculinities, gender, and gender equality studies, and recent developments in (popular) culture 

and societies, including how men are increasingly being engaged in realizing gender equality. 

Gender norms and conceptions of masculinity, and what it means to be a man, are shifting. 

A recent study showed that although a majority of the men surveyed in Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco, 

and Palestine, support a wide array of inequitable, traditional attitudes, a sizeable minority of the 

men surveyed in every country show support for at least some dimensions of women’s equality 

and empowerment (El Feki et al 2017). The study is part of the ongoing International Men and 

Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES), one of the most comprehensive household studies ever 

mailto:frank.elbers@icub.unibuc.ro
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carried out on men’s and women’s attitudes and practices on a wide variety of topics related to 

gender equality. As of 2018, IMAGES studies had been carried out in 27 countries around the 

world, coordinated by Promundo (an NGO that promotes gender justice and prevention of violence 

by engaging men and boys in partnership with women and girls) and the International Center for 

Research on Women, ICRW. 

Gender norms and conceptions of masculinity, and what it means to be a man, are shifting 

around the world. While preeminent scholars like Australian Michael Flood continue publishing 

on the causes of violence of men against women and how to prevent this violence (see for example 

his latest book, Engaging Men and Boys in Violence Prevention, Flood 2019), multinational 

Proctor & Gamble questioned “toxic masculinity” in a prominent Gillette advertising campaign 

“We Believe: The Best Men Can Be” (Topping et al 2019). And just last year, the American 

Psychological Association (APA) adopted the first-ever guidelines for practice with men and boys. 

The APA’s new Guidelines for Psychological Practice With Boys and Men draw on more than 

forty years of research showing that traditional masculinity is psychologically harmful and that 

socializing boys to suppress their emotions causes damage that echoes both inwardly and 

outwardly (APA 2018). 

 

The articles 

This issue of Analize explores both recent theoretical developments and empirical findings 

in the study of men and masculinities and how they relate to gender equality. The contributions 

discussing men and masculinities come from multiple disciplines: sociology, anthropology, media 

studies & journalism, psychology, history, and men's studies. 

In “The Man Box” Rachel Giese examines how young men are subjected to damaging 

messages about manliness: they must muzzle their emotions and never show weakness, dominate 

girls, and compete with each other. She explores how toxic rules, symbolized by the “man box”, 

can hinder boys’ emotional and social development. She also investigates what is behind what has 

been labeled as “the boy crisis”, a phenomenon that apparently first showed up in the middle of 

the nineteenth century. If girls can expand the borders of femaleness, could boys also be set free 

of limiting, damaging expectations about manhood and masculinity?  
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Ovidiu Anemțoaicei argues in “The (In)Essentiality of Male Bodies” that studies of men and 

masculinities should always have an explicit feminist framework and focus or, as Calvin Thomas 

put it, “masculinity studies can be not the betrayal or appropriation of feminism but rather one of 

its valuable and necessary consequences” (Thomas 2002: 62). In Anemțoaicei’s view the 

blindness, neglect or absence of sexual difference feminist theory in the works on men and 

masculinities is not accidental and, he argues, this neglect is more than sexism. He concurs with 

Braidotti, who wrote that “What the heterosexual men are lacking intellectually - the peculiar 

blindness to sexual difference for which the term sexism is an inadequate assessment - is a 

reflection of their position in history” (Braidotti  1994: 138-139). 

“Romanian Men’s Masculinities in Online Personal Advertisements” is an empirical study 

by Sebastian E. Bartoş, Voon Chin Phua and Erin Avery. It analyses Romanian men’s 

masculinities via a quantitative and qualitative analysis of 380 online personal advertisements 

posted by men. Romanian men’s advertisements often express traditional gender relations: men‐

seeking‐women are interested in attractive, less educated partners, while men‐seeking‐men 

emphasize discretion. Some men resist such patriarchal standards: men‐seeking‐women who are 

highly educated prefer educated women while some men‐seeking‐men give out recognizable 

photos of themselves. 

“Men’s Attitudes to Gender Stereotypes in Ukraine” by Ganna Gerasymenko, Iryna 

Maidanik, Svitlana Polyakova, Tetyana Bachek and Elle Libanova is a research study of 

masculinity as a concept of men’s culture was undertaken with the purpose of generating data 

needed to understand the processes of formation of men’s identity and evolution of men’s cultural 

practices in order to find efficient communication channels for advocacy efforts to effect changes 

in social stereotypes. The study methodology is based on the International Men and Gender Equity 

Survey (IMАGES), which I referred to above. The survey topics covered men’s experience in 

childhood and their marital relationships, division of labor in households and attitudes to 

parenthood, perceptions of the gender norms, awareness on gender-sensitive legislation and 

attitudes to gender-based violence. 
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Eugene Sensenig’s investigates the concept of ‘affectedness’ (or ‘Betroffenheit’). In his 

article “Masculinity and Affectedness: An Intersectional Perspective on Gender, Power, and 

Activism in the Global South” he attempts to demonstrate how all participants in research, 

education, and social activism in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) are impacted by the 

lack of a stable social environment, which is seen as the bedrock of scholarship by mainstream 

theories and scientific methodologies. Researchers, academics and activists must deal with this 

intentional lack of security, social justice and freedom. Whether women or men, from the Global 

South or North, they should consider how the topics we are studying and the conditions under 

which we work impact us individually and collectively. Sensenig reflects on the impact of 

affectedness-based research methods in the Middle East, and their application to work with men 

and masculinities in the region, which is the main contribution of his article. 

Rouba El-Helou concludes this issue. In “Down and Out in Syria and Lebanon - Media 

Portrayals of Men and Masculinities: Towards a Research Agenda” she formulates a research 

agenda for investigating media coverage of male refugees, particularly from Syria. She links the 

narration of refugee stories to their mobility, their loss of home, belonging, possessions, people 

and social networks. However, these stories also entail the discovery of new territories and 

locations, of families in transition, of men whose ongoing mobility constantly impacts their ability 

or inability to take care of their loved ones and thus live up to the prescribed roles of men in the 

constructed conservative society from which they came. 

The above is only a brief rendering of the contributions included in this special issue on men, 

masculinities and gender equality. I encourage you to read each contribution as they will give you 

an insight in the rich scholarship in the field of on men, masculinities, gender and gender equality 

studies. 
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The Man Box: The Making of Masculinity1 

 

Rachel GIESE 

University of Toronto 

rachel.giese@rogers.com  

 

 

Abstract: This article looks at the concept of the “man box”: the behaviors and expectations 

associated with a conventional, rigid form of manliness, an exaggerated, archetypal machismo that 

academics describe as “hegemonic masculinity.” I explore how manliness and masculinity are tied 

to male identity and how throughout the centuries anxiety over boys has manifested itself with the 

changing perceptions of masculinity. 

Keywords: the man box, masculinity, hegemonic masculinity, boy crisis, gender. 

 

Introduction 

The concept of the Man Box is used by sociologists and equality advocates to describe the 

behaviors and expectations associated with a conventional, rigid form of manliness, an 

exaggerated, archetypal machismo that academics describe as “hegemonic masculinity.” 

Admittedly, the metaphor of the Man Box is a little cutesy, but its utility lies in how it clearly 

separates sex and the biological identity of maleness from gender and the cultural creation of 

masculinity. 

This is a significant, even radical, distinction to make, since these markers of masculinity 

continue to be seen not only as normal but also as the rightful traits of those who do and should 

hold power. It’s why we associate a deep voice with authority, while a higher voice sounds weak 

or shrill; why a suit and tie seem more fitting in a corporate office than a dress does; and why the 

socially awkward solo inventor, rather than the emotionally attuned collaborator, has become our 

go-to image of a tech genius. 

 
1 From the book BOYS by Rachel Giese. Copyright © 2018 by Rachel Giese. 

Reprinted by permission of Seal Press, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. 

New York, NY. All rights reserved. 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License © Rachel 

Giese. ISSN 2344-2352 (Online). 

mailto:rachel.giese@rogers.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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For all the power these gender biases exert, the idea of “manliness” or “masculinity” as a 

fixed or natural thing has until recently rarely been questioned. Like whiteness, masculinity has 

been considered the default—think about how we address a mixed-gender group as “you guys” 

but never “you gals,” much as we use adjectives like ethnic and exotic to describe every group but 

WASPs. In the 1990s, whiteness studies and masculinity studies (or men’s studies, as it’s 

sometimes called) began to crop up on college campuses. These fields of research seek to debunk 

the belief that “white” and “masculine” are the norms from which other identities diverge and 

deviate. Rather, “whiteness” and “maleness” are constructions and deviations of their own, 

deployed to concentrate power among some people and deny it to others. The myth that people of 

European descent are distinct from and superior to those with African ancestry, for instance, was 

the undergirding of slavery and segregation. Yet as the sequencing of the human genome has 

revealed, there is no meaningful biological difference or distinct dividing line between racial 

groups. Neither are racial categories stable or “pure.” Human history is the story of migration and 

mixing. As social anthropologist Audrey Smedley once phrased it, “Race as biology is fiction, 

racism as a social problem is real” (Smedley & Smedley 2005: 16).  

Masculinity and male identity 

When it comes to gender and sex, the study of masculinity seeks to confront male identity 

in a similar way. As with race, the definitions of masculinity and manliness are not static either. 

The attributes inside the twenty-first-century Man Box, such as being heterosexual and stoic, are 

not the same ones that would have described a so-called real man in other centuries. In ancient 

Greece, for example, a sexual relationship with an older man was a common coming-of-age 

experience for a future free male citizen. And the poetry and art of the romantic period of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were rife with effusive male emotion and tenderness 

among men. 

Even now, what’s seen as acceptable male behavior isn’t monolithic but shaped by factors 

such as race, class, ethnicity, nationality, and sexuality—blue-collar men, for example, express a 

different sort of masculinity than men in corporate boardrooms. And merely being male is not 

enough: boys and men have to be the correct kind of male. Homophobia and hostility toward those 

who are transgender or androgynous, for instance, are the most pervasive ways to police boys and 

men who fail to present themselves as sufficiently masculine. Gay men and transgender people are 
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frequently targeted, often violently, for transgressing the rules of male identity. LGBTQ people 

are more likely than any other group in the United States to be victims of a hate crime. According 

to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, nearly a fifth of the 5,462 hate crimes reported to the agency 

in 2014 were a result of the target’s perceived or actual sexual orientation (Park & Mykhyalyshyn 

2016). 

These messages about what it means to be a “real man” come early. Sociologist C. J. Pascoe 

spent a year and a half embedded in a working-class, racially mixed California high school in the 

early 2000s, studying how boys utilized homophobic slurs to define and regulate male behavior in 

themselves and each other. She investigated how boys used the term gay as both a neutral 

description of homosexuality as well as a generic put-down equivalent to calling something dumb 

or uncool. Fag, on the other hand, was employed both to mock gay kids and more broadly to call 

out behavior that didn’t fit masculine norms. Pascoe observed that making jokes about “faggots” 

was central to boy culture. One student told her, “To call someone gay or fag is like the lowest 

thing you can call someone. Because that’s like saying that you’re nothing” (Pascoe 2007: 55). 

Interestingly, girls were not routinely called dykes or lesbians. Instead, the most common slur 

directed at them was slut. And this usage of fag and slut as insults reflects the opposing gender-

based expectations regarding sex: boys must be aggressively (hetero)sexual, and girls must be 

chaste. 

As a result of this culture, an openly gay boy endured near-constant harassment and 

eventually dropped out of school. But being straight didn’t inoculate other boys from homophobia. 

“Becoming a fag has as much to do with failing at the masculine tasks of competence, heterosexual 

prowess, and strength or in any way revealing weakness or femininity as it does with sexual 

identity,” Pascoe writes, noting the ever-present threat of being perceived as a fag. “This fluidity 

of the fag identity is what makes the specter of the fag such a powerful disciplinary mechanism... 

[teaching boys to] recognize a fag behavior and strive to avoid it” (ibidem: 54). 

Though anxiety about appearing unmanly was universal, Pascoe reported that the 

definitions and rankings of manliness were also shaped by factors such as race. Black boys at the 

high school, for example, were among the most popular kids, and they were seen as more athletic 

and more masculine than other boys. This perception is consistent with prevailing racial 

stereotypes that associate black men with traditional masculine traits such as strength and athletic 
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skills. That said, many of the black boys at the school also adhered to culturally specific standards 

of masculinity that diverged from the rules followed by other boys. White boys at the high school 

tended to think it was “faggy” or unmanly to care about personal grooming and fashion. Black 

boys, on the other hand, tended to take pride in their appearance. Looking attractive and stylish 

was, in part, a way to express their personal taste, cultural identity, and connection to other young 

black men. 

Race and racism shape expectations of masculinity for other boys, too. Sociologist 

Alexander Lu has noted that male status is tied to ethnicity, observing that the common stereotypes 

of Asian men and boys are emasculating ones: they are seen as studious, obedient, nerdy, and 

weak—all traits that fall outside the Man Box (Lu 2013). In a study of Asian American men’s 

personal experiences of masculinity and being male, many of the respondents reported feelings of 

stress, “from trying to fulfill an idealized form of masculinity—a man who is tough, physically 

attractive, unemotional, and a ladies man. However, stereotypes about Asian American men make 

it very difficult for them to conform to this ideal” (Lu & Wong 2013). 

Oliver S. Wang, another sociologist, has also addressed the impact of these stereotypes on 

Asian American men. In his writing on music, entertainment, and sports, he’s pointed out the 

paucity of images of cool, powerful Asian men in contemporary Western popular culture. The 

result, he says, is that some Asian boys have gravitated toward black culture and black heroes. 

Writing about National Basketball Association (NBA) player Jeremy Lin, Wang observed, “For 

many of us, growing up Asian American meant having few of ‘our own’ male role models in the 

public sphere. As a result, hip hop—besides its sonic and textual pleasures—held a strong appeal 

because it was also a space in which we could witness brazen displays of masculinity, especially 

in defiance of whiteness.” Given the “pathetically narrow” representation of Asian boys and me in 

popular culture, the emergence of Lin as a basketball powerhouse “offered up something we rarely 

get to see: an Asian American man, excelling in the most athletically masculine of all American 

sports, and doing it with passion, emotion and a cocksure swagger” (Wang 2012). 

The performance and expression of masculinity are complex. The same tactics that give 

boys power in one situation make them vulnerable in another—the ability to silently endure pain 

and emotional wounds might please a coach or a parent, but that repression in turn thwarts young 
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men’s capacity for intimate connection. Because no boy can live up to all the male norms all the 

time, manliness is a fragile quality. 

Boy crises 

Though the current configuration and contents of the Man Box are new, anxiety about boys 

and young men not living up to the standards of manliness is not. “From the very moment 

masculinity was invented,” historian Stephanie Coontz tells me, “it was a source of worry.” Coontz 

is the director of research and public education at the University of Texas at Austin–based Council 

on Contemporary Families and the author of several books about marriage, family, and gender. 

She traces the origin of the current definition of masculinity to the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, when gender identities began to be seen as a dichotomy and women and men 

were delegated to separate spheres, with women as homemakers and men as economic providers. 

Certain qualities and dispositions began to be associated with femininity, such as delicacy, sexual 

purity, nurturance, and sensitivity, and others with masculinity, such as rationality, stoicism, 

physical courage, and intellect. 

Over the next hundred years, anxiety over boys—whether it was that they were too brutish 

or not brutish enough—has persisted, flaring up during moments of social change and upheaval. 

The 1950s was a similar period of flux and fear: defined by postwar prosperity and growth, the 

civil rights movement, the space race, the Cold War, and the Red Scare. Teenagers had more 

money, more leisure time, and new ways to enjoy both: dancing to rock and roll and hanging out 

at drive-in movies watching bad boys like Marlon Brando in The Wild One and James Dean in 

Rebel Without a Cause. Male deviations from clean-cut mid- century conformity—whether it was 

juvenile delinquents or effeminate “sissies”—alarmed parents and teachers. 

The latest concern over a boy crisis began in the 1980s. Fears about crime and disorder in 

the United States led to the ruinous War on Drugs and the rise of mass incarceration. Big-city 

newspapers ran inflammatory reports about “wilding” by gangs of boys, a term that came into use 

in 1989, when five black and Latino teenagers were arrested and falsely convicted for the rape of 

a white woman jogger in New York City’s Central Park. A few years later, on April 20, 1999, two 

Colorado teenagers named Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold entered Columbine High School, where 

they were seniors, just before lunch period, armed with bombs and guns. They killed twelve 

students and a teacher before killing themselves. The massacre was variously ascribed to bullying, 
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mental illness, the proliferation of guns, violent video games, goth subculture, and the music of 

Marilyn Manson; panic grew about alienated and antisocial white boys like Harris and Klebold, 

resulting in a growing preoccupation with zero-tolerance bullying policies in schools. 

All these worries about boys have since been magnified. And there are genuine reasons for 

concern. In the United States, two-thirds of students diagnosed with learning disabilities are boys 

(Cortiella & Horowitz 2014: 12). And as with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD), diagnoses of mental illness such as depression and suicidal 

ideation have exploded among boys. Young men, especially young black, Latino, and indigenous 

men, are among the primary victims of violent deaths. 

Conclusion: Crisis of masculinity? 

What do we make of all these struggles and challenges facing boys? How do we account 

for the ways in which they are acting up, shutting down, or being harshly punished for crimes both 

real and perceived? The most common response to the boy crisis has been to point to something 

intrinsic to boys themselves. A hundred years ago it was their wild nature. Today it’s too much 

testosterone or their “boy brain” wiring. But the model of the Man Box points to another 

possibility: What if the crisis isn’t about boys but, rather, masculinity? 
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Abstract: This article argues that male bodies are theorized predominantly within a radical 

discursive constructionist viewpoint, given both the primacy of gender and queer paradigms with 

a discernible omission of feminist sexual difference perspectives. Furthermore, I raise several 

concerns in relation to the knowledge production process and the status of the academic subfield 

under discussion. I conclude by showing that a certain “gap” within the conceptual relationship 

between male bodies and masculinities is left unscrutinised. 
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1. Introduction 

This article represents a reworked version of the last section from the first chapter in my 

book Male bodies and sexual difference: A proposal for a feminist corporeo-ethics, published in 

2018 by Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK. In that first chapter I 

developed a line of argumentation concerning the way male bodies are theorized in studies about 

men and masculinities. After a brief outline of the development of its main theoretical frameworks 

and concepts (such as “masculinity,” “hegemonic masculinity,” and “embodiment of masculinity”), I 

examined the nature of the role of male bodies on which the theorizing of men and masculinities 

is based in some of the most representative works in the area. I also focused on the relationship 

between these studies and feminist theory, arguing that the dominant perspective of male bodies 

in relation to masculinity/masculinities is inherited from the feminist debates on the conceptual 

relationship between bodies and language/discourses. In the following excerpt, I argue that, as a 

result, male bodies are theorized predominantly within a radical discursive constructionist 

viewpoint, given both the primacy of gender and queer paradigms with a discernible omission of 

feminist sexual difference perspectives. Furthermore, I raise several concerns in relation to the 
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knowledge production process and the status of the academic subfield under discussion. I conclude 

by showing that a certain “gap” within the conceptual relationship between male bodies and 

masculinities is left unscrutinised. 

 

2. Male materiality within the discursivist logic of masculinity 

It seems to be the case that scholars working on masculinities and their relation to male 

bodies by using predominantly a discursivist account of bodies and materiality, Judith Butler’s 

(1990) perspective being the one most often invoked, took for granted Butler’s project. Her task 

was that of disrupting the once secured terrain of feminism/s by deconstructing the sex/gender 

distinction and by demonstrating that to invoke matter (sex, body; in our case, the male body or 

male bodies) is to appeal to “a history of sexual hierarchy and sexual erasures which should surely 

be an object of feminist inquiry, but which would be quite problematic as a ground of feminist 

theory” (Butler 1993: 49; italics in original). However, in this case, the need to account for a certain 

male materiality within discursivist logic of masculinity seems to raise a paradox.  

While recognizing some of their roots in the feminist, gay and left-wing movements and 

rejecting the anti-feminist positions within men’s movements, the engagements of scholars on 

masculinities with feminist theories are nevertheless very poor as compared to the use of 

perspectives, mostly of Marxian and neo-Marxist influence, developed by them.2 Kathy Davis 

made the same point almost two decades ago when showing that “although acknowledging the 

influence of feminism as a political movement on the emergence of the body as a topic, many 

‘new’ male theorists of the body seem generally reluctant to draw on feminist scholarship of the 

body” (quoted in Witz 2000: 3). Terrance MacMullan also urged male scholars “to adopt a feminist 

gaze” since for him feminism has become an “advocate on behalf of all people suffering socially 

imposed domination due to categories of class, race, caste, sexuality, ability, age and gender” 

(2002: 3). Then again, when there is indeed an engagement with feminist theories of gender and 

body, Butler’s philosophical work is the most cited especially for its usefulness in explaining the 

social construction of both masculinities and men’s bodies. 

 
2 See T. Digby (1998), B. Pease (2000), V. Seidler (1991), R. Connell (1995). 
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Secondly, although they support feminist critiques of the sex/gender distinction, i.e. both 

a) the rupture of the logical sequence between a so-called maleness and masculinities, and b) the 

coincident construction of sex (male) and gender (masculinity), it seems that there is always a need 

to appeal to some “grounding” male bodies. This raises questions especially in the context of 

masculinity’s disconnection from men’s bodies. Without male bodies, masculinity would lose this 

way too much of its referentiality. For that reason, it is my contention that the analyses on men 

and masculinities are caught up between the sex/gender distinction, when it comes to understanding 

male bodies, and simultaneous discursive production of gender and sex when it comes to analyzing 

masculinities. Though connected somehow (whereby masculinity derives its discursive content 

from men’s bodies), male bodies and masculinities are still disconnected (the maleness of men’s 

bodies is cut off from masculinity’s discursiveness). There is, therefore, a gap, which is left 

unscrutinised. And it is through this very gap, this sliding of male bodies through the sex/gender 

distinction and the discursive production of masculinities, that men’s bodies are simultaneously 

assumed and devoid of meaning at the same time; both essential to masculinity’s referentiality and 

inessential to masculinity’s discursiveness. Furthermore, this sliding is possible precisely because 

of maleness’ lack of analytical content, that is, a lack of specification in terms of sexual difference: 

maleness means whatever speaks of men and their practices and the maleness of men’s bodies is, 

therefore, merely nominal. But there is one more thing; masculinity itself seems to be devoid of 

content, given that it always speaks of whatever men, and implicitly male bodies, might mean or 

do. Therefore, the double equation/equivocation: masculinities = men = male bodies. This shows 

that, although there is an intended arbitrariness between masculinities and male bodies in the desire 

to cut off masculinities from men, it appears that this relationship is not arbitrary at all. It is in this 

very sense that the sexual difference of men’s bodily specificity, so crucial, remains 

unacknowledged. 

In other words, the need to support the construction and variability of masculine 

subjectivities with the help of male bodies shows, ironically of course, what should have always 

been acknowledged, that bodies do matter more than is provided for in a Butlerian framework, 

and, consequently, male bodies, in particular, matter a lot when it comes to masculinities. 

Accordingly, “the battle” is not solely at the level of masculinities, but rather more at that of male 

bodies or both. That is perhaps why, despite his understanding of masculinity’s relational character 

to femininity, R. W. Connell uses the plural “masculinities” (as if “multiplicity” applied to 
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“masculinity” would challenge the logic) to include even those minoritarian or subordinated 

groups of men (“masculinities” that are rather “femininities” as compared to “hegemonic 

masculinity”). To name them differently (or as “feminine”?) would stand for the negation, in a 

way, of the very “reality” of their male bodies, even if that “maleness” is taken as being part of a 

binary system of signification, i.e. discursive production of sex. Implicitly, gender is connected 

pretty well to sex and the prerogative of being “masculine” is secured even for the most 

disadvantaged of “men’s family,” and, apparently, the academic subfield itself. Consequently, 

given the importance of male bodies, why is it that sexual difference is absent in these studies?  

Moreover, this question is also generated by the ambiguity of the status and the nature of 

the materiality of men’s bodies, which is somehow presumed in the understanding of masculinities, 

in order to secure a certain link between bodies and their related subjectivities. On the one hand, 

there are bodies whose material presence always comes back into the question of their constitution 

(I would call it the metaphysical status of the materiality of male bodies). On the other hand, there 

is a specificity which “forces” these bodies to (re)present themselves as different than other (i.e. 

as male), even if conceived of as being constituted within the same type of social and political 

processes and structures (I would call it the ontological status of the materiality of male bodies). 

The problem here is that both the metaphysical and the ontological statuses of the materiality of 

men’s bodies collapse in its epistemic conditions, in the sense that there is a conflation between 

the being of men’s bodies and the mode in which these bodies are known. The ambiguity in 

understanding the relation between male bodies and masculinities resides precisely in the 

ambiguous relation of the body to the “real,” in the very fact that the so-called reality of the 

maleness of men’s bodies, therefore sexual difference, is subsumed to language and discursive 

constitution. A certain “real”, the male materiality, let’s say an ontological dimension, is therefore 

collapsed into the social, or the ontic, if one takes on this distinction. 

Consequently, it can also be argued then that, first, scholars working on men and 

masculinities substituted the primacy of the “real” with that of the discursive, or, as Barad put it, 

matters of signification have overtaken matters of fact (2003: 801). Secondly, at the same time, 

when accounting for the nature of the materiality of men’s bodies, i.e. their maleness, this is not 

understood as a relation to female bodies, as it is the case of the conceptual relationship between 

masculinities and femininities. This means that sexual difference - the differences between bodies 
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- understood here in quite material terms, remains unaccounted for in its materiality, precisely 

because this difference is conceptualized within/through the linguistic/discursive framework of 

gender.  

This aspect echoes powerfully Moira Gatens’ argument against the sex/gender distinction, 

which I consider quite relevant for the discussion even thirty years after its publication in 1983. 

Gatens states that, during the 1970s and into the early 1980s, “gender,” favoured against the 

category “sex,” for its danger of biological reductionism, became a central explanatory and 

organizing category for diverse groups such as “Marxists, (usually male) homosexual groups and 

feminists of equality,” all three of them with the effect of producing a “neutralization of sexual 

difference and sexual politics” (1996: 4). Against this neutralization process, whereby, “re-

education is the catchcry of radical social transformation,” Gatens sets on challenging both the 

assumption that the body and the psyche are passive tabulae rasae, passive entities (a rationalist 

view according to her), and the “alleged neutrality of the body, the postulated arbitrary connection 

between femininity and the female body, masculinity and the male body” (ibidem: 4; italics in 

original). Referring to the works of Greer, Millet, Oakley, Chodorow, Dinnerstein and Barret, who 

took up the notion of gender from the analysis of Robert J. Stoller’s work on transsexualism, 

Gatens questions two assumptions central to the “degendering” programme or re-education for 

social change. In relation to the neutrality of the body she is more than explicit: “there is no neutral 

body, there are at least two kinds of bodies: the male body and the female body” (ibidem: 8). Given 

that socialization theorists understand sex/gender distinction as a body/mind (consciousness) 

distinction, her argument is that if social processes and behaviours are located in the subject, rather 

than “in consciousness” or “in the body,” then “the subject is always a sexed body” (ibidem: 9). 

From here it follows then that, by accepting the notion of sexually specific subjects, one cannot 

hold anymore onto the claim that patriarchy valorises the masculine gender over the feminine 

gender. The difference in the social values and significance between the male body and the female 

body effects, therefore, a difference between male and female consciousness. In other words, since 

masculine male bodies are valued over masculine female bodies then, for sure, the problem rests 

at the level of male body rather than masculine gender.3 And, for that reason, her straightforward 

 
3 Later in her article, after examining the asymmetrical cases of male transsexual and female transsexual, Gatens 

argues: “It is not masculinity per se that is valorized in our culture but the masculine male” (1996: 15; italics in 

original). 
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conclusion: “Gender is not the issue; sexual difference is” (ibidem: 9). There is, consequently, a 

non-symmetrical relationship between what is acted out by a male body and what a female body 

acts out, that is, there is a qualitative difference between, for example, “the kind of femininity 

‘lived’ by women and that ‘lived’ by men”. 

“The ‘feminine male’ may have experiences that are socially coded as ‘feminine’ but these 

experiences must be qualitatively different from female experience of the feminine. His experiences 

are parasitically dependent on the female body, more particularly on the maternal body, by a process 

of identification.” (ibidem: 10; italics in original)4 

 

 This then also dispels the claim that feminists of sexual difference are essentialist or 

ahistorical, in the sense that the body taken as object of study by theorist of sexual difference is 

not just a physical or anatomical one. This body is also an animate, lived and situated body, an 

imaginary body, that is, the “site of the historical and cultural specificity of masculinity and 

femininity” (ibidem: 12). Acknowledging the interconnections between networks of signification 

and cultural ways of being a man or a woman, it means, “there is a contingent, though not arbitrary, 

relation between the male body and masculinity and the female body and femininity” (ibidem: 13). 

For Gatens, then, the relation between the body and gender is not arbitrary, as the relation between 

a symptom and its etiology is not arbitrary: “to treat gender, the ‘symptom’, as the problem is to 

misread its genesis” (ibidem: 13). In other words, femininity and masculinity are not, therefore, 

arbitrary impositions/inscriptions on an indifferent consciousness or a neutral body. 

 Gatens’ argument against the sex/gender distinction is relevant insofar it unmasks both the 

presupposition behind such a distinction and the effect of marginalizing sexual difference and of 

not acknowledging the fundamental relationship of sexual difference to (feminist) theory as such. 

The so-called arbitrariness of gender in relation to sex presumes the conception of a passive, 

neutral body and, at the same time, that of a symmetrical construction of gender as representation 

or system of significations (images). This reinforces, in short, the hierarchical and oppositional 

dichotomy between a brute material reality and its ideal representation (and, by extrapolation, 

thought itself). Therefore, as Colebrook (2000: 83; italics in original) argues, “any ‘bracketing’ of 

sex or insistence on sex as an effect of representation also partakes in a representational refusal to 

 
4 In the second phrase, Gatens refers to the “male trans”, which is taken as a case “that most clearly demonstrates the 

asymmetry between masculinity/ femininity and male/female” (ibidem: 14). 
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question, or think of a way of questioning what is that gender re-presents.” For that reason, the 

question is not about how the sexes are differentiated, but rather about the specific ways in which 

the real of the sexes becomes meaningful. The question is then about another ontology according 

to which the body is thought neither as a pre-representational materiality nor as a formative 

essence. Moreover, for Colebrook, this type of question echoes Irigaray’s political project of 

rethinking sexual difference in relation to thought and theory as such: 

“If it is the very character of corporeality to become through images, and if this becoming is always 

a relation to others, then theory will have to acknowledge its own status as an event of becoming 

and as a production of images. This means that feminist theory will no longer be the cause of theory 

(in general) for feminist politics and identity. Sexual difference is not a question within theory. For 

it is only because there is sexual difference, the becoming or imagining of specific bodies, that 

theory as such is possible.” (ibidem: 90) 

 Then, turning back to the case of men’s bodies and masculinities and its theorizing, the fact 

that sexual difference is presupposed but unacknowledged in the exploration of the relation 

between male bodies and masculinities (masculine subjectivity) also speaks to the marginalized 

status of sexual difference philosophy in the area of the critical studies of men and masculinities. 

Men’s theorizing about men and men’s bodies is, consequently, not cut off from the issue of sexual 

difference, since sexual difference might be the very condition of such theorizing. It wouldn’t be 

too farfetched to argue then that sexual difference could be the limit of the relationship between 

the critical studies on men and masculinities and feminist thought and its political project. In other 

words, if thought as such and, by implication, theorizing men and masculinities, might be 

conditioned by the sexual difference that is meant to explain, the engagement with feminist 

theories of sexual difference could be seen, then, as an indicator of the pro-feminist thought and 

agendas. And it is precisely this limit that I wanted to question in the course of the first chapter of 

my book, a limit that the scholars on men and masculinities do not theorize. In short, this seems to 

be quite ironic: sexually differentiated academic zones but no use of theories of sexual difference.  

 

3. New directions 

 These aspects lead me to consider that any study on men and masculinities becomes 

problematic if it doesn’t have an explicit strong connection to the multitude of rich feminist 

theories and goals, as one of the aims is to develop new perspectives in order to influence and 
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change men, and doing so, ultimately improving women’s lives. This work should function as a 

feminist boomerang: studying men should turn back as a benefit for women and not as just another 

academic space for men. “We” are not and “we” were never in a symmetrical position so as to 

claim “independence” of any sort! Studies of men and masculinities should always have an explicit 

feminist framework and focus or, as Calvin Thomas argues, “masculinity studies can be not the 

betrayal or appropriation of feminism but rather one of its valuable and necessary consequences” 

(2002: 62).5  

 An analogy based on Sara Ahmed’s argument developed in her on-line paper “Declarations 

of Whiteness: The non-Performativity of Anti-Racism” (2004) might shed more light on this 

matter. I see this analogy more as explanatory and less an argumentative one, functioning on three 

interconnected dimensions: the fields of study, in this case the critical studies of men and 

masculinity and the critical studies of whiteness, the objects of study, meaning masculinity 

(gender) and whiteness (race) and the corresponding effects of the relations between the fields and 

the objects of study (or the risks of the constitution of such fields). This analogy should work as 

an understanding of the inner workings between a field of study and its object of study without 

any equivalence between the terms (fields, objects, effects) of the analogy, meaning that the 

difference in the nature of some of the categories employed in the analogy, i.e. gender and race, as 

supraordinate categories of masculinity and whiteness, is recognizable.  

 Analysing the self-reflexive turn in whiteness studies and how this field constitutes itself 

through various “anti-racist” modes of declaration, Ahmed argues, first of all, that the 

representation of whiteness as invisible, “as the unseen or the un-marked, as a non-colour, the 

absent presence or hidden referent, against which all other colours are measured as forms of 

deviance” (2004: para. 1), presents several risks. One of them is that of transforming whiteness 

into “an essential something” when not making what can already be seen, visible in different ways. 

“If whiteness becomes a field of study, then there is clearly a risk that whiteness itself will be 

transformed into an object. Or, if whiteness assumes integrity as an object of study, as being 

‘something’ that we can track or follow across time and space, then whiteness would become a 

fetish, cut off from histories of production and circulation.” (Ahmed 2004: para. 3) 

 
5 I am concerned here also about the specific knowledge production and not necessarily about the contextual ways the 

subfield got institutionalized, though they are strongly interconnected. It is known, especially at the expense of young 

scholars, how knowledge is produced, reproduced and fiercely guarded within specific academic spaces, where “to fit 

in,” often means actually “to do and to be the same”.  
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Another risk is that of reproducing whiteness as the focus of the intellectual endeavors, 

“however haunted by absence, lack or emptiness” (ibidem: para. 4). In addition, whiteness studies 

might become “a discourse of love which would sustain the narcissism that elevates whiteness into 

a social and bodily ideal” and a field constructing itself on pure self-reflection. The emergence of 

this field might also represent the emergence of a new form of whiteness, an anxious one, which 

would entail that “this white subject would come into existence in its very anxiety about the effects 

it has on others, or even in fear that is taking something away from other” (ibidem: para. 7). 

Furthermore, this anxiety is signaled by the very use of the notion “critical” in front of “whiteness 

studies”:  

“But I think the ‘critical’ often functions as a place where we deposit our anxieties. We might 

assume that if we are doing critical whiteness studies, rather than whiteness studies, that we can 

protect ourselves from doing – or even being seen to do – the wrong kind of whiteness studies. But 

the word ‘critical’ does not mean the elimination of risk, and nor should it become just a description 

of what we are doing over here, as opposed to them, over there.” (ibidem: para. 8) 

Analogously, in the field of the critical studies of men and masculinities, there was a 

pervasive assumption that “men”/“masculinity” were the invisible norm, hence the urgency to 

make men visible as a social category or naming men as men through various discursive practices.6 

How should this making-visible of men qua men function in a different way in order not to re-

centre or narcissistically reproduce the focus of men/masculinity in the academic space? The 

presence of the word “critical” in critical studies on men and masculinities thus takes on a new 

importance. The question is how can a “critical” intervention assure us that these studies don’t 

play the same old game? 

“If ‘whiteness studies’ turns towards white privilege, as that which enables and endures 

declarations of whiteness, then this does not simply involve turning towards the white subject, 

which would amount to the narcissism of a perpetual return. Rather, whiteness studies should 

involve at least a double turn: to turn towards whiteness is to turn towards and away from those 

bodies who have been afforded agency and mobility by such privilege. In other words, the task for 

white subjects would be to stay implicated in what they critique, but in turning towards their role 

and responsibility in these histories of racism, as histories of this present, to turn away from 

themselves, and towards others. This ‘double turn’ is not sufficient, but it clears some ground, upon 

which the work of exposing racism might provide the conditions for another kind of work. We don’t 

 
6 For more on discursive strategies in theorizing men and men’s theorizing see Jeff Hearn (1998). 
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know, as yet, what such conditions might be, or whether we are even up to the task of recognizing 

them.” (ibidem: para. 59; italics mine) 

 It is this “double turn” that might assure the critical nature of the studies on men and 

masculinities, a turn towards men and masculinities by showing their positionings in the histories 

of violence in various forms against women and other men. This is, undoubtedly, one of the major 

intended aims in the critical studies of men and masculinities. But what is missing is the “(...) turn 

away from themselves, and towards others,” that is a way of engaging with the “others” that would 

acknowledge how that turn was possible in the first place, i.e. the feminist critique of patriarchal 

power relations and sexual difference.  

 My critique is not a new one. Rosi Braidotti raised the same issue in the early 1990s and 

remains prescient, precisely because of the growing number of male scholars in gender 

studies/women studies and the institutionalization of studies on men and masculinities. In her 

Nomadic Subjects (1994), the section “Envy; or, with Your Brains and My Looks” (pp. 136-145) 

interrogates the position of men in feminism (or what she calls Pheminism) and questions the 

presupposed new symmetry between the sexes which resulted in the new focus on men and men’s 

studies, and the neglect of the fundamental issue of “the historical experience of oppression on the 

basis of sex”: 

“It must be very uncomfortable to be a male, white, middle-class, and heterosexual intellectual at a 

time in history when so many minorities and oppressed groups are speaking up for themselves; a 

time when the hegemony of the white knowing subject is crumbling. Lacking the historical experience 

of oppression on the basis of sex, they paradoxically lack a minus. Lacking the lack, they cannot 

participate in the great ferment of ideas that is shaking up Western culture: it must be very painful 

indeed to have no option other than being the empirical referent of the historical oppressor of women, 

and being asked to account for his atrocities.” (Braidotti 1994: 139) 

 But this is not all. This concerns not only the physical presence of men in a very specific 

academic area, but also the very way of doing research and theorizing their own presence. I argue, 

then, that the blindness/neglect/ absence of sexual difference feminist theory in the works on men 

and masculinities is not accidental and for Braidotti this neglect is more than sexism.  

“What the heterosexual men are lacking intellectually - the peculiar blindness to sexual difference 

for which the term sexism is an inadequate assessment - is a reflection of their position in history.” 

(ibidem: 138-139; italics in original) 
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4. Conclusion 

 As a way of concluding, in this section, I took an almost analogous step (in terms of the 

internal conditioning and not between the terms of an analogy) to what Judith Butler did in Gender 

Trouble for feminism, but obviously with a counter-twist, other reasons and aims: “I was writing 

in the tradition of immanent critique that seeks to provoke critical examination of the basic 

vocabulary of the movement of thought to which it belongs” (Butler 1999: vii). Butler looked at 

some of the fundamental notions and concepts in feminist theory and questioned them in relation 

to their foundational nature for the political projects/agendas. As herself clarifies in the preface to 

Gender Trouble’s second edition, she sought “to criticize a pervasive heterosexual assumption in 

feminist literary theory” (1990: vii) by showing that any restricted meaning of gender has its own 

exclusionary norms and that there is a strong heterosexism at the core of sexual difference 

fundamentalism. Linking sexuality and gender, she moved on developing her own theory of the 

performativity of gender, whereby the materiality of the bodies is always already subsumed to the 

constitutive power of gender discursive forces. In the context of my book, given the intermingled 

history of the development of the studies on men and masculinities with feminist movements and 

thought, I questioned the conceptual grounds of the subfield (even if not a unified one) and its 

major presupposition as far as male bodies are concerned, the twist aiming at finally reaching the 

question of what it would mean to think of men’s bodies through sexual difference as theorized, 

for example, by feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray. I also showed an internal contradiction in 

understanding male bodies through the paradigms employed by scholars analysing men and 

masculinities and the implicit ambiguity of the status of men’s bodily materiality in relation to 

masculine subjective formation within power relations. The predominance of the discursive 

constitution of maleness and male materiality is not accidental and is concurrent with the omission 

of the sexual difference paradigm, gesture which, in stronger political terms, could be translated 

as an explicit marginalization, one identifiable even in the struggles and transformations in 

feminist theory. Furthermore, this marginalization is strongly linked, if not effected, by the very 

neutralization of (male) bodily materiality, in terms of lack of sexual difference specifications, in the 

discursive presuppositions of the analyses on men and masculinities. 
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1. Introduction1 

 

Research on sexualities in Romania is limited (e.g., Bartoş, Phua, & Avery 2009). Existing 

research generally focuses on sex and gender differences in attitudes toward family life and social 

issues (e.g., Bădescu et al 2007). In most cases, studies are based on general opinion polls that 

include questions on these issues. Alternative sexualities in Romania are still a considerably 

controversial subject (Bădescu et al 2007; Gallup Organization Romania 2000; INSOMAR 2009). 

Few studies examine the extent to which sexual orientation influences life choices and transitions 

in Romania (on homosexuality, see e.g., Spineanu‐Dobrotă 2005). However, Romania is an 

interesting country for such inquiry. Its modernity confronted traditional values in the past few 

decades, when the country joined the European Union (EU) and went through major socio‐

economic and political changes. 

Focusing on the context of mate selection using personal ads, we follow a well‐established 

line of research projects, and contribute to it by studying a relatively under‐examined country (see 

e.g., Groom & Pennebaker 2005; Kaufman & Phua 2003; Lester & Goggin 1999). Researchers 

who study mate selection using this data source generally focus on the English‐speaking countries, 

studies on Eastern Europe being rather rare (for Romania, see e.g., Rusu & Bencic 2007). In order 

to understand mate selection through personals in Romania, we focus both on gender relationships 

and sexuality. Notwithstanding, any study on men would be incomplete unless we provide some 

information on gender relations and situate men in a broader and changing context (e.g., Hearn 

2009).

 

2. Masculinity revisited 

 

The concept of masculinity has received much scholarly discussion and has been continually 

contested and refined (e.g., Connell 2000). For example, Connell (1995) criticizes Brannon’s 

(1976) theory of the “male sex role” for creating an abstract, stylized masculinity to which no one 

can actually adhere and for its insufficient focus on power relations. The concept of masculinity is 

 
1 This article originally appeared in 2010 in the journal Culture, Society and Masculinities, which is no longer being 

published. Reprinted with permission from the authors and the publisher. 
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relational, hierarchical, and multidimensional (Connell 2000). Masculinity belongs to a gender 

continuum and is different from, but not necessarily opposed to, femininity (e.g., Băban 2000a; 

Smiler 2004). Masculinity also becomes manifest in different forms. While different versions of 

masculinity exist, these masculinities have “definite [hierarchical] social relations between them” 

(Connell 2000: 10). At any given time and location, the social organization of that society and 

one’s social location within that organization influence which form of masculinity is culturally 

exalted over others (e.g., Phua 2007). Băban (2000a) identifies at least ten different approaches to 

understanding masculinity. Many of them are applications of broader theories of gender issues, 

such as psychoanalysis, cognitive psychology, social‐learning theory, and feminist critique. 

Smiler (2004) argues that recent masculinity research departs from previous inquiry in three 

respects. First, theories of the 1990s and 2000s presuppose an indefinite number of gender 

identities, as opposed to earlier dichotomies and postulations of a bipolar continuum (male vs. 

female). Second, researchers have discarded notions of a unique, biologically essential masculinity 

in favor of historically constructed masculinities. Third, some recent scholars have argued for a 

more neutral stand on masculinity than their predecessors: hence, there are no “adequate” scores 

on questionnaires, and no masculinity is fundamentally better than the other. This underscores the 

idea that masculinity is a complex, relational concept that cannot be easily represented by 

numerical means. 

 

3. Romanian men’s masculinity in the context of communism and re-traditionalization 

 

“A masculine man in Western societies is portrayed as a traditional bread-winning man, who 

is White, physically strong, rugged, manly, and displays the quality of heterosexuality” (Phua 

2007: 910). While Romania is not necessarily a Western country, the stereotypic image of a 

Romanian man is surprisingly similar to the Western version. Romanian men are expected to be 

different from women (e.g., Gallup Organization Romania 2000). This could extend to choice of 

professions regarded as masculine, and avoidance of feminine or gay‐like behavior. Boys are 

taught not to cry or express emotions, as this would interfere with rationality and productivity 

(Băban 2000a). More precisely, men ought to express only such emotions as anger and impatience, 

while love and fear are tabooed (Brannon 1976). Romanian men negotiate their masculinities in 
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the context of post‐communism, re-traditionalization, “ruralization” (Cîrstocea 2003), and the 

absence of strong feminist movements in Romania as compared to settings such as the U.S. or 

Western Europe (Miroiu 1998). Roman (2001) reports that the communist discourse on gender 

equality was highly hypocritical. While socialism may be programmatically degendering 

(Cîrstocea 2003), Magyari‐Vincze (2005: 203) argues that this is a “false gender neutrality”. 

According to Cîrstocea (2003: 129), the downfall of totalitarianism was itself no more than a 

“conservative revolution”, reviving rural traditionalism. Gender equality was much discussed in 

communist countries, but it never went beyond “the flowerly thanks spoken on Women’s Day” 

(Spencer 1996: 269). Analyzing this issue in the case of post‐war Romania, Cîrstocea (2003) points 

out that communist propaganda abounded in references to the “Soviet liberation of women,” 

contrasted to “capitalistic slavery,” but Romania’s laws and institutions remained virtually 

unchanged. 

For the last 20 years, these laws and institutions have been described in terms of a transition 

from a national‐communist patriarchy (Roman 2001) to a post‐socialist patriarchy (Spencer 1996). 

Values have been re‐traditionalized and cities “ruralized” (Băban 2000b). What in Romania is 

usually called “the Revolution” was, as far as gender is concerned, a “restoration of the ‘natural 

order of things’” (Magyari‐Vincze 2005: 204). Whatever is deemed part of the natural order of 

things in a patriarchal system typically puts women at a disadvantage. With patriarchy maintained, 

women are still having a low participation in decision making: for example, there are few women 

in government (Roman 2001), and most Romanians would not vote for a female president (Gallup 

Organization Romania 2000). 

Romanian women are less likely to work outside the home and are underpaid when they do 

(INS 2001; Roman 2001; Spencer 1996). In addition, more than half of adults in Romania believe 

that men cannot take care of young children, and that there should not be any househusbands 

(Gallup Organization Romania 2000). At the same time, about 66 percent of interviewees agreed 

that the husband should earn the money (Gallup Organization Romania). Nevertheless, harsh 

economic conditions have always made the typical family dependent on women’s labor, a fact 

prompting Miroiu (1998: 256) to call Romanian society “a patriarchy without ‘fathers’”, that is, 

without “breadwinners.” 
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An interview study on Romanian men concluded that they construct motherhood as the 

natural state for a woman (Băban 2000b). Moreover, social constructions of women’s bodies tend 

to ratify naturalistic and medicalized discourses (see Foucault 1990). When the issue of deliberate 

childlessness came up, an interviewee explicitly stated that “it must be a disease not to want 

children; so she [childless women] should get help” (2000b). In the context of this sharp 

dichotomy, feminism is placed in the field of “hysteria”—one man interviewed in the above study 

(2000b) argued that only “sexual trauma, frustration” of some women could account for such a 

political movement. It is worth stressing that “naturalization” is the main tool employed in 

constructing these views (Băban 2000b; Magyari‐Vincze 2005). 

 

According to a recent survey on abortion, half of Romanians are in favor, while the other 

half are against (Bădescu et al 2007). Men view abortion as much as a democratic right as a 

necessary evil and a crime; roles as husband and father are constructed in terms of financial 

support; and men pass on their name to their children, a prospect that grants life meaning (Băban 

2000b). This may account for the finding that men are slightly more likely to want (more) children 

in the future (Gallup Organization Romania, 2000). 

A real man is expected to have as much sexual experience as possible (Băban 2000b, 2003). 

Seventy‐six percent of Romanian men admit having had sexual experience before marriage, as 

opposed to 38% of women (Bădescu et al., 2007), suggesting that premarital sexual behavior is 

more acceptable for men. Men tend to rationalize risk‐taking (Shearer et al 2005), adopting a carpe 

diem attitude: “everything is a risk in life,” one man says, and this is actually part of enjoying it 

(Băban 2000b). Modern contraceptive methods are well‐known in Romania, and most men 

spontaneously mention condoms when asked about the subject. Still, traditional methods are 

generally preferred (Băban 2000b, 2003; Bădescu et al. 2007), by which we mean such techniques 

as withdrawal (coitus interruptus) and the “rhythm method.” Nevertheless, 28% of all sexually 

active people state they have never used contraception, and about 20% claim they have never heard 

of it (Bădescu et al. 2007). Romania is among the countries where HIV/AIDS mostly affects men 

(World Health Organization 2003). 
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While the natural order of things favor men in many aspects, we should keep in mind three 

issues. First, relationships are dyadic: whatever happens to one partner, the other will be affected 

as well. We are not suggesting that experience and impact are the same for both partners, or that 

one is more important than the other. Instead, we are arguing that research needs to look at the 

dynamics within a union from the perspective of both partners, while acknowledging the potential 

power differentials within the couple. After all, when women are oppressed by a patriarchal 

system, the dynamics and interactions of the couple are affected. 

Second, men do not uniformly benefit from a patriarchal system, and their experiences vary 

by other social statuses such as class, race, and sexuality (Connell 1995). Under this system, 

particular formulations of manhood are being idealized to the point where few men can live up to 

corresponding expectations. A man is supposed to be successful, to have money, and to be looked 

up to by his peers (Brannon 1976). But status is achieved by work outside the home. As a 

consequence, some men have to work to exhaustion and avoid passive leisure (Băban 2000a). 

Since most men do not have exceptional careers, the family is often the con‐ text in which they 

gain status as the “breadwinner” (e.g., Băban 2000a; Brannon 1976). This pressure puts further 

strain on the couple, as women lose status not only inside but also outside of the home. We are 

positing that both sexes suffer when a system promotes gender inequalities, even when oppression 

is not uniformly experienced by both. In fact, women’s oppression is worsened when their partners 

also face impossible pressures, making them less able to be supportive of their spouses. 

Third, the characteristics of Romanian men’s masculinities we have described may represent 

only one frame available to Romanian men for understanding and engaging in gender relations, 

though data indicated that it might be the more prevalent one. Romanian men could be in the 

process of contesting such a frame or selectively using the frame to their advantage (for similar 

arguments on Asian Americans, see Phua 2007). 

 

4. Homosexuality in Romania 

 

Consensual same‐sex relationships have been illegal under the Romanian Penal Code for 

half a century (ACCEPT 2002). Before World War II, homosexuality had no legal status in 

Romania (Spineanu‐Dobrotă 2005). From 1938 to 1989, the country was governed by successive 
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authoritarian regimes that criminalized homosexuality. Anti‐gay laws oscillated between weakly 

enforced bans on open homosexuality and severe punishment for any homosexual act (Spineanu‐

Dobrotă). During the communist regime (about 1944 to 1989), being gay was often used as an 

official reason for prosecuting intellectuals unsympathetic with the authorities, according to a 

journalistic inquiry (Olivotto 2007). It was not until 1996 that the Penal Code was modified. 

Despite pressure from Western Europe, homo‐ sexual relationships provoking “public scandal” 

continued to be criminalized (Spineanu‐Dobrotă). Meanwhile, politicians’ attitudes remained 

ambiguous: some of them were openly homophobic, while the majority expressed indifference 

(Spineanu‐Dobrotă). 

Romanian mass media have treated gay issues only superficially throughout the 1990s. 

Newspapers systematically represented gay people as pedophiles, HIV‐infected, mentally ill, and 

anti‐Christian. A recurrent interpretation was that gay rights were forcefully imposed by the EU 

and represented a blow to Romania’s sovereignty (Creţeanu & Comanb1998; Spineanu‐Dobrotă 

2005). The language of some major newspapers was remarkably tendentious, often referring to 

anal sex apparent attempts to mock gay rights (Creţeanu & Coman 1998). The Parliament finally 

abolished the anti‐gay law in 2000, despite public protests (ACCEPT 2002). That same year, the 

Parliament instated the National Council for Combating Discrimination (CNCD 2007a) defending 

gay rights, for instance, to donate blood (CNCD 2007b). 

As far as we know, there are three organizations dealing with sexual minority is‐ sues in 

Romania: ACCEPT, founded in 1996, based in Bucharest, visible through pride parades and legal 

advocacy (www.accept‐romania.ro); Be An Angel, founded in 2002 in Cluj‐Napoca, focusing 

more on publications and social and cultural events (www.beanangel.ro); and PSI Romania, 

concerned with research and intervention in health and social inequality (www.psi.ro). Recent 

survey results indicated that more than half of 1,201 participants (56.7%) think that discrimination 

against LGBT did not decrease after Romania joined the EU (INSOMAR, 2009). Fifty‐four 

percent would not accept LGBT individuals as neighbors, while 54 percent, 70.9 percent and 90.5 

percent would not accept them as a colleague, friend, or spouse of kin, respectively (INSOMAR). 

As expected, attitudes towards homosexuality vary by age, education, and religiosity (Moraru 

2010). 
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Unfortunately, there is no systematic study regarding recent media coverage, and it is 

difficult to say whether the public image of LGBT people has improved. Despite legal progress, 

surveys show many Romanians to be blatantly homophobic. A TV channel has been fined for 

primetime homophobia, remarkably without actual intervention of the CNCD (Bãdicioiu 2007). 

In the post‐communist era, both mass‐media and politicians have remained ambivalent towards 

LGBT issues (Spineanu‐Dobrotă 2005). Forty percent of respondents in a survey would not like 

gay people to live in Romania (Gallup Organization Romania 2000), and 52 percent think they 

should not be accepted as normal people (Bădescu et al 2007). About two‐thirds of LGBT 

Romanians surveyed via a snowball sample reported experiencing discrimination and 

mistreatment ranging from being avoided and being the subject of jokes and pranks to facing 

unsolicited attempts to change one’s sexual orientation, experiencing physical violence, and false 

denunciations to the police for child molestation (ACCEPT 2005). 

In the present study, we are interested in examining how attitudes on gender relations and 

homosexuality manifest in mate selection from the perspective of men. Specifically, we examine 

whether the content of personal ads, in terms of how men present themselves and what they want 

from potential mates, reflect attitudes highlighted above. Research on personal ads has been well‐

established (e.g., Jagger 2005; Lester & Goggin 1999; Phua, Hopper & Vazquez 2002; Phua & 

Kaufman 2003; Rusu & Bencic 2007). Personal ads offer an unobtrusive way of examining dating 

preferences and minimize socially desirable responses, presenting as they do ways of screening 

out less desirable mates without in‐person confrontation (Phua 2002). However, the bulk of 

research using personals addresses Western countries. 

 

5. Data and methods 

 

We collected data from a Romanian Internet website in spring 2007. We used only personals 

posted by men living in Bucharest, Romania’s capital. Initially, we examined the distribution 

across Romanian cities on that website. We decided that the capital yielded enough cases for 

sampling. We will have more reliable estimates as advertisements from Bucharest represent 45 

percent of all cases, while the next city with the largest number of cases made up only seven 
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percent of all cases. The disparity in size would make it difficult to make any reliable conclusion 

even if we were to group all other cities together because of regional and rural‐urban variations. 

We first stratified the sample into men seeking men (MSM) and men seeking women 

(MSW). Within each group, we systematically sampled every third case until we achieved 200 

cases. We deleted cases that were duplicates (e.g., two personals having the same photographs) 

and those who self‐identified as foreigners. The final sample size was 380, with 187 MSM and 

193 MSW. Consistent with earlier studies, men seeking men should not be interpreted simply as 

gay or bisexual, or men seeking women as straight (e.g., Bartoş et al 2009). We remind readers 

that commonly‐used sexual orientation terminologies may vary in meaning depending on cultural 

context (e.g., McLelland 2000) and that MSM do not necessarily identify as gay (e.g., Phua & 

Kaufman 1999). 

Personals consist of two sections: the first part offers for selection a set of pre‐ coded answers 

that has an English version; the second part is written in Romanian by advertisers (here translated 

by one of the authors). Pre‐coding suggests that pertinent variables probably refer to the most 

common characteristics used in personals. Translation was performed as literally as possible to 

preserve the “flavor” or tone of the messages. Supplementary explanations were provided for 

words without English equivalent—typically describing specific Romanian values (e.g., bun‐simţ, 

which could mean good manners, good education, consideration, and so on). However, the amount 

of freely written text varied from one advertiser to another. Some ad texts were minimal, presenting 

the following reasons: 

You ask too much I will let you describe me. What do you say? (msw#95) I am a cool guy (honestly). I will 

let you discover the rest! (msw #149) 

I’ll let you do this … not that I don’t like showing off. (msw#123) 

I don’t like describing myself; I let others do it…. I think it is more honest that way. (msm#7) 

I like participating in a dialogue not having monologue. If you are interested in anything, ask. (msm#8) 

About me? I am a nice guy, likeable, a true friend as some say. Discover the treat yourself…. (msm #107) 

 

Providing little information irked some users. In response to what he perceived as lack of 

information, one advertiser wrote “If your profile reads ‘I cannot describe myself, I’d be 

subjective. Describe me yourself.’ Then we have nothing to discuss” (msw #182). 
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6. Results 

 

In the following sections, we will report advertisers’ characteristics and their preferences in 

their mate in Romanian men’s personals. While we are not explicitly employing role theory as our 

framework, we used related terms for descriptions. Gender roles denote masculinity or femininity, 

similar to what Carrigan et al (1985) call gender personalities, while sexual roles refer to preferred 

sexual activities such as being the active or passive actor in anal or oral sex. We operationalized 

these two concepts by counting the specific words used, such as manly, masculine and macho for 

the first, and top, bottom, and versatile for the latter. We look at sexual and gender roles as socially 

constructed and learned roles (e.g., Carrigan et al 1985). However, data limitations have prevented 

us to delve deeper into the problem of role strains and “questions of power and material inequality” 

(ibidem: 559). 

 

Characteristics of Romanian MSW Personals 

 

MSW do not report their sexual orientation or sexual roles, or request them from their 

potential dates. Similarly, none of them specifically excluded dates of any specific sexual 

orientation. In fact, less than 10 percent specifically reject potential dates based on any 

characteristics. Less than one percent of MSW mentioned their gender roles; those that do only 

emphasize their masculinity, like using the word macho (msw#39). These results suggest that 

heterosexuality appears to be taken for granted, along with all its associated and expected roles. 

None of them specifically mentioned body parts. The most explicit reference was to “Unrest 

between my legs” (msw#11). These results are consistent with earlier research that shows that men 

seeking women are less explicit about sexual characteristics. However, this does not mean that 

they are necessarily less interested in sex, even though only 2.1 percent specifically mentioned 

sexual acts. Some examples include: 

 

Virtual sex, live sex, I like stocky women with no inhibitions. I love mature women! Come into my 

world, let’s try something new! (msw#61) 

For a relationship with no sentimental implications …. (msw#20) 
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Table 1 

Content of Men Seeking Women Personals 

 Variable Mentioning 

of 

respondent’s 

characteristics 

Mentioning of 

preferences in 

match’s characteristics 

 (%) (%) 

 N = 187 n = 193 

Sexual Orientation 0.0 0.0 

Gender Roles 0.5 0.0 

Sexual Roles 0.0 0.0 

Body Parts 0.0 NA 

Sexual Acts 2.1 NA 

Discretion 1.6 NA 

Include Photo 61.7 NA 

Exclude particular sexual 

orientation 

0.0 NA 

Exclude any characteristics 9.8 NA 

Age 99.0 33.7 

Height 99.0 27.5 

Weight 97.4 24.4 

Field of Work 97.9 34.2 

Education 100.0 14.5 

Income 37.3 2.6 

Hobbies 90.7 79.3 

Marital Status 86.5 15.5 

Mentioned Children 95.3 10.9 
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About 62 percent of MSW provided at least one photo (usually one of the photos is a clear 

face shot). Consistent with the high percentage of MSW willing to show their face in their 

personals, only 1.6 percent requested some form of discretion. In one of these cases, the need for 

discretion is to conceal a clearly sexual liaison: “looking for a female partner I think cleanliness 

and discretion are understood …” (msw#59). Almost all MSW mentioned their age, height and 

weight. Other studies have found physical attractiveness to be an important criterion in mate 

selection, usually indicated by proxy characteristics mentioned parameters (e.g., Rusu & Bencic 

2007). In this sample, about a third or fewer requested specific characteristics from their potential 

dates (33.7% for age, 27.5% for height, 24.5% for weight). However, it is worth noting that twice 

as many MSW as MSM requested a specific weight and height. 

All MSW mentioned their educational status and 98 percent mentioned their field of work. 

These percentages are in great contrast with those of people requesting the same information of 

their potential dates (14.5% and 34.2%, respectively). Similarly, 86.5 percent and 95.3 percent 

mentioned their marital status and whether they have children but only 15.5 percent and 10.9 

percent inquired about these characteristics of their potential dates. While 37.3 percent of MSW 

mentioned their income, only 2.6 percent specified a preferential income level for prospective 

dates. These characteristics are consistent with a somewhat traditional idea of a bread‐winning 

husband. Wiederman (1993) has shown that MSW are more likely to offer financial security in 

exchange for beauty and attractiveness. Conforming to a more traditional role, these MSW seem 

to be more concerned with their role as man of the house than the extent their potential mates may 

contribute to the family. Even if not all of them are necessarily affluent, these MSW are willing to 

show their worth and let their potential partners choose. The following descriptions support this 

argument: 

 

A young family man who has about everything a man needs to grant a woman a peaceful life who 

wishes, like me, to have a life together and who still CAN and WILL give what he receives, that is 

love, affection, tenderness, fidelity, communication and reciprocal trust. (msw#168) 

Family man … feet on the ground! I have no higher education or such fancy stuff. If you want a 

family, let’s try. (msw#122) 
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Comparing Characteristics of Advertisers and Preferred Matches (MSW) 

 

To evaluate if MSW conform to traditional masculine ideologies in terms of mate 

compatibility, we examine five characteristics: age, height, weight, income, and educational level. 

More than 65 percent of MSW did not state any specific preferences in age (63%), height (72%), 

weight (74%), income (97%), and educational level (85%). Among those who did have a specific 

age preference, 67 percent prefer the match to be about the same age, 31 percent prefer younger 

partners, and two percent like older women. Physically, advertisers who stated a specific height or 

weight generally preferred someone shorter and lighter. Almost all advertisers wanted a match 

who earns less than they do, albeit the percentage of advertisers voicing a specific preference is 

low. Regarding education level preferences, the pattern is interesting. Those who completed 

college would accept someone with less education (69%) but those with a post‐university 

education prefer their match to have the same (75%). A larger percentage of advertisers in these 

two groups have a specific preference when compared to those with less education. 

 

Characteristics of Romanian MSM Personals 

 

In an early study, Laner and Kamel reported that gay men “make explicit on the outset what 

one wants, looks like and does (sexually) than do other qualities, since once a sexually compatible 

partner has been located, personality traits will become evident and recreational or other interests 

can be negotiated” (1977: 160). Compared to MSW, higher percentages of MSM mentioned their 

sexual orientation, gender roles, and sexual roles, and requested the same information from their 

potential partners. However, these percentages are all less than 10 percent and are lower than in 

studies on American MSM (e.g., Phua 2002). About 22 percent of MSM specifically mentioned 

sexual acts they like to perform, and about three percent mentioned their body parts. Several points 

are worth noting. First, those MSM who mentioned their gender roles only emphasized their 

masculinity. Second, the few MSM who mentioned their sexual orientation or request their 

partners to be of a specific sexual orientation are more likely to use the designation bisexual. Third, 

the complex variations that two men could have sex may require those with specific preferences 

to be verbal about them. Some examples include: 
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I’m a slave looking for Masters … gay, bi, hetero, doesn’t matter. What matters is their pleasure to 

humiliate me and mock me. (msm#29) 

I’d like to suck and to be loved by a real man…. I’m top for now but want to try bottom. (msm#21) 

 

Table 2 

Content of Men Seeking Men 

Personals 

 

Variable Mentioning Mentioning of 

 of 

respondent’s 

preferences in 

 characteristics match’s characteristics 

 (%) (%) 

 N = 187 n = 193 

Sexual Orientation 4.8 3.7 

Gender Roles 2.1 3.2 

Sexual Roles 8.6 7.0 

Body Parts 2.7 NA 

Sexual Acts 21.9 NA 

Discretion 15.5 NA 

Include Photo 26.2 NA 

Exclude particular sexual 

orientation 

2.1 NA 

Exclude any characteristics 13.4 NA 

Age 100.0 29.4 

Height 96.8 13.9 

Weight 95.2 12.3 

Field of Work 100.0 30.5 

Education 100.0 5.3 

Income 17.6 1.1 

Hobbies 84.0 67.4 

Marital Status 78.6 5.9 

Mentioned Children 88.8 5.9 
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Total sex, unknown pleasure. (msm#15) 

27-year-old bottom gay, versatile… experienced, clean and very discrete, looking for a mature 

person for a relation I’m a committed slave looking for a real master, a trampling expert (that is 

someone who would smash me). (msm#71)  

Looking for a relationship based on sex, no implications, preferably with a place, I am versatile…. 

Open to couples. (msm#177) 

Looking for a bottom gay who knows what he wants…. (msm#181) 

 

Only two percent specifically rejected a particular sexual orientation, which in this case is 

“straight.” About 13 percent rejected partners with specific characteristics. About 16 percent 

mentioned the need for discretion, which is ten times higher than in the case of MSW. Consistent 

with this stronger desire for discretion, about 26 percent of MSM included at least one face 

photograph. Only two MSM who included a photograph did not include a face shot. Displaying 

one’s face in personals may be a form of “coming out” for individuals who embrace alternative 

sexualities. Albeit only a quarter of MSM in Romania are willing to be out and proud, the fact that 

anyone is willing to take the risks in a rather conservative and traditional country where 

homosexuality is frowned upon, is remarkable (e.g., Bădescu et al 2007; Creţeanu & Coman 1998). 

Nonetheless, we have no information on the percentage of people in Romania who are out or are 

comfortable with their alternative sexualities. Many obstacles affecting how people choose to share 

and express their sexualities exist in Romania (Bartoş et al 2009). In addition, we have to keep in 

mind that these advertisers live in the capital city. 

Similar to MSW, almost all MSM mentioned their age, weight, and height but less than 30 

percent requested a specific age and less than 14 percent requested weight or height. This does not 

necessarily mean that attractiveness is not important for MSM. It may be a strategy to see who is 

out there and then see whether any of the available men are attractive. In this way, the net may be 

cast wider. Most MSM mentioned their non‐physical characteristics, but they rarely requested such 

characteristics from their ideal matches. For example, all of them mentioned their field of work 

and their education, and most of them specified their hobbies (84%), marital status (78.6%), and 

whether they had children (88.8%). Income was an exception, with only 17.6 percent specifying 

how much they earn. As for ideal matches, each of these characteristics was requested by less than 

10 percent of the MSM, with the exception of field of work (30.5%) and hobbies (67.4%). 
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The lack of interest in marital status deserves further consideration. On one hand, the issue 

of marriage may be irrelevant, as same‐sex marriage is not currently a legal possibility in Romania. 

On the other, MSM may be more understanding of the fact that many men who desire another man 

end up marrying a woman under the past and current gender and sexual systems in Romania (for 

similar explanations of Japanese gay men, see e.g., McLelland 2000). What is more important than 

their marital status or sexual orientation for MSM may be whether the other person is willing to 

engage in sexual activities. Examples include: 

 

I have a steady relationship with a man. I am married to a woman and I have a child with her!... but 

LOVE CAN SURVIVE ANY PRECONCEPTION! If you want the love of two men to be a happy 

lifestyle, as I do, do not hesitate to contact me! I’m top only but I have a big heart! Or I am a big 

heart [soul]! If you’re a bottom living in Bucharest just contact me. (msm#62) 

Nice young man, no experience with such relationships. Looking for a mature, first of all discrete, 

person, preferably married, to experiment with new things. (msm#82) 

 

This interpretation is also consistent with the fact that most of them do not specifically self‐

identify as gay or bisexual in their personals. Here, these MSM may either consider their sexual 

orientation being obvious and need not be explicitly stated or that they have different 

interpretations of the meaning and importance of such self‐identifications (for similar arguments 

on Brazil, see Phua 2010). However, this issue warrants exploration in future research. 

 

Comparing Advertisers’ and Matches’ Characteristics (MSM) 

 

Compared with MSW, more MSM did not state any specific preferences for age (71%), 

height (84%), weight (84%), income (99%), and educational level (95%). Among those who did 

state a specific age preference, 65 percent prefer their match to be about the same age, 15 percent 

prefer younger partners, and 20 percent like older men. In contrast to MSW, closer examination 

showed that those who prefer their match to be about the same age are on average younger than 

their match. MSM who stated a specific preferred height or weight generally prefer their match to 

be about the physically similar to themselves. MSM who specified a preferred income usually 

failed to give their own income, hence no comparison can be made. Regarding education‐level 



P a g e  | 44 

  

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 12/ 2019 

preferences, the pattern is mixed, and too few MSM stated a specific preference to allow 

meaningful analysis. 

 

7. Discussion and conclusions: Romanian men’s masculinities in mate selection 

 

Romanian men have to navigate a social landscape with conflicting gender and sexual 

systems. On the one hand, the lingering influences of communism through re-traditionalization 

and “ruralization” continue to influence Romanian men (e.g., Cîrstocea 2003); on the other, recent 

socio‐economic changes led to an influx of new ideas and values. While the onset of Internet 

communication is independent of entry into the EU, what can be posted, advertised, and viewed 

online may be changing and widening. The fact that there is a website that contains ads of MSW 

alongside those of MSM is a telling sign. For example, in some countries, such as Singapore, 

conservatism prevents such open display and acceptance of alternative sexualities. 

 

In this paper, we have examined the perspective of Romanian men, more specifically, at the 

differences between MSW and MSM. Our results show that MSW provided and requested more 

information not related to sexuality than MSM. For example, a higher percentage of MSW 

specified and requested income and marital status. However, on characteristics related to sexuality, 

such as sexual and gen‐ der roles, MSM are more verbal than MSW. This may suggest that these 

two groups emphasized different characteristics. While Phua (2002: 108) argues that “[men 

seeking] men’s personals are the real analytic lens here because they are the ones faced with the 

ambiguities that need to be negotiated” in the U.S., our results paint a different picture of being a 

man in Romania, whether MSW or MSM. MSW’s preferences seem more consistent with the 

traditional role of a breadwinner. They generally prefer someone who is physically smaller than 

them (more so than MSM). MSW are also more likely than MSM to seek someone who is less 

educated and earned less than they do. However, because of data limitations, we cannot confirm 

whether these preferences are prevalent. While not conclusive, these results suggest that MSM 

prefer a match who is more similar, whereas MSW are more likely to conform to more traditional 

mate compatibility. Hearn (2009) suggests that the European Union members would be affected 

by the EU’s policy and approaches, for instance on human rights (including LGBTQ issues). What 
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would be interesting is to re‐examine these issues at a later date to evaluate how much social 

progress Romanian men would have made in terms of gender and sexuality equality in mate 

selection. 

What is worth noting is the great number of MSM looking for mates in a relatively traditional 

society. In addition, 26 percent of the MSM included a photograph with a clear face shot. This 

phenomenon suggests that some people are resisting and contesting the relatively homophobic 

culture in Romania by revealing their alternative sexualities. However, these MSM all live in the 

capital and largest city in Romania. Though the magnitude was more modest, we also observed 

similar patterns in other cities during the sample stage. We remind the readers that the data did not 

capture the obstacles that these individuals may continue to face. As expressed by one advertiser, 

there may be hope for alternative lifestyles in Romania: “I’m outgoing but shy, tender and 

affectionate, bottom guy. I’m chasing my ideal gay family in Romania today—rare, but not 

impossible! Anyone else who would try!?” (msm#69). 

 

We contribute to the current literature by studying an important but under‐examined topic, 

and by adding to the few studies that examine sexualities in Romania. This paper has been limited 

to male online activities, and we recommend that future research explore female sexualities in 

Romania. The present cross‐sectional examination of Romanian men’s masculinities could serve 

as a baseline for future comparisons across time. Another aspect worth exploring is that of racial 

preference (e.g., Phua & Kaufman 2003). Parameters such as race, ethnicity, and location are 

conspicuously missing in the personal ads. We wonder whether this is a reflection of the racial 

tension between Roma and Romanians. A better approach to answer this question may be through 

surveys or in‐depth interviews. 
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Abstract: This study of masculinity as a concept of men’s culture was undertaken with the purpose 

of generating data needed to understand the processes of formation of men’s identity and evolution 

of men’s cultural practices in order to find efficient communication channels for advocacy efforts 

to effect changes in the social stereotypes. To fill the gaps in the data throwing light on men’s 

behavioral practices and attitudes to gender equality and violence, UNFPA launched a special 

sociological survey. The study methodology was based on the approaches of the International Men 

and Gender Equity Survey (IMАGES) adjusted to the local socio-cultural context. The survey 

topics covered men’s experience in childhood and their marital relationships, division of powers 

in households and attitudes to parenthood, perceptions of the gender norms, awareness on gender-

sensitive legislation and attitudes to gender-based violence. 

Keywords: masculinity, gender norms, socialization, gender equality, Ukraine. 

 

1. Introduction 

Gender inequality is one of the main human rights violations that manifests itself in the unequal 

opportunities of women and men in various domains of public life, including political 

representation and decision-making, economic opportunities and access to resources, 

empowerment in the family and vulnerability to discrimination and violence. The reasons for the 

unequal distribution of powers of women and men should be sought in the patriarchal norms that 

establish gender-based social roles and behavior patterns accepted by the society. In the past, the 

gender inequality problems were perceived mostly as the “women’s issues,” while gender 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License © Ganna 
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programs focused on improving well-being of women. However, over the past decades, there has 

been a growing recognition of the need to involve men in promoting gender equality, in particular, 

through active participation in policies to combat and prevent gender-based violence. 

One of the ways to start the discussion about the role, responsibilities and potential of men in 

advancing gender equality is to study the culture of masculinity, as it is responsible for determining 

and entrenchment of the prevailing men’s roles, patterns of behavior and attitudes. In this way we 

recognize that the evolvement of masculine identity is under the permanent pressure of society 

requiring that men’s behavior should meet certain expectations and norms. Men’s socialization 

starts in the early childhood and faces many impacts, including upbringing and observation of 

marital relations in the parents’ family, school environment and relations with peers, information 

environment and the mass media. Widely accepted norms of male behavior also determine what 

traits, attitudes and lifestyle patterns are expected from modern men by the society; these norms 

are not always favorable to their social well-being and quality of life. Aggression and 

predisposition to violence, in particular, are often perceived by most people as the negative aspects 

of manhood and masculine identity. 

Therefore, the purpose of this article is to analyze the process of socialization of the modern men 

by exploring their behavioral patterns, attitudes and cultural practices related to the impact of 

gender norms and stereotypes. Accordingly, the research objectives are as follows: 

• to review the concepts of masculinity through the prism of gender norms; 

• to analyze factors that determine the present cultural practices of men, such as their 

childhood experience and patterns of relationships in the parents’ family; 

• to study marital relations, and division of powers and responsibilities between women 

and men in households; 

• to explore men’s attitudes to parenthood and relationships with their children; 

• to assess men’s attitudes to gender norms and stereotypes that are commonly accepted in 

the society, as well as their awareness of the current legislation on gender equality. 

In accordance with the study objectives, the second section of the article presents an overview of 

the modern concepts of masculinity through the prism of men’s attitudes to gender norms and 
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violence. The section lists main traits and cultural practices attributed to the “real man” concept 

and explains why the excessive pressure posed by the society on men produces negative effects 

resulting in the “crisis of masculinity” faced today; and conceptualizes the correlations between 

gender-based violence and masculinity standards. 

Section three briefly describes the methodology and design of the research based on quantitative 

and qualitative sociology methods, the characteristics of the target population groups, and the 

recruiting technology used to select the respondents and participants of focus groups. 

Section four analyzes the impact of social expectations and behavioral models associated with 

masculinity, on men’s social well-being in the context of labor relations, health and emotional 

well-being. 

Section five examines men’s experiences of childhood through the prism of division of powers 

and home responsibilities between parents, and perceptions of marital relationship patterns that 

can be reproduced in men’s adult life. In the same section, men’s attitudes to parenthood are 

examined in detail, as well as their involvement in the childcare, including the practice of taking 

parental leaves. 

Section six presents the study findings on the features of marital relations in modern families, 

including the division of powers in terms of household decision-making and men’s involvement 

in domestic work. 

Section seven assesses men’s attitudes to the prevailing gender norms and stereotypes that 

determine the division of priorities between family and professional commitments, approaches to 

family planning and the perception of individual attributes of the masculine culture. Men’s 

awareness of the national legislation and state policy on gender equality is also discussed, as well 

as their attitudes to the family law and the law on domestic violence. 

The article concludes with a summary of the main results of the study. 
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2. Modern concepts of masculinity through the prism of gender norms and violence 

The increasing number of gender studies in the recent decades reflects the growing public interest 

to exploration of gender identity and norms that reinforce social roles of men and women while 

linking particular attributes and characteristics with a particular gender. According to UNESCO, 

the term ‘gender’ refers to the socially and culturally constructed meanings and roles assigned to 

persons of different biological sexes - males and females (UNESCO 2004: 15). As a concept, this 

definition also covers the expectations held about the characteristics, attitudes and behaviors of 

both women and men in a society, while recognizing that manifestations of unequal treatments 

stem from stereotypes, rigid role-setting and prejudices. 

Following the global debates on women’s position called to promote the fundamental principles 

of gender equality in rights, opportunities, and responsibilities of citizens, there has been an 

increasing interest to exploration of gender issues from the standpoint of men. Research on 

masculinity have obvious applicative outcomes enabling to address important social problems, 

including the education of boys, actions on men’s healthcare, and promotion of gender equality 

ideas (Connell 2001: 268). Over the recent years a stronger focus has developed on the positive 

role men and boys can and do play in promoting women’s empowerment in the family, the 

community, the labor market, and the decision-making. 

Beginning with the Beijing Declaration, adopted by the Fourth World Conference on Women 

(1995) , a number of international platforms have been focused on these issues, including the 

World Summit on Social Development (1995), its review session (2000), and the special session 

of the General Assembly on HIV/AIDS (2001). Respectively, the key international documents 

emphasize the critical role of men and boys in addressing the inequality in power relations between 

men and women: ‘The Platform of Action emphasizes that women share common concerns that 

can be addressed only by working together and in partnership with men towards the common goal 

of gender equality around the world’ (Beijing Platform for Action 1995: 3). 

The United Nations Commission on the Status of Women specifically focused on the topic ‘The 

role of men and boys in achieving gender equality’ in its 48th session in March 2004.  The 

Commission recognized ‘the capacity of men and boys in bringing about change in attitudes, 

relationships, and access to resources and decision-making which are critical for the promotion of 

gender equality and the full enjoyment of all human rights by women,’ and called for action to 
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‘ensure that men and boys, whose role is critical in achieving gender equality, are actively involved 

in policies and programs that aim to involve the equal sharing of responsibilities’.  

The investigation of masculinities or men’s studies have been active for more than 20 years; 

research findings in numerous fields were presented in book series, individual monographs and 

policy papers in various countries (Reeser 2010; Connell 2005: 360; Kimmel 1994). Conceptual 

frameworks of masculinity have been developed by psychologists, anthropologists, philosophers, 

historians, and other social scientists. Most of these studies explore the intersection of masculinity 

with other dimensions of social relations, structures, and concepts from other research fields, such 

as the social construction of gender differences. 

When defining the concept of masculinity, a well-known Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell 

argues that it is important to focus on the process through which men and women conduct their 

gendered lives: ‘Masculinity, to the extent that the term can be briefly defined at all, is 

simultaneously a place in gender relations, the practices through which men and women engage 

that place in gender, and the effects of these practices in bodily experience, personality and culture’ 

(Connell 1995: 360) According to the author, there is abundant evidence that masculinities are 

multiple, with internal complexities and even contradictions. Importantly, women play a crucial 

role in constructing masculinities through interaction with boys and men in their private and public 

domains of life. Mothers may reinforce the traditional ideas about manhood by demonstrating that 

they do not expect sons to do household chores or express their emotions. 

In other words, it is society, not biology, which confines males and females to particular masculine 

and feminine character profiles associated with individual personality traits (Drydakis et al 2017: 

23).  М. Kimmel stated that masculine attributes are associated with the gendered social roles that 

males are expected to fulfill (Kimmel et al 2005: 505). In most societies and cultures, masculinity 

refers to traits that are stereotypically attributed to men, is typified by the image of a strong, brave, 

ambitious, self-sufficient and authoritative leader who can rationally maintain control of his 

emotions (Connell 1978). In contrast, femininity comprising traits which are stereotypically 

attributed to women are associated with empathy, sensitivity, passiveness, loyalty, irrationality and 

a caring disposition (Kolb 1999). There are also commonly held assumptions that not only do men 

and women differ, but they also tend to act like polar opposites, with women appearing to lack the 

qualities which are most prevalent in men, and vice versa (Heilman 2012).  For example, 
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dominance is an acceptable trait in men, but is less socially acceptable in women; in contrast, 

women are permitted to display weakness, whereas this trait is viewed as unacceptable in men 

(Rudman & Phelan 2008). 

To develop the concept, Connell introduces the term of ‘hegemonic’ masculinities which embody 

a ‘currently accepted strategy…which guarantees the dominant position of men and the 

subordination of women’, being a subject of a constant adaptation and negotiation (Connell 1995: 

360). Indeed, the standards of manliness or masculinity vary across different cultures, historical 

periods and geographical areas. Age, ethnicity, race, social class and other stratification criteria 

intersect with gender identity to construct multiple masculinities which operate through the system 

of power relations between them. Researchers have also argued that traditionally-masculine 

behavior is contributed by the ‘precariousness’ of manhood (Bosson & Vandello 2011). This 

aspect means that manhood is not inborn, but must be achieved by engaging in stereotypically-

masculine behaviors and beliefs, such as supporting hierarchy, aggression and demonstrating 

power and physical potential. 

In practice, the hegemonic strategies are rarely fulfilled by men in their real lives, as multiple social 

constrains may cause a failure in possessing the dominant roles in a family or society in general. 

Unemployment, low income, disability or alcohol abuse may prevent them from the role of 

‘breadwinner’, while impossibility to support one’s family could be seen as a failure to achieve 

the ideals of masculinity prescribed by dominant norms. As a result, evidence points to the negative 

impact of the hegemonic masculinity attributes on men’s health-related behavior, causing the 

gender disparities in health and life expectancy. In most countries, men live shorter lives than 

women do , while it is widely recognized that factors that influence gender disparities in death 

rates include not only biological ones, but also social and cultural influences on expectations of 

men in women in terms of health-related behaviors. For example, some cultures encourage or 

condone men’s drinking, but discourage it in women. Also, in many countries, women are 

discouraged to work outside the home, while men are expected to be part of the labor force and 

provide the decent incomes for their households. 

Prevalence of risk-taking behaviors among men results in male’s higher death rates due to the 

external causes such as injuries, accidents, self-harm and homicide. Due to higher rates of cigarette 

smoking and heavy drinking, men face higher risks of smoking-related ailments and circulatory 
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problems. According to the national studies, these trends are particularly obvious in Ukraine, as 

men’s medical-demographic crisis is aggravate with prevalence of socially determined diseases, 

such as tuberculosis, mental disorders attributed to alcohol and drugs abuse, and sexually 

transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS . Moreover, men are more likely to be diagnosed 

terminal illness due to their reluctance to visit doctors and undergo regular medical check-ups. 

Such health attitudes are directly caused by male-attributed perceptions and behaviors such as 

dislike of out-of-control situations, fear of weakness and embarrassment (Galdas et al 2005). 

Inconsistency in meeting the hegemonic masculinity attributes could provoke excessive 

psychological pressure on men, while common suppressing of emotions may lead to mental 

disorders and deep depressions. Men may consequently seek affirmation of their masculinity in 

other ways such as alcohol and drugs abuse, irresponsible sexual behavior or aggression. 

As a result of a gradual understanding of the outlined problems with men’s identity and social 

roles, the theory of ‘masculinity in crisis’ has emerged (Robinson 2000), posing the questions on 

the need to search for men’s new roles in modern societies. Social scientists and the mass-media 

have examined also the concept of ‘toxic masculinity’, focusing on traditionally male attributes 

that many have come to see as harmful not only to women, but also to men and the fabric of 

society. 

The gap between normative definitions of masculinity and the embodied realities might also be 

seen as one the causal factors in the occurrence of gender-based violence (GBV). As Connell 

argues, ‘Violence is part of a system of domination, but is at the same time a measure of its 

imperfection’. Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity states that this dominant form of 

manhood asserts control over women. Varying forms of GBV might be seen to stem from attempts 

to sustain dominance and relations of inequality between men and women and from incoherencies 

within normative and realistic constructions of masculinities in different societies. As a result, 

aggression and violence are often perceived by most people as the negative sides of conventional 

masculine identities. 

Indeed, numerous international studies suggest that men perpetrate the bulk of the violence in 

intimate relations. In 1993, the United Nations offered the first official definition of violence 

against women, when the General Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Elimination of 

Violence against Women. Article 1 of the declaration defines violence against women as  
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‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or 

psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary 

deprivations of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life.’  

Therefore, physical, sexual, emotional and economic forms of violence against women are 

associated with unequal distribution of power between women and men, when a woman’s position 

is subordinate to that of a man’s. In most studies males are viewed as the perpetrators of violence 

while females are more likely to be the victims of violence. Indeed, data from the International 

Men and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES) find men’s reports of having used physical intimate 

partner violence ranging from 18% to 46% in various countries, while men’s reports of 

perpetration of sexual violence against women and girls ranged from 2% to 25% (Levtov et al 

2014). 

Consequently, most of GBV policies and advocacy campaigns focus at women as survivors to 

examine how violence occurs from women’s perspective. To date, some comprehensive 

assessments have been conducted worldwide, highlighting such issues as women’s experience of 

GBV over their life-courses (WHO 2013: 57; European Union 2015: 44), consequences of 

violence for women’s health and quality of life (Howard et al 2010; Campbell 2002; Ellsberg 

2008), correlations between GBV and reproductive health losses and risks of HIV-infecting 

(Pallitto 2005; Campbell et al 2008), survivor’s coping strategies and needs assessment in terms 

of service-providing (Heise 2011; WHO 2010). 

A number of studies on violence against women have been conducted in Ukraine as well, including 

population-based surveys (Demography and Health Survey in 2007, Multiple Indicator Cluster 

Survey in 2012, Incidence of Violence against Women and Girls Survey in 2014 ), situational 

analyses and population needs assessments (USCR & UNFPA 2015). In 2016-2017, an innovative 

research entitled ‘Economic costs of violence against women in Ukraine’ (USCR & UNFPA 

2017), was launched by the UNFPA Country Office in Ukraine to facilitate the advocacy efforts 

and strengthen the awareness raising campaign on GBV preventing. Several national studies were 

devoted to the problems of gender stereotypes in the Ukrainian society, which underpin public 

perceptions of women’s and men’s behavioral norms and social roles.  Among the recent studies, 

the issues of gender and men in the context of multiple inequalities and discrimination were raised 

by T. Martsenyuk in her book ‘Gender for All. Challenging the stereotypes’ , while the problem 
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of unequal distribution of parental responsibilities was approached by O. Strelnyk in the 

publication ‘Care as Work: Motherhood in the Focus of Sociology’.  

Meanwhile, fewer research studies were targeted at analysis of the complex relationship between 

GBV and construction of gender roles instilled by historically and culturally determined social 

relations, including socialization in the family, school, daily life and routine everyday acts of 

people (Medrado & Lyra 2003; Peacock & Barker 2014). Globally, violence is analyzed from a 

number of perspectives such as psychoanalytical approaches and biological theories which identify 

the hormone testosterone as the catalyst for aggression in males (Batrinos 2012). Recently, the 

ideas claiming that men supposedly carry a hereditary predisposition in their genes that justify 

violence, aggression and criminal offenses were quite prevalent, being associated with presence of 

additional Y-chromosomes (Fromm 1973). 

At the same time, a body of research literature has been focused on the role that an individual’s 

environment plays in fostering forms of violent behavior among young men. For example, some 

studies imply that boys living in a violent culture learn that violence is a way to resolve conflicts 

and to assert power over others. As Connell asserts, boys learn how to be violent and aggressive 

by copying the behaviors of their fathers who act as role models in terms of ‘how to act like a real 

man’. 

Thus, as various social pressures are placed upon men, the current understanding of masculinity 

stems from a combination of biological, cultural and social influences. Although it is difficult to 

determine the extent to which each of these factors has influenced current gender inequalities and 

causes of GBV, an understanding of all three of these determinants provides a framework for 

possible changes and policy implications. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to explore the 

models of socialization which could involve men in efforts to end violence against women in 

public and private domains. The conceptual framework of the analysis is focused on the role of 

gendered norms in constructing men’s behavioral patterns through exploration of their childhood 

experience, current family relations and attitudes to children, justifying gender-based violence and 

perceptions of gender equality. GBV is a socially determined problem and, therefore, should be 

confronted using a range of strategic policies and direct social interventions at different levels of 

society. 
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3. Research methodology and design 

This research is a comprehensive study, conducted using quantitative and qualitative methods of 

sociological research. The study used specifically designed tools to conduct a nation-wide men’s 

survey, and one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions with targeted men’s audiences. 

The quantitative research was built on approaches of the International Men and Gender Equality 

Survey (IMAGES) developed by Promundo and the International Center for Research on Women 

(ICRW) . Currently, the IMAGES is among the most comprehensive household studies of men’s 

behavioral practices and attitudes to a wide variety of topics related to gen- der equality. The 

IMAGES data provides insights on men’s use of intimate partner violence, participation in 

household decision-making, involvement in household work and parenting, and response to the 

national policies on promoting gender equality, etc. As of 2017, the IMAGES studies had been 

carried out in more than twenty countries worldwide. 

The IMAGES standardized questionnaires include topics from the World Health Organization 

(WHO) Multi-Country Study on Violence against Women, Demographic and Health Surveys 

(DHS), the Gender Equitable Men (GEM) Scale – a standardized instrument to assess attitudes to 

gender that was adapted and validated in household surveys in more than twenty countries – and 

other questions on men’s attitudes and practices related to gender equality. The data of the 

IMAGES are used for broad research and monitoring purposes, advocacy activities, and policy-

setting at the national and international levels. 

The IMAGES questionnaire was adjusted to various contexts across Ukraine while maintaining its 

core set of comparable questions, to ensure its cultural suitability and relevance. The adjusted 

questionnaire consisted of the following sections: 

• social and demographic background and employment; 

• relations in households; 

• childhood experience; 

• parenting and men’s relations with children; 

• cultural practices, relations between men and women; 

• attitudes to violence; 



P a g e  | 59 

  

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 12/ 2019 

• laws and policies; 

• health and quality of life. 

The survey covered 1,520 randomly selected men aged 18-59 in all regions of Ukraine, except 

Crimea. The sample was stratified based on the following criteria: 25 administrative territorial 

units (oblasts and Kyiv city), type of residential area (urban/rural), and broad age groups of the 

population. The sample is representative at the national level, with standard deviations within 1.55- 

2.58% and at a confidence level of 95% in the range of variables from 0.1: 0.9 to 0.5: 0.5. Data 

collection was conducted by the regional network of well-trained interviewers of the Ukrainian 

Institute for Social Research named after Oleksandr Yaremenko (February-March 2018). The 

survey met all requirements of the population sampling, technologies of individual interviewing, 

data entry and processing, and data quality control. 

Data collected through the men’s quantitative survey were supplemented with findings of the 

qualitative research to map the current understanding of masculinities, identify the key factors of 

men’s attitudes and practices, and provide detailed life histories to assist in interpretation of some 

quantitative data. Within the focus groups (FGs), the following topics were discussed with 

participants: understanding ‘female’ and ‘male’ virtues, duties and social roles; perception of the 

“proper” patterns of marital relations and distribution of household activities; justifying situations 

of domestic violence and identifying the deep roots of violence; tolerance to victims of violence 

and estimating their needs in assistance outside home. Overall, ten FGs were conducted, including 

five FGs with male participants stratified by age, country regions and residential area, and five 

FGs with target male audiences, including: 

• ‘millennials’ between 15 and 24; 

• ATO combatants; 

• men ordered to attend intervention programs for perpetrators of domestic violence. 

The targeted categories of FG participants were recruited through assisting NGOs and public 

centers of social and social-psychological services that operate in various regions of the country. 

To fill the existing gaps in understanding deep roots and motives of domestic violence, a special 

survey of men ordered to attend intervention programs for perpetrators of domestic violence was 
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also conducted. A targeted questionnaire for aggressors was developed in collaboration with social 

workers to cover such topics as the abusers’ childhood experience, understanding causes, triggers, 

and provoking factors for violent behaviors, attitudes to victims of violence, emotional state and 

aggression during the conflict, ideas on approaches to prevent domestic violence and the most 

efficient communication tools with offenders. Overall, social workers and police officers 

interviewed 355 men that were referred to the intervention programs or listed in the domestic 

violence registry in various regions of the country.  

Given the sensitive character of the survey topics, the study paid particular attention to ethical 

considerations. The research objectives were communicated to all respondents of the survey and 

clear explanation were given on how the results would be used. Verbal informed consent was 

obtained from all survey participants; they were also guaranteed anonymity and non-judgmental 

attitudes during the interviews and focus group discussions. With regard to highly sensitive 

questions, an opportunity of self-completion by the respondents was offered for some sections of 

the questionnaires, including issues of violence and childhood memories. As a result of properly 

addressed ethical considerations in the study, sincerity of answers was raised, while stressful 

situations related to possible awkward questions about men’s personal experience were avoided. 

Most of the respondents (46%) eventually reported that they felt rather good during the interview, 

while 44% reported that their emotional state wasn’t affected in any way. Only 10% of the 

surveyed men informed that they felt bad during the interview, when answering some sensitive 

questions. Among positive effects of the survey, it’s worth noting raised awareness of men about 

the issues of gender equality, gender-sensitive policies, and combating gender-based violence. 
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4. Reflection of masculinity: men’s social well-being 

 

Social and demographic portrait of a modern man. The nation-wide survey built on the IMAGES 

approaches covered 1,520 men aged 18-59 from all regions of the country. To ensure the 

representativeness of the survey findings, the sample was stratified both by regions, and by 

residential area: 68% of the interviewed respondents were from urban settlements (including: 38% 

from oblast centers and large cities with population over 100,000), and 32% from rural area. 

By age, almost one-third of the surveyed men were in the age group of 18-29, one-fourth of them 

were aged 30-39, and the rest of respondents were equally distributed between two older age 

groups (Table 4.1). Most of the respondents had vocational training or specialized secondary 

education (42%), as well as complete or incomplete higher education (38%). Seventeen percent of 

men reported complete general secondary education, while the rest had lower educational 

attainments. This pattern of educational achievements generally reflects the educational structure 

of the male population of Ukraine. 

Marital relations of the surveyed men can be described as follows. More than two-thirds of the 

respondents had stable relationships with their partners at the time of the interview. Of these, 56% 

were officially married, 8% lived in cohabitation, and 4% had girlfriends but did not live together. 

One in five respondents were never married or partnered and three-fourths of these respondents 

were in the age under thirty. Nine percent of the respondents were reportedly divorced or separated, 

and another two percent were widowed. The largest share of divorced men was observed in the 

age groups between thirty and 49 (one in eleven respondents). 

The average household of the surveyed men consisted of 3.4 people, including the respondent; the 

biggest reported number of household members was forteen. At the time of the interview, one in 

ten men lived alone, 23% of the respondents lived in the households of two persons, and 30% – in 

the households of three persons (Fig. 4.1). More than one-third of respondents lived in large 

families, consisting of four persons and more. 
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Table 4.1. Social and demographic background of the surveyed men, % of respondents 

Variables Percentage 

Age groups  

18-29 years 30 

30-39 years 26 

40-49 years 22 

50-59 years 22 

Residential area  

Oblast centers and large cities (more than 100,000 population) 38 

Small cities and urban settlements 31 

Rural area 32 

Education  

Incomplete secondary education 3 

Complete general secondary education 17 

Vocational or specialized secondary education 42 

Complete or incomplete higher education 38 

Marital status and relationship  

Never married or partnered 21 

Married 56 

Non-registered marriage (cohabitation) 8 

Has a girlfriend, but does not live together 4 

Divorced or separated 9 

Widowed 2 

 

As to the composition of the households, one-third of men lived in nuclear families that 

consisted of the couple with children or without them. Only 11% of the married men lived in multi-

generational families (e.g. with the respondent’s parents or his wife’s parents). Almost a half of 

the respondents reported they had children living in their households (Table 4.2). 

For almost 80% of the surveyed men the main source of household incomes is salaries. 13% of 

men reported that their main source of personal income is business activities or self-employment. 

Due to the age limits of the sample, only six percent of the respondents stated that pensions is their 

household’s main source of income; however, the role of pensions is increasing with the age of 

the respondents. Only a few men reported that the main source of income for their families was 

the government social aid or assistance from other relatives. 
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Fig.4.1. Distribution of respondents by the size of the household, % of respondents 

 

According to the survey findings, in most cases men act as breadwinners for their families (60%). 

At the same time, one in seven respondents was supported by his parents, and this proportion is a 

lot larger among younger men (more than a half of young men between eighteen and 24 and one 

in five respondents aged 25-29). 28% of married men in the survey said that they made almost 

equal contributions with their wives to the total household income. At the same time, six percent 

of the respondents indicated that their wives or partners are the main providers of the household 

income. Women’s role in providing for the household is increasing with age progression: while 

only 4% of men under thirty recognized that their wives are the main providers, this proportion 

was almost 12% among men aged fifty and over. 

A few percent of the respondents reportedly represented vulnerable groups of population, 

including internally displaced people (IDPs), combatants, and persons with disability. Two percent 

of men lived in families with many children, and two other percent represented single-parent 

families.  

Table 4.2. Household composition and incomes, % of respondents 

Variables Percentage 

Household composition*  

Lives alone 11 

Has wife/partner 63 

Has a child/children 42 

Lives with other children (by relatives, of wife’s from previous 

marriage) 

4 

Lives with the parents 26 

Lives with the wife’s parents 7 

Lives with other relatives, family members 15 

Other persons, not relatives 1 

Main source of household incomes  

Salary 79 
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Incomes of business activity/self-employment 13 

Pension 6 

Stipend/scholarship 1 

Social benefit/aid 1 

Assistance from relatives, family members 1 

Main provider of household  

Respondent himself 60 

Respondent’s wife/partner 4 

Respondent himself and his wife/partner about equally 18 

Respondent’s parents or his wife’s/partner’s parents 15 

Respondent’s children 1 

Other relatives, family members 1 

Vulnerability status  

Internally displaced people 2 

Combatants, incl. ATO combatants 5 

Persons with disability 6 

Families with many children 3 

Single-parent families 2 

* the sum is over 100%, as multiple answers were possible. 

Employment and labor market relations. A prestigious job, income earning, career growth and 

professional self-realization still are the important attributes of a man’s success in life. Within the 

modern masculinity concepts, men’s social roles are largely related to activities in the public, not 

private, domain, and they encourage men to play an active role at the labor market. Respectively, 

men are charged with the duty to satisfy economic needs of a family. Indeed, men’s rates of 

participation in the labor force and employment are traditionally higher than those of women; men 

prevail in large business, while men-friendly corporate practices facilitate their access to senior 

executive positions. The dominant position of men at the labor market is also confirmed by a large 

gender gap in wages and traditional concentration of women in the less prestigious types of 

economic activity and low paid occupations. 

Meanwhile, the risks of low income, unemployment and vulnerable employment in the informal 

economy could constrain men in following the ideals of the dominant masculinity in their real life. 

The expectations posed by the society on men as breadwinners for their families are associated 

with excessive psychological pressure that might result in emotional disorders, while stress 

outbursts affect the closest people. That’s why the problems of men’s stressful employment appear 

to be the drivers of the present crisis of masculinity. 
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Most of the surveyed men were employed at the time of the interview; two-thirds of them were 

employed full-time, and 12% worked on a part-time basis (Table 4.3). Less than 10% of the 

respondents were students, five percent were pensioners and the unemployed, who looked for a 

job or were registered at the employment centers. A few percent of men reported that they were 

neither working nor studying (and did not seek a job), were engaged in household works, or stayed 

on parental leaves. 

A significant portion of employed men (40%) informed that they usually work for more than 40 

hours per week. The share of urban residents with excessive working hours was somewhat larger 

than that of rural men. The main reasons of the long work hours included the demanding job duties 

(54%), the need to maintain living standards of the family (36%) and the need to earn additional 

money on the side (21%). Only one in ten respondents admitted that they spend more time at the 

workplace because it was important for their professional career (Table 4.4). Three percent of men 

reported that they prefer to stay at work instead of going home; this group of respondents was 

notably larger among divorced and separated men.  

Table 4.3. Men’s status in the labor market, % of respondents 

Status Percentage 

Neither working nor studying 1 

Student 8 

Unemployed (seeking a job) 5 

Full-time employed 67 

Part-time employed (incl. seasonal works) 12 

Pensioner (age, length of service, etc) 5 

Engaged in household activities 1 

On parental leave 1 

 

Table 4.4. Reasons of the excessive working hours for men, % of respondents who work more 

than 40 hours per week 

Reasons Percentage 

Demanding job duties 54 

The need to maintain the living standards of family 36 

The need to earn more money 21 

It is important for professional career 10 

Prefer to spend time at work rather than at home 3 

* the sum is over 100%, as multiple answers were possible. 
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Importantly, stressful labor relations can affect the emotional state of workers – causing either 

excessive workload in case of the long working hours, or psychological pressure because of the 

feeling of professional non-realization. In particular, 38% of the employed respondents agreed that 

they were frequently stressed or depressed because they did not have enough work and income of 

employment (Fig. 4.2). Fewer respondents generally agreed that they were frequently stressed or 

depressed because they had too much work (30%) or were forced to work in bad or hard-working 

conditions (29%). 

The rate of stressful employment wasn’t linked to the type of residential area, but correlated with 

men’s educational level. Men with lower education levels were stressed due to the lack of income 

or excessive work more often, while men with vocational training largely reported stresses due to 

difficult work conditions.  

Fig. 4.2. Men who agreed that they were frequently stressed or depressed for the reasons related 

to their employment, % of the employed respondents 

 

Table 4.5. Men’s self-estimates of health, % of respondents 

 

Age groups State of health 
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18-24 years 37 45 15 2 0 

25-29 years 20 48 31 1 0 

30-39 years 13 48 33 6 0 

40-49 years 7 34 49 9 1 

50-59 years 3 19 58 20 1 

Total 14 38 39 8 0 
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Health and quality of life. According to the survey results, most of the respondents estimated their 

health as good or excellent (52%), although the respondent’s health self-assessment obviously 

getting worse the older are the respondents: while good and excellent health was reported by 82% 

of young men aged between 18 and 24, the share of those who said so among men aged 40-49 was 

two times less, and there were only 22% of the respondents with reportedly good health among 

men over 50 (Table 4.5). 

It is widely acknowledged that the negative effects of the so called ‘masculinity crisis’ mostly 

impact the men’s health, including their emotional well-being. It is argued in the review of social 

determinants of the health, conducted by the World Health Organization (WHO) Regional Office 

for Europe that men’s poorer survival rates reflect ‘the impact of several factors – greater levels of 

occupational exposure to physical and chemical hazards, risk behaviors associated with male 

lifestyles, health behavior paradigms related to masculinity and the fact that men are less likely to 

visit a doctor when they are ill and are less likely to report on the symptoms of disease or illness’ 

(UCL Institute of Health Equity 2013: 139).  

Indeed, almost a half of the surveyed men (43%) did not seek any health services in the last year, 

and only one in seven men visited a medical institution more than five years ago. Only 12% of the 

men reported that they sought help from a doctor over the last month, and 17% – over the last six 

months. In contrast to the expectations caused by unsatisfactory development of medical 

infrastructure in rural area, rural and urban residents demonstrated practically identical behavioral 

patterns in terms of visiting doctors. This also suggests that socio-psychological factors and 

behavioral patterns play an important role in the context of men’s attitudes to their health. 

As to those men, who reached out for medical help over the last five years, only a half of them saw 

doctors in order to have a general preventative medical check-up (Table 4.6). Many of others 

sought medical attention because of acute illness (23%), chronic illness (13%), and due to an injury 

or accident (11%). Other reasons for attending medical institutions, according to the respondents, 

included the need to obtain some medical documentation, or to register themselves in family 

clinics. 
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Table 4.6. Main reasons for men’s most recent visit to a healthcare facility, % of respondents 

Reason Percentage 

General medical check-up 50 

Injury or accident 11 

Acute illness 23 

Chronic illness 13 

Sexual health issues 1 

Other 2 

 

Quite a lot of men (16%) reportedly had a disability or chronic illness. The incidence of these 

health problems increases as the age of the respondents increases: from 7% among young people 

aged 18-24 to 30% among men in the 50-59 age group. Importantly, a bulk of permanent health 

disorders was caused by consequences of the external impacts that could be eliminated, such as 

accidents (one in ten men with a disability), occupational injuries (7% of the respective group of 

the respondents), car accidents (3%), and survived violence (1% of respondents). 

These problems are closely correlated with the lack of safe behaviors among men, as well as 

common practices of alcohol abuse. Only about one-third of the respondents indicated that they 

haven’t consumed any drinks containing alcohol in the last month (one-third of them were rep- 

resented by young people under 30). 38% of the men consumed alcohol at least 1-3 times per 

month, 23% – 1-2 times per week, and 4% of respondents – almost every day (Fig. 4.3). Three 

percent of the men reported that they had used some drugs or psychotropic substances. 

The impact of alcohol on the incidence of the risk-taking situations can be confirmed by the 

following data: one in five men reported that he committed violent acts (such as fighting) because 

of drinking, while 13% of the men indicated that either themselves or another person were injured 

because of alcohol abuse. 

Over the past decades, psychologists have been actively exploring the link between traditional 

masculinity norms and poor mental health. One of the recent studies argues that, ‘In general, 

individuals who conformed strongly to masculine norms tended to have poorer mental health and 

less favorable attitudes toward seeking psychological help, although the results differed depending 

on specific types of masculine norms’ (Wong et al 2017). 
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Indeed, the survey findings revealed that one in six men had problems with focusing on his current 

activities, felt depressed and even experienced outbreaks of anger during the last month preceding 

the survey. One-third of the men had problems with sleep; moreover, 8% of them reported that 

sleep disorders were of a systematic nature, e.g. several times per week or most of the time (Table 

4.7). 

Fig. 4.3. How frequently men consumed drinks containing alcohol over the last 30 days, % of the 

respondent 

 

 

Table 4.7. Incidence of stress disorders among men, % of respondents 

 

Regardless, one-third of the respondents reported that they do not turn to anyone, when feeling 

frustrated or depressed (Table 4.8). This data perfectly fit within the perceived concept of 
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masculinity that disapproves men manifesting emotions, recognizing their weaknesses or 

perplexity, and seeking outside emotional help. As to the men who do seek external help, most 

often they seek it from their wives and partners (38%), friends (26%), and parents (16%). Only 

few percent of the respondents sought help from other relatives, colleagues, church or their 

children. Unfortunately, psychologists and psychotherapists enjoy the lowest level of trust, 

although these groups of experts can provide most professional support in the situations of 

psychological crisis. 

Table  4.8.  Sources of help men usually turn to, when feeling frustrated or disappointed, % of 

respondents 

Source of help Percentage 

None 36 

Friend 38 

Parents 26 

Wife/partner 16 

Other relatives, family members 5 

Colleagues 4 

Church 5 

Psychologist, psychotherapist 1 

Children 2 

* the sum is over 100%, as multiple answers were possible. 

Most of the surveyed men (81%) have never visited a psychologist. Only 8% of them indicated 

that they sought help from psychologists at least once, one in ten men – several times, while about 

1% of men confirmed that they visit psychologists often. According to the respondents who had 

experience of going to psychologists, the principal reason for their visits was the need in 

prophylactic examination, including job requirements (81% of the respondents). A small share of 

the respondents told that they needed professional psychological support because of stresses (7%), 

deep depression (6%), or sought help from family psychologists (3%). A few other reasons for 

visiting psychologists, quoted by individual respondents, included drug addiction, orders from law 

enforcement agencies, and post-traumatic syndrome caused by participating in the antiterrorist 

operation (ATO). 

Thus, the expectations towards social roles and behavioral patterns that society imposes on men 

may have negative impacts on their social and emotional well-being. Desire to meet the 

masculinity standards may lead to psychological pressure as a result of the excessive workload or 
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due to incapacity to provide acceptable living standards for one’s family. On the other hand, the 

neglect of one’s health, prevalence of risk-taking behaviors and alcohol abuse pave the way for 

the current men’s medical and demographic crisis. 

  

5. Childhood experiences and men’s relations with children 

Patterns of spousal relations in parent’s family. The overwhelming majority (76%) of the surveyed 

men spent most of their childhood in full families, with both mothers and fathers (Figure 5.1). In 

situations, where the respondents spent their childhood with only one of their parents, most often 

it was mother or stepmother (13%). Only a few respondents (about 1%) spent most of their 

childhood with their fathers. 3% of the respondents were raised by grandparents. About 1% of the 

surveyed men spent most of their child- hood with other relatives, in foster families or at boarding 

schools. The study found virtually no difference in the distribution of the respondents’ caregivers 

between urban and rural areas. 

Fig. 5.1. Distribution of respondents by answers on question ‘Whom did you live with while 

growing up?’, % of respondents 

 

A rewarding finding of the study is that quite a large proportion of men enjoyed care of their both 

biological parents in their childhood. The international comparisons reveal that Ukraine looks 

rather good in this regard: for example, the proportion of men who lived with both parents in their 

childhood was 55% in the neighboring Moldova (based on the same methodology study) (Cheianu-

Andrei 2015: 51). According to the US Census Bureau, 58% of children lived together with both 

biological parents in the United States in 2014 (Zill 2015). However, since these data was obtained 

based on another methodology, it cannot be unconditionally compared with the results of the 

Ukraine’s study, but perceived only as a benchmark for comparisons. In addition, presence of both 
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parents in the respondent’s childhood does not reflect whether the real relationships were 

meaningful. 

The interviewed men reported that their fathers/stepfathers and mothers/ stepmothers were 

practically equally respectful of each other (Table 5.1). However, such findings should be taken 

with caution, as they do not give unquestionable grounds to speak about the total equality and 

commonly respectful spousal attitudes in the Ukrainian families. The fact is that in some cases, 

discriminatory practices and gender disputes are so deeply rooted in the public consciousness that 

most people can perceive them as normal behavioral patterns. As a rule, people also try to avoid 

any negative self-identifications, so the respondents may have difficulties in identifying unequal 

attitudes between parents in their family. 

Table 5.1. Distribution of answers to questions ‘Did your father or stepfather treat your mother 

with respect’?’ and ‘Did your mother or stepmother treat your father with respect?’, % of 

respondents 

Answers Father’s/stepfather’s 

treatment of mother/ 

stepmother 

Mother’s/stepmoth- 

er’s treatment of 

father/stepfather 

Always 53 57 

Mostly 32 32 

Sometimes 14 10 

Never 1 1 

Total 100 100 

 

The study findings revealed a small variation in the respectful treatment of the respondents’ parents 

between types of their residential area. In urban area, the share of the respondents whose parents 

– both mother and father – had always been respectful to each other was somewhat larger than that 

in rural areas (Table 5.2). Obviously, urban residents are more progressive in terms of equal family 

relationships. However, it should be taken into account that this survey traced the respondents’ 

current residential area, and did not trace where they spent their childhood, which may be totally 

different places. Therefore, the estimates presented below should be considered rather as a 

reference point for future studies. 
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Table 5.2. Distribution of answers to questions ‘Did your father or stepfather treat your mother 

with respect’?’ and ‘Did your mother or stepmother treat your father with respect?’by type of 

residential area, % of respondents 

Answers Father’s/stepfather’s Mother’s/stepmother’s 

treatment of mother/  treatment of father/ 

stepmother stepfather 

 urban area rural area urban area rural area 

Always 58 54 55 48 

Mostly 32 32 31 32 

Sometimes 9 13 12 18 

Never 1 1 2 2 

Total 100 100 100 100 

 

The findings of the respondent’s childhood experience enable both to analyze the factors that 

affected men’s personality development, and to observe intergenerational changes in the patterns 

of marital relations. There is a clear trend towards gradual acceptance of the ideas of gender 

equality and respectful relations in the marriage, supported by age-specific distribution of the 

respondents’ answers (Table 5.3). The proportion of men in the age under 30 who indicated that 

their parents were always respectful to each other is importantly larger than the same proportion 

among respondents of older ages (respectively, 60% in contrast to 50%). 

Table 5.3. Distribution of answers to question ‘Did your father or stepfather treat your mother 

with respect’?’ and ‘Did your mother or stepmother treat your father with respect?’ by age groups 

of respondents, % of respondents 

     

    

     

Always 60 50 50 50 

Mostly 28 32 34 36 

Sometimes 10 16 15 12 

Never 1 2 1 2 
 

 

Mother’s/stepmother’s treatment of father/stepfather 

Always 62 56 54 54 

Mostly 29 28 35 38 

Sometimes 8 15 10 7 

Never 1 1 1 1 

 

Answers Age groups 

18–29 30–39 40–49 50–59 

Father’s/stepfather’s treatment of mother/stepmother 
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The survey findings make it possible to study the division of household chores in the Ukrainian 

families that was observed several decades ago (Fig. 5.2). Most men didn’t wish to get engaged in 

doing laundry with 62% of the respondents’ fathers never been engaged in this type of domestic 

work. Until recently, few Ukrainian families could afford a washing machine, so women had to 

wash dirty clothes manually, demonstrating physical strength and endurance. One-third of the 

respondents’ fathers (36%) had never cleaned the house, while about one-fourth of them (27%) 

were not familiar with cooking and dishwashing. Instead, most of fathers were involved in the 

caring for children (i.e. the respondents when they were small, and their brothers and sisters), and 

purchasing everyday goods (44%).  

Fig. 5.2. Distribution of answers to question ‘When you were a child or teenager, how often did 

your father or another man in the home was engaged in the following tasks?’, % of respondents 

 

In the respondents’ families, important decisions were mostly made by both parents or only by 

mother. In more than a half of families, women had the final word on decisions about the current 

expenses for essentials, such as food, clothes and other household items, as well as about issues 

related to children’s health (Table 5.4). Both parents were usually involved in the decisions related 

to children’s education and purchase of expensive things (cars, houses, and home appliances). 

In the context of studying formation of the masculine identity, assessments of men’s negative 

childhood experiences is of particular interest, as psychologists argue that traumatic effects 

obtained in the early ages have the most significant impacts on individual development. 

Unfortunately, many surveyed men confirmed that they experienced situations that affected their 
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life and well-being. One in seven respondents reported that he faced his parents’ negligence in the 

childhood, as they were under excessive influence of alcohol or psychotropic substances, and could 

not take a proper care of him (Table 5.5). One in seven men witnessed his father’s physical 

violence against his mother, 7% of the men indicated that they used to witness these situations 

often. Obviously, such experience has a very negative impact on any child’s emotional well-being, 

and can result in the prevalent perceptions of domestic violence as the norm of marital relations. 

At the same time, the opposite reaction is also possible when a person expresses zero tolerance to 

violence in his/her own relationship after observing such behaviors in the parents’ family. Some 

participants of the focus group discussions who witnessed physical abuse of their mothers by their 

fathers claimed that they cannot justify such actions and would do everything to avoid similar 

situations in their own relationships with women. 

Table 5.4.  Distribution of answers to question ‘When you were a child or teenager, who had the 

final word in your household on the following decisions?’, % of respondents 

Decisions Mostly 

mother / 

stepmother 

Mostly 

father / 

stepfather 

Both 

parents 

equally 

Current expenses on essentials (food, 
clothes, etc.) 

51
 

14 36 

Buying expensive items (cars, houses, 

and household applicances, etc) 
13

 
26 61 

Issues related to children's education 
(respondent himself and his sisters/          26 
brothers) 

 
10 

 
65 

Issues related to children’s health 
(respondent himself and his sisters/         47 
brothers)  

 
3 

 
50 

 

Overall, physical violence is present in the men’s life since their early ages; therefore, they might 

perceive it as a universal tool for resolving the conflicts and defending their interests. Half of the 

surveyed men admitted that they personally faced physical punishment by their parents in the 

childhood, 18% of respondents were physically punished by school teachers or coaches of the 

sports clubs. One in five respondents was subjected to insults or humiliation by his family 

members, 18% of them were bullied by their mates or older children at school. Although the rate 

of sexual violence in the childhood was reported as minimum, it is common knowledge that this 

topic is usually tabooed in social studies, so these findings may be well as underestimated. 
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Table 5.5. Prevalence of the negative childhood experiences among men, % of respondents 

Situations Never Sometimes Often Don’t 

know 

I saw or heard my mother being  
beaten by her husband or partner       69 

 
20 

 
7 

 
4 

I was insulted or humiliated by 

someone in my family in front of other 75 
people 

 
17 

 
3 

 
5 

I was physically punished by my 

parents or other family members at 47 
home (slapped, beaten, etc.) 

 
43 

 
7 

 
3 

I was physically punished at school  
by a teacher or a coach of sport club       78 

 
15 

 
3 

 
4 

There were situations, when one or both 

of  my parents  were  too  drunk  or  high  

on drugs to take care of me 80 

 
 

12 

 
 

4 

 
 

4 

I had to have sex with someone 

because I was threatened, frightened 
95

 
 

1 

 
1 

 
3 

Before I  reached 18, I was bullied 

by my schoolmates 
 

78 
 

15 
 

2 
 

5 

 

Importantly, patterns of violent culture accompany the emergence of men’s identity in adulthood, 

too. In particular, an aggression-friendly environment surrounds men when they serve in the army 

or study in military schools. In fact, 48% of the survey respondents were in the army or in the 

military training; more than a half of them admitted that they faced violent treatments from their 

officers personally, or witnessed such attitudes to their mates (Table 5.6). In addition, one in ten 

respondents said that he found himself in such situations often, while one in seven respondents 

often witnessed such acts towards other men. Violent harassments and bullying were also common 

among young people who served in the army or studied at military schools. 
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Table 5.6. Distribution of answers to question ‘Have you faced violent treatments by senior officers 

or other soldiers or students?’, % the respondents, who were in the army or military schools 

Situations Never Sometimes Often Don’t 

know 

personally faced violent treatment/     

punishment by senior officers or 

teachers 
43 43 11 3 

witnessed these attitudes towards     

other soldiers/students 36 46 14 4 

Personally  faced  violent  treatment  
or 

    

bulling from your mates 46 40 11 3 

witnessed any violent behavior or     

bulling among your mates 33 50 14 3 

 

Parenthood and attitudes to children. More than half (62%) of the surveyed men had biological 

children. The overwhelming majority of them had only one child (47%) or two children (44%); 

the share of men having many children was quite small (9%). The share of men with many children 

was about the same in urban and rural area, while some residential differences were observed in 

the number of men with one child and two children: there were more rural residents having two 

children, than urban dwellers (Fig. 5.3). 

Fig. 5.3. Distribution of men with children by the number of children and residential area, % of 

respondents 

 

Transformation of marital and family relations also impacts ways of natural reproduction of 

families. In Ukraine and all over the globe new approaches to childbirths where the father plays 

an active role, such as childbirth with the partner and home births, become increasingly more 

popular. Notwithstanding, specialized healthcare facilities remain the most popular locations for 
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childbirth: 93% of men having biological children reported that their children were born in these 

institutions, 2% of children were born at home, and 5% were born elsewhere. 

Almost half (47%) of the surveyed men with children were in the maternity clinics at the time of 

the childbirth (in case of many children, this question concerned only the youngest one), and 13% 

of the men stayed in the same room with mother of the child at the time of the delivery. Rural men 

appeared to be involved in the progressive practices of delivering babies on the about the same 

level as urban men: the percentage of respondents who were in the maternity clinics at the time of 

the childbirth (including in the same room with the mother) were almost equal in urban and rural 

areas (Table 5.7). 

The data about the presence of the respondents of different age groups at the childbirth can be used 

to illustrate the evolution of men’s attitudes towards births with the partner. Expectedly, the oldest 

men (50-59) were not at the healthcare facilities during the birth of their youngest child in most 

situations (72%) (Fig. 5.4). Such attitudes were discouraged by both cultural practices of that time 

and by the lack of appropriate infrastructure. In each subsequent age group of the younger men, 

the percentage of the respondents who were in the healthcare facilities (including in the same room 

with the partner) is increasing, and, accordingly, the percentage of those who were absent and 

stayed elsewhere is decreasing. Thus, a gradual change in the cultural practices in society can be 

perceived, towards increased perceptions of the responsible parenthood among young men. 

Table 5.7. Distribution of answers to question ‘Were you present in the healthcare facility during 

the birth of your (last) child?’ by residential area, % of respondents with children 
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Fig. 5.4. Proportions of men of different age who were at the healthcare facility and in the same 

room with their partners at the time of the childbirth, % of respondents with children 

 

There is also a certain link between the level of respondent’s education and their involvement in 

births with the partner. These attitudes were mostly prevalent among men with higher education 

(17% of them were in the same room as their partners and 35% – at the healthcare facility), while 

it is less prevalent among the respondents with lower education levels (respectively 11% and 33% 

for men with vocational training and secondary special education, 9% and 39% for men with 

complete secondary education). Men with lower educational levels are less aware of the 

importance of the father’s role in the processes associated with childbearing; and they may 

represent a target groups for future educational campaigns. 

During their partner’s pregnancy, the respondents took active interest in the state of the women’s 

health, and mostly accompanied them to ante-natal visits. Only 13% of the respondents had never 

visited doctors together with their pregnant partners, while 7% of the men accompanied their 

partners only once; 53% – several times; 27% – to every visit to the doctor. The study did not 

reveal any significant differences between behavioral patterns of urban and rural men. 

When planning future addition to the family, Ukraine’s couples pre- dominantly discuss this issue 

together and listen to the partner’s opinion. When answering the question about who wanted to 

have a child the last time they had a child, the vast majority of respondents (84%) reported that 

they wanted it together with their partners. Only one in ten men admitted that it was mostly the 

desire of his wife/partner, and 6% of men reported that it was their own initiative. 

A newborn child in a family means a significant increase in family responsibilities. These 

responsibilities are often put on the shoulders of the young mother, who needs to recover after the 

childbirth. It was relieving to know that quite many men want to spend time together with their 

families after the childbirth. According to the survey findings, more than one-fourth of men (27%) 
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used their vacation or parental leaves, when their (youngest) child was born. In urban settlements, 

the surveyed men took leaves by almost 10 percent points more often than in rural areas (29% vis-

à-vis 19%). Younger respondents also are more likely to take leaves: while one-third of men in the 

age under 40 took leaves after the childbirth, the proportions were lower for older men: 24% among 

men aged 40-49, and 18% among men aged 50-59.  

Meanwhile, the leaves of the respondents who took the opportunity to stay at home with the new-

born child were short. Only one man from the entire sample stayed on the parental leave for a year. 

The total number of the respondents who took leaves after the childbirth can be divided into four 

practically equal groups by the length of the leaves: 1-3 days – 20%, 4-7 days – 24%, 8-14 days –  

28%, 15 days and more – 28%. 

The distribution of time spent on family responsibilities related to the subsequent care of the child 

reveals that childcare remains mainly the women’s prerogative. According to the survey, men 

spent with their child/children 22 hours per week on average, including their daily routine, 

communication, walks, and leisure activities. Instead, the average women’s time spent with 

children was significantly longer, 49 hours per week (Fig. 5.5). It is obvious that both men and 

women having children spend some time with them, but the main burden of the responsibilities is 

carried by women. 

Fig. 5.5. The average time spent with children by men and their partners, hours per week 

 

The verbal expressions of the focus group participants demonstrated that men often develop their 

attitudes to childcare based on the behavioral patterns that prevailed in their parents’ families: 

‘I did not have a father, my mother raised me. In my opinion, it is the mother who should bring up 

children, as she is closer to a child’ (a man, 16 y.o.), 

‘While a child is small, it is important to have connection with mother, that’s why women should 

take care of pre-schoolers. Men can join the education process later, in teenage years, when it is 
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necessary to explain some things related to discipline, responsibility, and maturity’ (a man, 42 

y.o.). 

On the other hand, there is a clear trend, when the negative childhood experiences could result in 

the opposite reactions of the men who disapprove the lack of attention from their fathers, and 

deliberately strive to avoid their mistakes: 

‘My father was not interested in me at all - neither did he go to school, nor walk with me. Therefore, 

in my own life, I decided that I have to be interested in my children’s lives. I used to go to their 

kindergarten, I went to the school and talked to teachers, I try to participate in their lives in every 

possible way’ (a married man, 39 y.o.), 

‘you know, my father was like a child until the age of forty - watching cartoons on the TV for days 

... He wasn’t interested in the family matters at all. In any case, I do not want to become like him’ 

(an unmarried man, 32 y.o.)  

Despite the fact that most of the focus groups participants agreed with the importance of the 

father’s role in a child’s upbringing, they expressed quite different views with regard to the father’s 

participation in the upbringing of children of different genders. One group of men was convinced 

that the same-sex parent should play the leading role in the child education: ‘I believe that a son 

should be raised more by the father, not by the mother’ (a man, 17 y.o.), ‘a boy has to acquire male 

qualities. Therefore, the father has to play the first role’ (a man, 39 y. o.), while other respondents 

expressed the opposite view: ‘I’ve noticed that girls are more drawn to their fathers, and boys to 

mothers’ (a married man, 51 y.o.), ‘someone believes that fathers are more important for boys. But 

it seems to me that fathers should spend no less time with girls too’ (a man, 38 y.o.). 

Reflecting on their relationships with their own children, the overwhelming majority (71%) of men 

generally agreed that they spend too little time with their children because of their work. The long 

working hours that are common for men leave even less time for fathers to communicate with their 

children. In particular, 83% of the men who work for more than 40 hours per week agreed that 

they spend too little time with their children because of work. One of the focus group participants 

commented on this situation: ‘in the contemporary world, you have either to support the child 

financially or spend your time with the child’ (a man, 42 y. o.). 
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Two-thirds of the respondents weren’t afraid to lose contact with the children if they broke up with 

their mothers. Is can be explained by the men’s confidence in the ability to keep good relations 

with their ex-spouses, and by a strong relationship with children that does not depend on the 

relations with their mothers. At the same time, the majority of the respondents agreed that their 

role in raising children is limited to the status of the ‘breadwinner’: one-third of the respondents 

strongly agreeing with this statement (Table 5.8). 

Table 5.8. Men’s attitude to relations with their own children, % of respondents with children 

 

Instead, young men (age 18-24) expressed the views that men’s role in the family should not be 

limited to providing for the family. To back up this opinion, two reasons were put forward: firstly, 

women and men are equally demanded by and are active at the labor market: ‘if a mother works, 

the man cannot claim that he feeds and dresses her up and this is the end of his role’. As the second 

reason, the focus group participants emphasized the importance of emotional contact between 

children and their father (‘otherwise, a child will treat his father somehow wrong, the father will 

remain a stranger’, ‘a child should receive equal amount of love from both father and mother’). 

Analyzing the distribution of the main responsibilities for caring of small children between men 

and women, we found out that there wasn’t any responsibility that was always or prevalently a 

men’s obligation (Table 5.9). It is usually mom who takes daily care of a child, stays at home with 

sick child, change diapers and clothes on the baby. As to the activities that were equally shared 

between men and women, these as rule were playing games and entertaining the child (65%), 

instilling discipline on the child verbally (76%), and talking about personal matters with the child 
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(60%). Four out of ten men reported that they help their children with homework about the same 

as their mothers, get involved in physical punishment of children in the case of need, and 

accompany the child to school, kindergarten or children’s clubs. 

 Table 5.9. Distribution of answers to question ‘Disregarding the help you may get from others, 

how do /did you and your partner distribute the following tasks now or when the child was small?’, 

% of respondents with children 

 

Although the vast majority of the men (84%) lived with all of their biological children, a small 

proportion of respondents reported that they live with only a few of them (6%), and less than one 

percent of men did not live with any biological child. Those respondents who didn’t live with their 

children generally communicated and supported them financially. Only two men reported that they 

did not communicate with their biological children at all; the rest of the respondents communicated 

with their children every day (14%) or at least once a week (37%), once a month (25%), or several 

times a year (25%). Almost a half of the men who didn’t live with their children provided them 

with financial support sometimes, one third of them - often, 15% of respondents reported that they 

pay for most of the children’s expenses. 
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The survey results confirmed that the experiences of childhood and behavior patterns from the 

parent’s family have important impacts on men’s perceptions in building their own marital 

relationships and attitudes toward parenthood. However, the effects of such impacts can be 

controversial; they may lead to reproducing the perceived division of decision-making, 

responsibilities and relationships between the family members, but also perceived as negative 

experiences that should be avoided in one’s own life. 

Positively, gender stereotypes undergo gradual transformation from generation to generation. The 

younger respondents observed their parent’s respectful attitude towards each other more often; 

they also have shown more interest in their own children, pregnancy planning and childbirth with 

the partner. Some men sought to spend their time with the wife after the childbirth - about one-

fourth of the respondents took a leave or days off (usually, several days), when their youngest child 

was born. Still, the division of responsibilities related to further upbringing of the child remains 

quite traditional, since most household activities related to the daily care or caring for a sick child 

are considered to be mother’s prerogative, while men’s participation is observed mostly in the 

educational process and leisure activities with the child. Men also get involved in talking with 

children about personal matters, but it obviously concerns older children, who do not need the 

daily care. 

 

6. Current family life and relations 

Spousal Relations. Family environment remains the main origin of the perceived understanding 

of social roles, responsibilities and empowerments of women and men. As social scientists argue, 

‘Families are ideal social institutions to examine gender because gender hierarchy is created, 

reproduced, and maintained on a day-to-day basis through interaction among members of a 

household’ (Glenn 1978). The expectations towards marital relationships, personality traits and 

behavior patterns that are common for ‘good’ wives and ‘good’ husbands are developed yet in the 

adolescence, being under the impact of family education and standards imposed by public opinion. 

In practice, the unspoken division of the family roles between women and men is rarely discussed 

before starting the cohabitation that may lead to misunderstandings and disappointments in the 

subsequent spousal life. 
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According to the focus group discussions with men of different ages, different levels of education 

and different experiences of family relationships, the main attribute of a ‘good’ man is seen in his 

financial capacity to provide a decent living for his family. Interestingly, this was the only 

requirement to men in terms of being a ‘proper’ husband perceived by the public. On the other 

hand, a bulk of requirements and restrictions was put forward to a standard ‘good’ wife: ‘She must 

be friendly, well-balanced and caring, so that her husband was willing to come home every day’ 

(a man, 18 y.o.). The ‘ideal’ wife is regarded by men as a resourceful housekeeper, who cares 

about the family and provides comfort to her family. Some important traits for women include 

patience, ability to avoid and ‘smooth out’ any conflicts, yield to her husband in disputes and 

support him in all his intentions: 

‘To me, what makes a good wife is, for sure, her appearance and her inner world, and mutual 

understanding, loyalty, and flexibility ... I think, that for a woman, a ‘good’ man is her defender in 

all possible senses, and the breadwinner for her family’ (a man, 39 y.o.); 

‘A husband has to provide for his family financially, and a wife has to take care of her own looks, 

children and the household... so that there is comfort and mutual understanding in the family’ (a 

man, 64 y.o.). 

Obviously, these perceptions may make a significant impact on the relationship between men and 

the opposite sex, while disparities between their expectations and real circumstances of the family 

life could lead to frustration, stress and, consequently, to interpersonal conflicts. Therefore, the 

issues of the marital relations, distribution of the gender roles in terms of decision-making and 

household activities were in focus of this study. Presented below are, the survey findings that 

highlight the men’s personal experiences in steady and long-term relationships with women, i.e. 

wives, partners, or girlfriends at the time of the interview or earlier. 

In general, only 21% of the surveyed men reported that they had never been married and partnered. 

The bulk of these respondents was presented by young people – only one in four men aged 18-24 

and more than a half of the men aged 25-29 reported having a permanent partner (Fig. 6.1). Among 

older men, the proportion of the respondents who had stable relationships with partners was higher, 

up to more than 80% in the age groups over forty. The absolute majority of men in these age groups 

were officially married. 
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Fig. 6.1. Availability of a stable partner by age groups of men, % 

 

According to the survey, a half of the men preferred relationships with women of the same age as 

themselves (Figure 6.2). Only one in seven respondents reported that his wife or partner was older; 

the maximum age difference did not exceed five years. Meanwhile, quite a large proportion of the 

surveyed men were in stable relationships with younger women: 13% of the respondents indicated 

that their partners are younger by 1-5 years, 18% – by 6-10 years, and 4% of the respondents 

reported that their present or most recent partners were younger by more than 10 years. 

More than a half of the men reported that they had the same level of education as their partners did 

(Figure 6.3), with 17% of them having higher educational attainments. At the same time, one in 

five men reported that his partner was better educated. This trend is a good evidence of a 

widespread women’s objective to obtain a higher education, while men tend to be targeted at 

vocational training to be able to secure a blue-collar job, or start their employment just immediately 

after graduation from high school. 

Fig. 6.2. Age difference between men and their partners, % of partnered respondents 
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Fig. 6.3. Educational levels of men and their partners, % of partnered respondents 

 

As noted, the gender distribution of social norms implies men’s greater orientation at self-

realization in the public sector, including at the labor market, whereas women’s priorities are 

linked to the private life, family roles and responsibilities. Accordingly, a bulk of the surveyed 

men were economically active through full or part-time employment (almost 80%), while 

employment rates were significantly lower among their wives or partners (65%). Women were 

importantly more engaged in the household activities: one in ten respondents’ partners stayed on 

a maternity leave, one in eleven women was a housewife involved in care-giving activities for 

family members (children, elderly, sick, people with disabilities). The respective shares of men 

who were engaged in household activities or stayed on parental leaves did not exceed 1% of the 

respondents (Table 6.1). 

Table 6.1. Employment status for men and their partners, % of partnered respondents 
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The outlined trends in employment for men and women are logically reflected in the gender gap 

in earnings. Almost 60% of the interviewed men reported that they earn more than their partners 

do; only one in four men believed that he has about the same level of income as his partner (Table 

6.2). Only nine percent of men acknowledged that their partners earn more than they do. The 

gender gap in earnings is not correlated with such variable as residential area, but depends on the 

level of education and age group. In particular, the percentage of women earning more than their 

husbands is bigger for couples with well-educated women (18%). In older age groups, the gender 

gap in earnings is also gradually changing for the benefit of women (Table 6.2). 

Table 6.2. The gender disparities in earnings between men and their partners by age groups of 

men, % of partnered respondents 

 

Decision-making and household activities. Although in their verbal comments men 

acknowledged that they were quite capable of coping with most of the household works and had 

been actively involved in household activities in the childhood, the current division of powers and 

responsibilities in their partnerships looks very similar to that in a traditional family. Focus group 

participants argue that men’s responsibility is to provide for their families financially; they argue 

that men’s wages are usually higher, so it is economically unreasonable for women to enter the 

labor market. Instead, women should take care of their children and do all household work, as 

women are more apt in these responsibilities than men. A large proportion of men preferred not to 

get involved into daily housekeeping issues at all. 

Thus, only a half of the men reported that they make decisions on the current expenditures on the 

essentials (such as food, clothing, etc.) and goods and services for children, jointly with their 

partners (Table 6.3). In a significant percentage of households responsibility for these items is 

borne solely by women (35% and 27%, respectively). The process of making decisions about 
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investing in the expensive goods such as cars and houses was more participative (63% of men 

make these decisions jointly with partners). Only a small percentage of the partnered men reported 

that the final say about these critical decisions have other people in the household, mostly parents. 

Positively, the couples tend to make joint decisions on spending time with family friends or 

relatives (three-fourths of the respondents), while decisions on one’s employment are mostly 

independently made by women and men. Participation in decision-making tends to be higher 

among respondents with higher educational levels, especially among married couples in which 

women are better educated than men. 

Table 6.3. Distribution of answers to question ‘Who in your current or most recent relationship 

has (had) the final say about the following?’, % of partnered respondents 

 

Fig. 6.4. Men’s practice of talking to partners about problems they face in their lives, % of 

partnered respondents 
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The issues of division of household activities between partners rank high on the agenda of all 

gender studies, since it is widely recognized that the grounds of gender inequality in a society are 

largely linked to women’s disproportionate involvement in household work. The research 

approaches that attempt to explain this correlation can be divided into the following three groups: 

1) theories that focus on the value of financial support for the family (‘exchange theory’ and the 

‘relative resources theory’); 2) theories of gender ideology (‘gender display model’ and ‘gender 

roles socialization theory’); and 3) approaches that focus on the value of time (‘time availability 

theory’).  

Within the economic approach, it is assumed that the partner with higher income (usually this role 

is attributed to men) performs a smaller portion of household activities or avoids them completely, 

while the person whose financial contribution to the family budget is significantly smaller may 

compensate the low income by doing more of the daily household work. In other words, there is a 

conditional exchange between domestic work and economic support, therefore the intra-family 

distribution of responsibilities is perceived as fair and well-grounded. 

According to the ‘gender display model’, the amounts of household work are determined by norms 

and values that are usually associated with gendered social roles. In particular, economic 

dependence and performance of everyday work are primarily perceived as attributes of femininity, 

whereas economic independence and exclusion from domestic work are associated with 

masculinity. 

Our survey shows that the gendered distribution of powers still persists in Ukrainian households. 

Women’s traditional responsibilities include: doing laundry, cooking, dishwashing, and cleaning 

the house (Table 6.4). The responsibilities related to the purchase of essentials and care-giving for 

family members in need for outside help (senior, sick or persons with disability) are shared 

between partners in almost a half of the families. Small household repairs were the only type of 

household work that was perceived as exclusively masculine duty by almost 90% of respondents.  
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 Table 6.4. Distribution of answers to question ‘Disregarding the out- side help you receive from 

others, how did/do you and your partner divide the following household tasks’?, % of partnered 

respondents 

 

On average, men spent about 15 hours per week on the household work. Meanwhile, according to 

the respondents’ answers, their partners spent twice as much time on fulfilling these home duties 

(29 hours per week). Ultimately, this trend can result in the excessive burden for women who are 

also employed at the labor market; moreover, household work may require much more physical 

efforts than professional employment. Therefore, in the contemporary social studies, the gender 

trends in the distribution of working time are described in terms of women’s ‘double workload’, 

‘double working day’ or the ‘second shift’. Importantly, the women’s disproportionate 

involvement in household activities could constrain their opportunities of life choices, professional 

realization and prospects of development. 

Time spent on household work is significantly bigger in rural areas (Fig. 6.5). At the same time, 

the gender gap is somewhat declining among rural population, as men get usually involved in the 

household works requiring physical labor (i.e. in the backyard, gardening, and caring for 

livestock). The largest gap in the average time spent on household work is observed among 

residents of large cities, e.g. oblast centers and cities with population of more than 100,000.  
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Fig. 6.5. Average time spent on household work by men and their partners, hours per week 

 

The detailed analysis in the trends of spending time on household work by men and their partners 

reveals that almost one in seven women spends about 31-49 hours per week on household 

activities, and as many women spend fifty hours per week or more (Table 6.5). Interestingly, none 

of the men reported of bearing this heavy burden of domestic work, while the majority of male 

respondents reported their average time spent on household work within 14 hours per week. 

Table 6.5. Distribution of men and their partners by average time spent on household work,% of 

partnered respondents 

 

The absolute majority of men (89%) were generally satisfied with the current distribution of 

household work in their families (a half of them were fully satisfied), while 62% of respondents 

believed that their partners were also satisfied with the status quo (one in five respondents was 

convinced that his wife is fully satisfied with the division of household activities). These common 

perceptions obviously result in instilling of the ‘proper’ social roles and functions for men and 

women in the public mind, and, consequently, may determine the perceived women’s ‘inferiority’ 

in society, and their dependent or even subordinate position in family hierarchy.  
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However, the discussions with young people do provide some reasons for optimism with regard to 

gradual transformation of the stereotypical views on distribution of household activities and 

decision-making in families. A lot of young men aged 18-24 expressed their opinions that all 

family responsibilities should be shared or equally divided between a husband and a wife: 

‘there are no exclusively ‘male’ and ‘female’ responsibilities, as everyday household work should 

be divided equally; that is the partner who has more free time at the moment should take care of it. 

As to some specific things, such as repair of a car or a computer, they must be performed by a person 

who knows better how to do it... no matter whether it is a man or a woman’ (a man, 19 y.o.); 

‘both partners have to earn money, and then there will be no complaints, disagreements or 

disappointments between them... And it’s not a matter of who earns more, but the feeling of personal 

independence and self-sufficiency. Of course, decisions on large purchases for the entire family, 

investments in children, their education and development, must be taken together and calmly 

discussed by the partners’ (a man, 20 y.o.). 

 

7. Attitudes to gender norms and stereotypes in society 

Perceptions of gender equality. Even though the concept of gender equality was integrated into the 

legislative and institutional environment of Ukraine quite a long time ago, plain people do not 

always know what it is about or interpret it correctly. ‘Gender equality is the equality between 

women and men... But is there any problem with this in our country? Women can study and work, 

and make their careers – that is one’s personal matter, a question of choosing priorities’ (a man, 

42 y.o.), ‘not only our women have all the opportunities and rights that are provided by the state, 

they are also supported by men in everything... Men try to get out of their skin to please women. I 

think that it is men who are treated unfairly and belittled in society’ (a man, 55 y.o.). 

A lot of men tend to that gender equality exists where equal rights of women and men are declared 

formally and, therefore fail to see whether they are easily exercisable in real life. In particular, 

41% of men agreed that gender equality in the Ukrainian society has mostly been achieved (Table 

7.1). Meanwhile, 29% of them opined that promotion of gender equality benefits mostly well-to-

do people, as they are better positioned to use these benefits. In general, the rate of public 

awareness of the policies of gender equality is quite low: a lot of men were unable to rate their 

attitudes to these issues and didn’t know how to answer the questions. 
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Though the overwhelming majority of the men have shown an unbiased attitude to women’s 

empowerment (Table 7.1), one in ten men still agreed with the stereotyped statements that giving 

rights to women results in restricting men’s rights, and that women who enter the labor market 

take the jobs from men. The prevailing majority of men who though so, were the respondents of 

older age. 

Table 7.1. Men’s perceptions of gender equality, % of respondents  

 

Positively, most of the respondents were not biased towards women’s professional skills and 

employment. About 80% of the respondents agreed that women with the same qualification can 

do as good a job as men, and should be paid equally with men for work of the same value (Fig. 

7.1). Meanwhile, 82% of the interviewed men were convinced that there is a division between 

‘female’ and ‘male’ occupations at the labor market, while 40% of the respondents generally 

agreed with the statement that men are better businessmen than women. These ideas build 

preconditions for the gender-based segregation of employment that usually results in concentration 

of women’s employment in the low-paid economic sectors and lower-ranking positions, and 

strengthens the gender inequality in society. Public views that underestimate the entrepreneurial 

potential of women predetermine constrains that women’s business can face in accessing financial 

resources and development programs. 

The statements about women’s aptness to public and political activities garnered somewhat weaker 

support. Although three-fourths of the respondents agreed that women could be as good 

community leaders as men, and should have the same chances to be elected to political structures, 

a half of the respondents generally agreed with the statement that men are better political leaders 
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than women (Fig. 7.1). These social expectations are consequently reflected in a low level of 

women’s political representation, since the proportion of women among the Parliament members 

never exceeded 12% throughout the period of independence of Ukraine. The percentage of women 

holding executive managerial positions remains disproportionately low as well: based on the recent 

studies, women represent only 30% of managers of enterprises and organizations established as 

legal entities.   

Fig. 7.1. Attitudes to opportunities of professional fulfillment of women and men in society, % of 

respondent who generally agreed with the statements 

 

Even though the study respondents admitted low representation of women in political structures 

and at managerial positions, they did not support the idea of introducing gender quotas as a 

temporary affirmative action to recompense the long-term neglect of the gender equality ideas. 

Only a half of the men generally supported the idea to establish a fixed proportion of seats for 

women in the Government and Parliament, as well as on executive positions at big organizations 

and companies. Meanwhile, one-fourth of the respondents strongly disagreed with this approach 

to promote gender equality (Fig. 7.2), and another one-fourth of the respondents didn’t have an 

opinion, presumably because they did not care about gender equality altogether. 

The respondents’ views on the priority of family responsibilities for women remain quite 

pronounced. Almost 70% of the respondents believed that woman’s most important role is taking 
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care of her home and cook for her family (Fig. 7.3). A large proportion of men still see women’s 

social roles as housewives who give birth, nurture and take care of children. Thus, 63% of the 

respondents noted that babysitting, e.g. changing the diapers, bathing and feeding of children, is 

purely women’s responsibility, while one-third of them articulated that men do not know how to 

take care of babies at all. Only a half of the respondents supported the idea that men have to share 

the work around the house with women equally, but personal experience of the respondents 

suggests quite a different reality with the division of family responsibilities and time spent on 

household work. In this context, young men (in the ages of 18-24), men with higher education and 

urban residents, were more progressive, as they were less supportive of these stereotyped 

statements.  

Fig. 7.2. Attitudes to the system of gender quotas in public administration and executive positions, 

% of respondents 

 

Traditional perceptions of social roles take roots in some perceptions of masculinity related to the 

expectations of men’s dominant roles in the household decision-making and financial support of a 

family. Two-thirds of the survey respondents were convinced that it is men who have a final say 

in decisions influencing welfare of their families; one-third of them believed that a man is 

worthless if he earns less than his wife (Fig. 7.4). The youngest respondents were particularly 

radical in this regard; almost a half of them told that if a man earns less than his wife, he is weak 

and incapable in his life. 

It is noteworthy that more than one-fourth of the respondents agreed that having personal leisure 

time or a hobby is more important for men than for women, which may satisfy themselves with 

having a family to feel themselves fulfilled. Meanwhile, it is positive that the stereotyped attitudes 
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to the division of family roles between women and men are much less pronounced in relation to 

the respondents’ children. The vast majority of the surveyed men disagree that, given that money 

is scarce in a family, these resources should be spent on education of boys, as girls may not need 

university education in the adulthood. Therefore, there is reason to expect a gradual transformation 

of public views at women’s and men’s position in the future. 

Fig. 7.3. Attitudes to the distribution of family roles between women and men, % of respondents 

who generally agreed with the statements 

 

Fig. 7.4. Perceptions of some masculinity attributes, % of respondents who generally agreed with 

statements 

 

Unfortunately, patriarchal views persist when it goes about family planning. Although the vast 

majority of respondents agreed that spouses or partners should decide together whether they want 

to have children, the responsibility for unwanted pregnancy is mostly placed on women. Thus, 

more than one-third of men agreed that it is women’s responsibility to avoid getting pregnant (Fig. 

7.5). Rural residents were particularly categorical with regard to family planning, with 41% of 

them claiming that it is a woman who is responsible for preventing unwanted pregnancy. In 
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addition, one in five respondents supported stereotyped statements about use of contraceptives by 

women, suggesting that women who use contraception may have too much sexual freedom. 

Fig. 7.5. Men’s attitudes to family planning, % of respondents who generally agreed with the 

statements 

 

Summarizing the findings of the survey, it should be noted that the formal recognition of equality 

of women and men in a society is combined with sustainable perceptions of the distribution 

between priorities of private (family) and public life and social roles of women and men. In 

practice, these expectations not only strengthen the barriers limiting women’s life choices, but also 

have a negative impact on men’s lives. An extensive social pressure related to the need to meet 

generally accepted masculinity guidelines results in men’s excessive psychological pressure, as 

they feel personally responsible for the well-being of their families, and deliberately avoid being 

engaged in family responsibilities and childcare. At the same time, one’s subjective well-being, 

satisfaction with life and emotional well-being largely depend on the relations with children. 

Awareness on gender-sensitive legislation and policies. International observers argue that a 

progressive legislation and institutional environment were established in Ukraine to regulate the 

issues of gender equality (Gerasymenko & Maksymenko 2016: 93). The country has joined the 

fundamental international treaties that declare the equality between women and men and non-

discrimination with regard to gender; the governmental authorities regularly report on the progress 

in promoting gender inequality in various domains of the society. At the national level, a number 

of the State target social programs for ensuring gender equality were implemented, and the issue 

of equal rights and opportunities for women and men was included in the national development 

agenda.  

In 2005, the law ‘On Ensuring Equal Rights and Opportunities for Women and Men’ was adopted, 

defining main directions of the national gender policy, introducing the gender mechanisms at the 

national level and prohibiting gender-based discrimination. Numerous amendments to ensure 
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gender equality were introduced into family law, laws of education, political representation and 

employment opportunities. Finally, the Law ‘On Grounds of Preventing and Combating of 

Discrimination in Ukraine’ (2012) determined the forms of discrimination, including gender-based 

discrimination, and outlined the mechanisms for preventing human rights violations. 

Nevertheless, the level of public awareness on the gender-sensitive legislation and public policies 

targeted at ensuring equality between women and men is still rather low. According to the survey, 

only 30% of men were aware that gender equality legislation exists in the country. More than a 

half of the respondents did not know the answer to this question, and one in nine respondents was 

convinced that there is no special law to guarantee the equality of rights and opportunities for 

women and men in the country. 

Assessing the gender sensitivity of family laws, a half of the respondents indicated that the national 

laws on marriages and divorces favor women (Fig. 7.6). Only 27% of the men recognized that 

family laws favor neither women nor men; the percentage of the respondents who assessed family 

laws as gender-neutral was slightly higher among men with higher education. 

In the opinion of many respondents, a particular problem with the family law is related to the 

biased attitude to men in the issues of child custody after divorce. The vast majority of men (61%) 

were convinced that the custody laws work in favour of women, since it is women who usually 

stay with children based on the court decisions. Only 16% of the respondents agreed that the child 

custody legislation is gender-neutral. 

A large number of men were unable to answer the question about the family laws which suggests 

a rather low level of public awareness about the legal issues. The ignorance about the basic legal 

aspects of the family relations could result in men’s vulnerability to violation of rights, while 

unaware- ness on the existing mechanisms of protection could restrict their access to obtaining 

legal support in resolving family disputes. 
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Fig. 7.6. Assessment of the national family laws favorability for women and men, % of 

respondents 

 

In the context of public attitudes to the gender norms and stereotypes, it is particularly interesting 

to study the level of men’s awareness of the government aid programs targeted at protecting 

workers with family responsibilities. In general, the national legislation offers Ukrainian women 

a broad array of social protection measures in case of childbirth. They are entitled to a paid 

maternity leave of a minimum seventy days before the childbirth and 56 days (and in the case of 

health problems – seventy days) after the childbirth. After this period, mother (or father) may take 

up to three years of parental leave (in some situations – up to six years); moreover, under the law, 

mother (or father, as applicable) keeps their place of job during the leave. This parental leave may 

be used, in full or in part within the established timeframe, by other relatives who provide the 

actual childcare or by another person who adopted or offers tutelage to the child. 

However, men’s acceptance of the opportunity to take parental leaves until the child turns three 

years old remain so unpopular that only a few of men inquire about the opportunities to that effect 

provided by the legislation. Thus, less than a half of the respondents (46%) basically knew that 

father has the same right to take parental leave, as mother. At the same time, 8% of the men were 

convinced that there are no such legislative clauses; the rest of them did not know the exact answer 

to this question. 

Men’s limited interest in parental leaves is well illustrated by the following data. Less than a half 

of the respondents (44%) who were aware of the leaves could give the correct answer about the 

length of this leave (Table 7.2). One-third of the men were unable to answer this question at all, 

and the rest of them tended to underestimate the norms of labor legislation by assuming that the 

father’s parental leave may last no more than a year, for several months, or for a month. Because 

of these social expectations, there aren’t any discussions on harmonizing professional employment 
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and family responsibilities of a father in the national legislation and institutional environment, 

while most of the state policies, advocacy efforts and initiatives of social partners are directed 

exclusively at protecting employment opportunities for women with small children. 

Table 7.2.  Expectations of the length of parental leave for men, % of respondents who were 

aware on the opportunity of the leave 

Length of parental leave Percentage 

One month or less 3 

Several months 4 

About 1 year 11 

Several years 44 

Don’t know 36 

 

Among the recent legislative initiatives designed to promote gender equality, the Law ‘On 

Preventing and Combating Domestic Violence’ has to be mentioned, as it was adopted in late 2017 

following a lengthy advocacy campaign. The law criminalizes domestic violence, introduces an 

integrated approach to combat violence, and extends the range of tools to protect victims. Despite 

the extensive outreach activities that accompanied fine-tuning of the Law, only 30% of the 

surveyed men were informed about existing of the special legislation on domestic violence in 

Ukraine. The rest of respondents did not know anything about it at all. 

As to the informed men, their attitudes to the domestic violence laws were quite sceptical. More 

than half of the men believed that the laws will fail to provide relevant support for victims of 

violence (Figure 7.7), while almost one-third of them believed that the laws expose women to even 

more stigmatizing and suffering. Also, quite common are public perceptions that the law is biased 

against men: 44% of respondents agreed that the law makes it too easy for women to bring violence 

charges against men, while these charges may not be grounded sometimes. Finally, almost one in 

five men believed that the laws are too harsh to abusers. More rural residents and older men were 

in support of the last assumption.  

 

8. Conclusion 

Our study reveals that aggression and violence are present in men’s life since the early childhood. 

Half of the men indicated that they were physically punished by their parents, while one in five 
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respondents experienced physical punishment from the school teachers. The experience of 

emotional violence was also quite prevalent in the childhood: one in five men faced insults and 

humiliation by family members, and 18% were bullied by their mates. Later on in life, men find 

themselves in violence-prone environment when they are in the army or in military training.  

Family remains the main origin of the perceived understanding of social roles, responsibilities and 

powers for women and men. According to the study results, some persistent expectations exist in 

the Ukrainian society in terms of marital relationships and division of powers and responsibilities 

in a household. In particular, a capacity of providing the economic well-being for the family is 

mostly perceived as the only requirement for a ‘good’ husband to meet. At the same time, the role 

of a ‘good’ wife is associated with a set of requirements including caring about her good looks, 

intelligence, prudence, skills in running the household and setting up the family comfort.  

Positively, the survey findings demonstrate a gradual transformation of gender norms among 

young men. A large proportion of young people articulated that all family activities have to be 

performed by partners jointly or equally divided between husbands and wives. A gradual increase 

in responsible parenting attitudes is also observed among young men, as they get more interested 

in their children, pay attention to the issues of family planning, and get involved in the partner 

births. Still, the division of childcare responsibilities is quite traditional even among the young age 

cohort, since most household duties related to daily care or care for a sick child are considered to 

be the mother’s prerogative. 
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Abstract: Based on the concept of ‘affectedness’ (or ‘Betroffenheit’, Mies 1978), this article 

attempts to demonstrate how all participants in research, education, and social activism in the 

Middle East and North Africa (MENA) are impacted by the lack of a stable social environment, 

which is seen as the bedrock of scholarship by mainstream Northern theories and scientific 

methodologies. Researchers, academics and activists – as part of civil society – must deal with this 

intentional lack of security, social justice and freedom. In it we can recognize a form of elite-

produced, and potentially indefinite, postcolonial, systemic liminality. Whether women or men, 

from the Global South or North, we should consider how the topics we are studying and the 

conditions under which we work impact us individually and collectively. Inversely, we should 

determine how our endeavors directly impact the lives and environment of the subjects we are 

interacting with. Reflection on the impact of affectedness-based research methods in the Middle 

East, and their application to work with men and masculinities in the region, is the main 

contribution of this article. 

Keywords: masculinity, men, affectedness, Betroffenheit, research. 

 

1. Introduction 

Studying masculinity, power, and activism from the perspective of the Global South breaks 

with an entire set of convenient truths prevalent within the field of gender studies. Both in 

academia and civil society as a whole, using research to promote social change and relating 

scholarship to one’s personal-political interests brings with it the suspicion of individual bias and 

group prejudice. The geopolitics of knowledge concerning men and masculinity “locates the 

production of theory in the global metropole and treats the periphery essentially as a data source” 

(Connell 2016: 304). Establishing globally inclusive agendas of theory, and thus cutting “across 
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the scales of subjectivities, bodies, streets, states, and empires”, which erase masculinity in the 

Middle East through ahistorical generalizations (Hasso 2018), would profit from the collective 

effort of all those involved in the creation of the current imbalance. This article is based on my 

experience in scholarship, teaching, and activism in Lebanon during the last two decades. It is also 

informed by a similar amount of time spent as a graduate student, social science field researcher, 

and participant in the nascent men’s movement in Austria. While building on this academic, 

personal, and political experience in the Global South and North, I will introduce an innovative 

approach to theory that takes the postcolonial liminality of the Middle East into consideration. 

Based on the concept of ‘affectedness’ (or ‘Betroffenheit’, Mies 1978), the attempt will be made 

to demonstrate how all participants in research, education, and social activism in the Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA) are impacted by the lack of a stable social environment, which is seen 

as the bedrock of scholarship by mainstream Northern theories and scientific methodologies. 

Citing Bennet (2008: 7) Connell maintains that “a stable environment cannot be assumed for 

research in postcolonial conditions where ‘relative chaos, gross economic disparities, 

displacement, uncertainty and surprise’ are the norm not the exception” (2016: 305). According to 

Beresford, Berry and Mann, the political elites in Africa maintain a state of ‘productive liminality’, 

thus “suspended (potentially indefinitely) in a status ‘betwixt and between’ mass violence, 

authoritarianism, and democracy” (2018: 1231). In the case of Lebanon, Carpi claims that the 

concept of “state liminality rather captures the structural peculiarity of the Lebanese state’s agency 

and violent presence, made of repressive and neglectful politics” (2019: 83). Researchers, 

academics and activists – as part of civil society – must deal with this intentional lack of security, 

social justice and freedom. In it we can recognize a form of elite-produced, and potentially 

indefinite, postcolonial, systemic liminality. Whether women or men, from the Global South or 

North, we should consider how the topics we are studying and the conditions under which we work 

impact us individually and collectively. Inversely, we should determine how our endeavors 

directly impact the lives and environment of the subjects we are interacting with. According to 

Maria Mies (1978), this reciprocal way of thinking is called ‘affectedness’. Reflection on the 

impact of affectedness-based research methods in the Middle East, and their application to work 

with men and masculinities in the region, is the main contribution of this article. It can help 

discover how gender roles are directly impacted by purposeful and sustainable manifestations of 

instable elite power and liminal stability. This can assist in laying the foundation for intentional 
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and collective forms of collaborative resistance, bringing together those involved in the research 

process in our region and thus provide the solidarity needed to move together from awareness to 

action.  

Dealing with gender is dealing with change. Can and should the study of men and 

masculinities continue to be an inherently critical field of research, in accordance with its initial 

rootedness in critical women’s, gender and feminist studies, dating as far back as the 1970s (Hearn 

2019: 55-56)? The attempt will be made here to illustrate the advantages to both men and women 

of a continued promotion of this close-knit relationship. Following the trajectory of developments 

within feminist theory and praxis as described by Hearn, how can “Critical Studies on Men and 

Masculinities (CSMM) – assuming, of course, that they are critical, are diverse, ontologically, 

epistemologically, and politically (ibidem: 54)” – become increasingly “more geographically 

widespread, more dispersed, more comparative, international, transnational, postcolonial, 

decolonializing, globally ‘Southern’, global, globalized, and globalizing” (Connell 2008: 57); in a 

word, more genuinely intersectional?  

 The personal is political! This well-established feminist adage was attributed in 1969 to 

Carol Hanisch, who further stated, reflecting on the situation in the late 1960s: “One of the first 

things we discover in these groups is that personal problems are political problems. There are no 

personal solutions at this time. There is only collective action for a collective solution” (Hanisch 

2006). Based on this legacy of academic partisanship and social activism, how can CSMM achieve 

the same collective political goals? By which means can men in the field of gender studies bring 

together the strands of intersectionality, personal involvement and a reflexive approach to one’s 

own privilege within globally sexist power structures? How can we simultaneously create and 

promote skills, tools, and results which serve the overall goals of emancipation and social equality 

in Southern and semi-peripheral regions as diverse as the Balkans, Southern Africa, South Asia, 

Latin America, China and the Middle East?  

Combining the personal, the political and the academic has long been one of the strengths of 

women in the fields of women’s, gender and feminist studies, for which many men in neighboring 

disciplines have envied them. Although “men's studies is not an accurate corollary to women's 

studies, since women's studies made both women and gender visible” (Hearn & Kimmel 2006: 5), 

the collectivist approach and gender solidarity – as described by Hanisch above – have become an 
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integral part of CSMM and the larger men’s movement during the last few decades. In the 

following pages, I will follow both the trajectory of men’s and masculinity studies as a unique 

field of research, but will also relate it to my personal journey in this discipline, which began in 

the late 1960s and early 1970s as a high school student sensitive to the shifting perceptions of 

gender, sexuality, ‘race’, social class, disabilities, and the natural environment. This academic and 

personal ‘Bildungsroman’ will trace the coming of age of an entire discipline as well as the very 

modest role that this author played in it, first in the Global North as a student and activist scholar, 

and later in the Global South as a university professor, civil society organizer, husband and father.  

Together with a diversity of scholarly and political insights, personal experiences, and 

anecdotal episodes along the path of CSMM during the last half a century, I intend to offer 

impulses of a theoretical and methodological nature, as mentioned above. Based on the work of 

the German and Austrian pioneer feminist thinkers and researchers, Maria Mies, Claudia von 

Werlhof and Veronika Bennholdt-Thomsen, the concept of ‘Betroffenheit’ (often translated as 

either affectedness, subjectivity, or reflexivity) as a research asset will play a central role in this 

article (Mies 1978; von Werlhof et al 1983). I will illustrate how feminist research methods, rooted 

in ‘affectedness and concern’ (Betroffenheit und Parteilichkeit), have impacted my work with 

indigenous and immigrant minorities, refugees, men and boys with disabilities, Alpine mine 

workers and affirmative/positive action officers in companies in various European Union (EU) 

countries, before moving to the Middle East in 1999. I will then show how this experience was 

utilized during the last two decades in fields including media literacy skills for Lebanese youth, 

gender and violent extremism, forced migration and refugees in the MENA region, the father-

friendly workplace, genocide and intergenerational trauma, gender-based violence (GBV) 

education and awareness raising, gender and Orientalism, faith-based social justice movements 

and humanitarian and development aid in the Middle East. Taken together, these topics offer a rich 

resource for analysis of intersectionality in action.  

Finally, the term intersectionality has a long history rooted in the emancipatory movements 

around the world. Prior to the coining of the term by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 (Perlman 2018), 

the issue of cross-cutting cleavages in society along lines of social class, ‘race’, gender, religion, 

linguistic group or regional affiliation had been described as a stabilizing force by Seymour Martin 

Lipset in Political Man (1960) and Georg Simmel in Conflict and the Web of Group-Affiliations 
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(1922) and Sociology (1908). Within the labor movement, however, the tendency for social 

cleavages to cut both ways was recognized early on by such prominent leaders as August Bebel in 

the Socialist classic Die Frau und der Sozialismus (1879). Building on this longstanding tradition, 

the modern concept of intersectionality strives to take the divisive potential of cross-cutting 

cleavages into consideration while at the same time recognizing how mutual respect for diversity 

is in reality a prerequisite for solidarity and reciprocity amongst those fighting for a better world. 

Not only for feminists, but also other historical emancipatory movements, such as organized labor, 

the ‘cripple movement’ (autonomous disability rights), LGBTQ, the civil rights movement, and 

the Greens, can profit from the integration of the conflicts and tension resulting from the cleavages 

within society as a whole. In following, an analysis of the positive nature of conflict for social 

progress will be linked to the theory of affectedness, as well as the concept of intersectionality, in 

order to illustrate how CSMM can bring researchers and the researched, teachers and students, 

together for a common cause.  

 

2. Introducing Affectedness and its Significance for CSMM 

Standpoint theory has played a key role in the last several decades within the larger field of 

gender studies, and CSMM in particular. Establishing clarity on its methodological role will be 

important, prior to linking it to the concept and praxis of affectedness. The question I will raise at 

the outset of this section is linked to the epistemological alternatives presented by two of the early 

pioneers of the study of men and masculinities, Jeff Hearn and Michael Kimmel, namely “what is 

the relation between those studying men and the men studied” and more importantly “who is doing 

the studying, with what prior knowledge, and with what positionality” (2006: 11)? According to 

Hearn and Kimmel, mainstream social science research on men is still primarily based on the 

empiricist epistemology according to which all “knowledge is a product of human learning, based 

on human perception” (ibidem: 11) and can be objectively tested within the tradition of scientific 

positivism. According to Hearn, this professionalization of men’s and masculinities studies has 

meant that it is “arguably in many parts of the ‘global North’ more separated from activism” (2019: 

56). Much emphasis will be placed here on the criticism of positivism and the assumption that 

science can actually be objective, from both the perspective of ‘Southern Theory’ (Connell 2008; 

Connell 2016) as well as within the context of the Global South, and in Lebanon in particular.  
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Offering an alternative to the purportedly objective and hard science approach proscribed by 

the mainstream empiricists, the mythopoetics of the ‘deep masculinity’ tradition, which can be 

found in Robert Bly’s Iron John (1990), but also in the work of Sam Keen (1991) or Richard Rohr 

(1992), is rooted in the rationalist epistemology. Accordingly, “ideas exist independently of 

experience, in some way derived from the structure of the human mind or existing independently 

of the mind” (Hearn & Kimmel 2006: 11). I bring up this perspective at the outset of this article 

because Iron John: A book about men not only played a foundational role in my own understanding 

of the men’s movement, but can potentially offer men in the Global South, and the Middle East 

North Africa (MENA) region in particular, a useful bridge between personal, cultural, economic, 

and political emancipation. The mythopoetic approach will be dealt with in more detail below in 

connection to its significance for the spiritual traditions within the men’s movement and the key 

role that religion and personal faith can play on the path to individual and collective emancipation 

in the MENA.  

In order to deal with the complexities of the global spectrum of gender studies, and to take 

an intersectional perspective into consideration, Hearn and Kimmel defer ultimately to the 

‘Standpoint Traditions’, which see knowledge as being shaped by social position. “In this view, 

the positioning of the author in relation to the topic of men, as a personal, epistemological, and 

indeed geopolitical relation, shapes the object of research and the topic of men and masculinities 

in a variety of ways” (2006: 12). As indicated above, standpoint theory will be juxtaposed to the 

feminist concept of ‘affectedness’ in order to establish a baseline for further reflections on the link 

between myself as an author and the various topics in the field of men’s and masculinities studies 

on which I have worked.  

The study of men and masculinity has been notoriously skewed when it comes to the MENA 

region (Adibi 2006; Amer 2011; El Feki 2018; Hasso 2018). When dealing with responses to 

security, freedom and social justice from a gendered perspective, the social positioning of each 

actor needs to be taken into consideration. The embeddedness of the individual researcher, as both 

an academic and activist, in power relationships and protracted networks of privilege, plays a 

significant role when dealing with the study of topics and individual research subjects. Participants 

should be aware that being studied, or merely observed, impacts of behavior or possibly even the 

character of the subjects. This principle has conventionally been termed ‘reactivity’. Inversely, the 

research process, and ultimately the results of any given project, will feed back to the researchers 
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and affect their understanding of the project and themselves. This process is even more severe 

when the researcher, the topic, and the research subjects are linked to each other. Examples of this 

are the early work done by Mies on sexual violence and exploitation (1978) or by Bennholdt-

Thomsen, Mies and von Werlhof on female work in the Global South (1983). Do the concepts of 

‘affectedness and concern’, as developed by Mies, lead to superior results? Ultimately the question 

should be raised as to whether the standpoint approach enables a more scientifically robust and 

rigorous understanding of an all-encompassing human perspective. Much has been written about 

feminism as a scientific theory. In order to deal with the specific issues at hand, the question will 

be raised; does a purposeful use and awareness of one’s own masculinity similarly impact the 

quality of research? Inversely, is gender-neutral research more objective and less biased, or is it 

actually lacking insight and thus ultimately ‘bad science’? Can scientific research of any nature 

ever be ‘gender neutral’? As a rule, feminist theory would say no. I would argue that this also 

applies to CSMM.  

By describing a selection of real life experiences below, I hope to enable the reader to better 

understanding the link between reactivity and affectedness and reflect on how the topics and 

individuals we are working with are related to our personal lives, hopes and aspirations. Mies 

describes this back and forth between the researcher and the researched, between reactivity and 

affectedness, as ‘reflexivity’. Women and men, migrants, refugees and host communities, 

members of minority groups, people with disabilities, and many others can utilize the insights they 

gain through reflexivity to identify with the experiences in their respective fields of research. 

Although the concept of reactivity is generally accepted in the social sciences – linked to the 

concept of ‘contamination’ of research objects or fields of endeavor, (Levin 2005; Monahan & 

Fisher 2010; Hastie 2017) – affectedness and reflexivity are not. Mies admits that this is not 

without cause and warns against three erroneous conclusions which are often drawn from the 

concept of affectedness. These weaknesses, which give the theory and praxis of affectedness a bad 

reputation are: 1) that reflexivity leads to total identification, i.e. that only women can study 

women, only workers can study workers, etc; 2) that the identification process is moralistic, 

leading to pity instead of solidarity; 3) that the existing tensions, power disparities, and conflicts 

between the researchers and their ‘objects’ are “ignored and therefore cannot be employed 

productively, i.e. used for the liberation of women” and other groups struggling for emancipation 

and against subjugation (Mies 1991: 69).  
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As opposed to the methodological weakness of ‘total identification’, proper reflexivity on 

the part of researchers, according to Mies, leads to ‘partial identification’ with those being 

researched. Scholars share in the struggles of the women, minorities, workers, or refugees they are 

studying. They are not identical, not one and the same. This form of activist scholarship is indeed 

the foundation for a theory and praxis of ‘affectedness and concern’. The concept of ‘Othering’ is 

linked to the second weakness in the application of affectedness theory. Transforming other races, 

genders, or citizens of other countries into objects of pity is a close neighbor to hostile Othering, 

which is better developed in the literature. Sympathetic Othering objectifies the victims of 

discrimination and exploitation and thereby relegates them to the position of recipients of empathy, 

paternalistic largess, and condescending development aid. Accordingly, researchers and those 

being researched are indeed incapable of becoming co-combatants, sharing the same struggles and 

goals for emancipation. With respect to the third weakness described my Mies, ‘affectedness and 

concern’ should encourage and enable victims to first rebel against the victim status which has 

been imposed on them by society; secondly to search for the root causes of this situation; and 

finally to move on from awareness to action. It also provides the researcher with the tools to 

comprehend the similarities and distinctions between the statuses of the two sides of this scholarly 

endeavor. Power relationships become transparent, common ground evident, and solidarity 

possible (Mies 1991: 80-81; El Helou 2020).  

 

3. Activist Scholarship - Bridging the Divide between Mitteleuropa and the Middle East 

Feminist work has always been particularly concerned with the relationship between 

research and activism. Although many would struggle to be completely clear about when they 

were definitively engaged in the one activity and when in the other, the legacies and contemporary 

realities of privilege (of class, of race, of ethnicity, for example) continue to live out across 

definitions of roles, identities, and the value of feminist work (Bennett 2008: 2-3).  

This section is dedicated to providing a selection of brief examples in which activist 

scholarship, intersectionality, and CSMM are interlinked. By dealing with a total of 13 individual 

cases from 1981 to 2019 the ‘Bildungsroman’ of the men’s movement will be compared to my 

own journey from the United States, to Austria and finally to Lebanon.  
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Growing up and becoming politicized in the 1960s and 1970s meant being confronted with 

a multiplicity of liberation and social justice movements (Sensenig 2019). In the United States, the 

most salient of these were the African-American civil rights and the Latino farmworkers 

movements, the women’s rights and feminist movements, the gay rights movement, and the anti-

Vietnam War movement; all converging in the late 1960s. This was followed by the first 

environmentalist Earth Day events in 1970, the Attica Prison Uprising in 1971 and US-sponsored 

coup in Chile in 1973. Combined, these diverse events and upheavals made evident how 

interlinked issues of social class, gender, sexuality, ‘race’, imperialism and environmental 

destruction were. Although disability rights campaigns existed during the Great Depression of the 

1930s, focusing on the right to work, and after World War II, focusing on the rights of veterans, 

the linking up of disability rights with the other emancipation movements in the late 60s, along 

with the anger of the Vietnam War veterans returning home to a disinterested nation, helped bring 

the issue of people with disabilities into the progressive-populist ‘Rainbow Coalition’ of the 70s 

and 80s. 

Although without access to the terms and concepts now associated with intersectionality, 

young males during this period were uniquely affected by a multiplicity of overlapping identity 

related factors; if by no other issue (e.g. ‘race’, disability, social class, sexual orientation) then by 

the looming threat of being drafted into the US military and sent to fight in Vietnam. The feeling 

of vulnerability and impending doom related to the US war in Indochina was a unique experience 

of my generation. Being confronted, as an adolescent male approaching sexual maturity, with a 

radical feminist movement, both in the streets of major American cities and in the high school 

classroom, was another. Developments in Western Europe followed a similar trajectory. Although 

initially the minority rights agenda was somewhat less developed (Uremović 1994), identity related 

issues such as gender, sexual orientation, and social class, as well as the already pervasive ecology 

and anti-war movements, were strong. Significantly, because of the dominant role played by 

partisan politics in Europe, as opposed to the United States, not only the social justice, but also the 

women’s and feminist movements had close ties to the Social Democrats and Communists.   

Autonomous Women’s Movement: An assumption shared by most scholars and activists 

in the Global North is that, if not all, at least some of our pressing social, economic, cultural, and 

environmental problems can be resolved in our lifetime. This is not the case in the Global South. 
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The relevance of this difference for CSMM will be highlighted below. In following, significant 

steps in the trajectory of men’s awareness and masculinities studies during the last half century 

will be juxtaposed with events in my life as an academic and social activist. Having moved to 

Austria to pursue a MA in German literature at the Universität Salzburg in 1975, the prevalence 

of leftist partisan politics on the university level was immediately evident. This not only impacted 

the work of the budding women’s movement, but also other issues like Third World solidarity and 

the ecology movement. Within the Austrian political spectrum, the first step towards autonomy on 

the part of the feminist movement was to distinguish themselves institutionally from the party 

organizations set up by the Socialists and Communists in Austria, i.e. the SPÖ and KPÖ. A second 

significant step was to work independently of leftist and profeminist men, in order promote 

awareness raising and develop strategies on their own, free of both partisan and male domination. 

Personally, the first second wave feminist, Autonomous Women’s 8th of March Demonstration, in 

the city of Salzburg in 1981, was a bit of a turning point. The activist male students and professors 

at the university, who had supported the demonstration from the outset, were requested to not join 

in the march – rather abruptly on the day of the demonstration – thus setting the stage for a distinct 

women’s movement in a very graphic manner. In the following years, this distinction was dealt 

with in both personal-political and rigorously academic discourse, based on the concept of ‘sexual 

difference’ (Cavarero 1989), which presented additional challenges to men struggling to transcend 

the essentialism inherent in patriarchal society. Although not essentialist in nature, difference 

feminism assumes that there are uniquely female characteristics, which need to be developed and 

respected in their own right. Inversely, men need to be aware of their uniquely male characteristics 

and free them from the sexist privilege which has contaminated them over the last millennia. As 

some profeminist men, including myself, were considering the validity of ‘sexual difference’, as 

opposed to the more traditional leftist approach to gender equality rooted in Marxism, the 

mythopoetic men’s movement was already underway. This turn to spirituality helped many men 

search for the ancient traditions of nurturing masculinity in order to make them accessible to 

modern society. They will be dealt with in a following section.   

History and Her-story from Below: The ‘personal is political’ takes on a unique meaning 

when applied to political science, and other social sciences such as history, sociology, 

communication studies, or geography. Starting in the 1960s and 1970s, feminists, gays and 

lesbians, people with disabilities, minorities and formerly colonialized peoples around the world 
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turned to oral history and other qualitative research methods (Lindqvist 1978) in order to discover 

their own traditions. This happened both with the institutional support of government and 

universities, or on the grassroots level. The history from below movement dates back to massive 

US government funding for the American Federal Writers Project (FWP) history workers during 

the late 1930s and early 1940s. Progressive-populist in nature, it collected the histories of ‘normal 

people’, including former slaves, survivors of the Great Depression, union organizers, women 

activists, immigrants and other groups till then deemed unworthy of historical research. The first 

taped oral history collections were carried out with Holocaust survivors in 1946 in Europe by 

David Pablo Boder of the Illinois Institute of Technology. Today massive oral history collections 

exist throughout the world. While working on my PhD thesis on the US labor policy in occupied 

Austria between 1945-1950 (Sensenig 1987), I studied the oral history collections of American 

union organizers active in post WWII Europe and carried out several oral history interviews with 

Austrian and US ‘labor diplomats’ still alive at the time. Though studying the topic from a 

profeminist and pro-peace perspective, I was not yet aware of the CSMM work already being 

carried out at the same period. Doing research on the original Cold War of the 1940s and 1950s 

during the peak of the ‘Second Cold War’ in the 1980s, prior to the eventual collapse of the Soviet 

Union, had a unique male twist. I was not only acutely aware of the historical masculinist foreign 

policy parallels, but also realized the value of information gleaned from archives and libraries to 

undermine the cultural hegemony of the entrenched patriarchal power structures propping up the 

Military Industrial Complex at the time. Resulting from work on alternative research 

methodologies, I would later help found the Archiv- und Bibliothekshilfe (ABH e.V.), a coalition 

of leftist, feminist, pacifist and environmentalist archives and libraries in the German speaking 

world (Germany, Austria, Switzerland, South Tyrol) and the Netherlands, located at the ‘Ferien- 

und Bildungszentrum Salecina’ in Maloja Switzerland in 1986.   

Gender and Material Culture: Analogous to the feminist, gay and lesbian, minorities and 

labor history archival movements, specialized CSMM collections, such as the ‘Changing Men 

Collection’ at Michigan State University in East Lansing, were initiated in the early 1990s. Prior 

to that, many older collections began to focus on gender issues, including the study of resistance 

to fascism, early industrialization and urbanization, and the gendered nature of career paths. One 

example of this, on the local and regional level, was the Ludwig-Boltzmann-Institute for Labor 

History (Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung)/Karl-Steinocher Foundation, were I worked in the 
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photo archives and oral history collection from 1985-2000. Focusing on all forms of material 

culture expressing the living conditions of industrial workers, immigrants and indigenous 

minorities, such as Roma and Jews, this collection was also part of the regional culture movement, 

which attempted to provide a counter-hegemonic voice in opposition to the dominate patriarchal 

and pro-corporate educational and media landscape.  

 

Industrial History’s Gender Dilemma:  

There is that great proverb—that until the lions have their own historians, the history of the hunt 

will always glorify the hunter. That did not come to me until much later. Once I realized that, I had 

to be a writer. I had to be that historian. It’s not one man’s job. It’s not one person’s job. But it is 

something we have to do, so that the story of the hunt will also reflect the agony, the travail—the 

bravery, even, of the lions (Chinua Achebe, Paris Review 1994). 

By the 1980s, industrial and labor history had begun to mainstream gender issues. 

Considering it’s anchoring in 19th century traditions of social justice and the promotion of women’s 

rights within the Social Democratic, Communist, and Anarchist movements, this discipline was 

open to new social movements, on the one hand, and still steeped in the patriarchy of fin de siècle 

cultural conservatism, on the other. The first step in the direction of gender equality in progressive 

historiography was to create free spaces in which women could carry out research according to 

their own designs, which led to a tendency to ghettoize gendered research. The process of gender 

mainstreaming labor history meant that all related issues were being reassessed according to their 

implications for the lives of women and men. Finally, the inclusion of CSMM broke the traditional 

mold in that it overcame the concept of a generic human approach to history, which merely needed 

to be augmented by a women’s perspective. In essence, gender mainstreaming assumes a male 

dominated major historical flow or narrative into which female tributaries are granted access. 

Focusing on men in the workplace, on technological advancements, or on labor struggles from a 

male perspective promotes the idea that masculinity is a gender too. A survey history of 800 years 

of high altitude metal mining in the Italian Alps, carried out at the above mentioned Boltzmann 

Institute/Steinocher Foundation in 1987-1989 in cooperation with the Institut für Alltagskultur 

(IAK – Institute for Day-to-Day Culture), attempted to combine both the difference feminism and 

gender mainstreaming perspectives. Funded by the German language educational office of the left-

wing Italian labor federation CGIL/AGB, it used an intersectional approach dealing with linguistic 
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and cultural diversity, gender, social class, post-colonialism and environmental concerns and 

included a collection of oral histories of retired mine workers. This work was carried out in 

connection with the emphasis at IAK on the social, cultural, and economic transformation of 

Alpine industrial and mining regions. The final IAK publication – Bergbau in Südtirol [Mining in 

South Tyrol] (Sensenig 1990) – combined a dedicated chapter on women in the mining industry 

with a mainstreaming approach to gender-related issues in all other chapters. What we failed to do 

at the time was to specifically deal with the masculinity-mining nexus within these Alpine regions 

in transition, which was indeed a significant lost opportunity. The loss of traditionally ‘manly’ 

occupations, such as high-altitude mining and metal working, had a distinct effect on the local 

societies we studied, which we neglected to take into consideration.  

Mainstreaming the Mythopoetic: Robert Bly’s Iron John (1990) was published in German 

translation in 1991 as ‘Eisenhans’, referring to the original Brothers Grimm fairytale (number 136), 

‘Der Eisenhans’ first collected and published in its current form in 1850. Bly’s book quickly 

reached the same level of popularity, and notoriety, in the German speaking world that it had 

previously enjoyed with its English-speaking audience. Coming on the heels of the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, the mythopoetic movement offered hope to many who were reeling from the 

apparent loss of a socialist – and thus a personal – perspective in the foreseeable future. An 

American friend gave me a copy of Iron John in 1992 while visiting family in Thüringen in the 

former German Democratic Republic. Although an atheist at the time, I was intrigued by the 

potential of this book to help establish a masculinity-based approach to research and praxis in my 

fields of social science. Many male colleagues, with whom I shared the book, and who were 

already working in the profeminist tradition, were not concerned by the animosity in Central 

Europe towards Bly’s spirituality, rejecting this approach ourselves out of principle. We were, 

however, surprised by the largely negative assessment of his concept of nurturing masculinity, 

which we discovered within the feminist and profeminist scholarly and activist community in 

Salzburg. In a preliminary attempt to deal with both issues simultaneously, the late Melchior 

Schneider, a colleague from the field of critical psychoanalysis, and I read Iron John together in 

both English and German, discussing what his book meant for use individually as men and 

collectively as scholars, activists, and practitioners in the field of communications analysis. This 

highly personal deliberation process was based on the role model of women’s self-awareness 

groups which we had experienced within our own circle of counter culture friends in Salzburg. 
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The results of this three month long discussion were presented at a public debate in the library of 

the WERKSTATT für Gesellschafts- und Psychoanalyse, a research center and think tank focusing 

on social criticism and progressive change from a psychoanalytical and leftist perspective. 

Although the audience was initially hostile to the mythopoetic movement and spirituality in 

general – and Bly’s Iron John in particular – the manner in which we as presenters linked the 

personal to the political, and the potential for positive masculinity in their own lives, laid the 

foundation for a constructive debate. More significantly, this kick-off of the nascent men’s 

movement in Salzburg changed the perspective of many individual male researchers, teachers, and 

activists towards their own gendered identity and the role it should play in our future work.  

Is Disability a Gender?: The intersectionality linking the issue of disabilities to social class, 

gender, ‘race’, and sexual orientation became evident as of 1976 when the UN General Assembly 

proclaimed 1981 as the International Year of Disabled Persons. In the German speaking world, 

the ‘Cripple Tribunal’ [Krüppeltribunal] in Dortmund in 1981 was the spark that initiated a 

rethinking of the relationship between people with disabilities and those without, throughout all 

areas of society. Calling themselves ‘cripples’ – analogous to similar uses of derogatory terms by 

gays and lesbians, Afro-Americans, and feminists – in order to make a point about the use of 

language to promote social exclusion, disabilities activists began a heated debate about the role of 

‘non-cripples’ in their movement. Similar to the issue of the role of men vis-à-vis feminism, the 

cripple movement encouraged people without disabilities to become aware of the assumed 

hegemonic normality of their mainstream status in society. In the area of gender, they were 

particularly adamant in challenging the presumed lack of sexuality on the part of men and women 

with disabilities in the media and on the institutional level. Founded in 1981, the above mentioned 

Institut für Alltagskultur began working on the issue of disabilities as of the late 1980s and early 

1990s under the leadership of the South Tyrolean gender expert, Erika Pircher, and in cooperation 

with the late Swiss disabilities and gender scholar, trainer, and therapist, Aiha Zemp (Beutler 2015; 

Zemp 2015). At first peripherally involved in research on disabilities and access to the labor market 

in the early 90s, I was able to follow first-hand the introduction of the intersection between gender, 

disabilities, and social class in Austria within the community of activist scholarship. As in the case 

of the mining industry mentioned above, men and masculinities were not yet considered with the 

same scholarly rigor as were women and femininity (Pircher & Sensenig 1993). This issue would 

be dealt with more adequately in later years upon the insistence of the cripple movement itself, 
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with the support of the Minister of Women’s Affairs in Vienna, Johanna Dohnal. The discussion 

on how to integrated ‘Betroffenheit’ [affectedness] in applied and activist social science research 

was still in its early stages, especially with respect to CSMM.   

Europe’s Guest Worker Problem: Following the global economic recession sparked by 

the oil crisis in 1973, Western European countries shifted from an aggressive and proactive 

recruitment of foreign workers to an attempted radical reduction of their numbers within the labor 

market. As the so called ‘guest workers’ refused to go and circumvented the new European closed 

border policies through the use of family unification, migrant labor in Europe became a ‘problem.’ 

Non-EU and non-European guest workers from Spain, Greece, Portugal, Yugoslavia, Turkey, 

South Asia, North Africa, and the Caribbean were transformed from welcome contributors to 

Europe’s reconstruction and ensuing ‘economic miracle’ to a threat to the security and wellbeing 

of the continent. The vilification of foreigners along the lines of the new national and regional 

‘Fortress Europe’ policies did not transfer well into municipal politics, considering that in many 

cities throughout Western Europe guest worker communities made up a quarter, a third, or in some 

cases over half of the local population. In countries in which access to citizenship at the time was 

relatively easy, based on the ‘jus soli’, or citizenship according to place of birth approach, 

immigrants could be integrated into local politics by obtaining a new (or second) nationality. 

Countries with restrictive citizenship policies, based on ius sanguinis (or ‘right of blood’) 

approach, limited access to naturalization to children with at least one parent of the local 

nationality. The right of blood was practiced throughout Central Europe, thus excluding guest 

workers from access to local decision making processes in areas of immediate concern to their 

daily lives such as employment, education, housing, transportation, health care or the environment. 

As a response, many German cities set up immigrants councils (AusländerInnenbeirat) in order to 

allow their Southern and Eastern Mediterranean immigrant minorities to integrate into society on 

the municipal level.  

The AusländerInnenbeirat movement spread from Germany to Austria and Switzerland in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s. A first feasibility study for Austria was carried out at the Boltzmann 

Institute/Steinocher Foundation during this period and submitted to the city of Salzburg in 1994 

(Avakian et al 1994). By the early 1990s intersectionality within the research community had 

become widespread, although the term was not yet commonly used. The Salzburg immigrants 
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council project dealt with cross-cutting identity issues related to ethnicity, citizenship, religion, 

social class, and gender. It placed the discussion on minority rights and the systemic exclusion of 

Turks, Kurds and Southern Slavs in the context of Austria’s National Socialist legacy and the 

impact that fascist and racist ideologies still had on the social, economic, and cultural policies in 

the country. Furthermore, this project developed its own unique approach to the overlap between 

intersectionality and affectedness, based on the work done at the time by predominantly German 

and Austrian feminists, but also North American women’s studies in the field of non-sexist 

research methods (Eichler 1988, Miller & Swift 1988, Häberlin et al 1991). Research tools were 

developed specifically to deal with the ‘Betroffenheit’ of the ethnically diverse research team, 

which was made up of students and professors, men and women, and most importantly Austrian, 

Iranian, Southern Slav, and Turkish researchers. In following I translated an excerpt from the 

study, published in the Austrian Journal for Political Science (ÖGPW), which will illustrate the 

innovative nature of the research tools at the time.  

“Seen from the perspective of the established social sciences community, this ‘realization project’ 

was an unusual combination of research, policy development, and organizational implementation. 

The participants in the project factored in their scientific, social, and emotional affectedness by 

carrying out, recording, and transcribing regularly scheduled structured group discussions on 

issues related to their approach to the topic in general (Amott 1991; Bannerji 1991; Caraway 1991; 

Hügel 1993), as well as their professional and political expectations with respect to the project 

(Cavarero 1989; Eichler 1988; Häberlin et al 1991; Miller 1988). The drafting and implementation 

of this self-reflexive segment of the study was based on the work of ethno-gendered research, as well 

as feminist studies. Raymond Lee’s ‘Doing Research on Sensitive Topics’ served as a practical 

introduction to the topic of reflexivity” (Sensenig 1994: 334). 

One aspect within the spectrum of intersectionality, however, did lead to a severe conflict 

within the research team and threatened the success of the project. In order to deal with the 

important role of religious institutions within the guest worker communities in Austria, a political 

scientist from the Universität Salzburg and leading functionary of the Austrian ‘Katholische 

Männerbewegung’ [Catholic Men’s Movement] was integrated into the leadership of the research 

team. As the head of the overall project, I had also hoped to reflect on the potential role the 

mythopoetic approach to male leadership could play within the Southern Slav, Turkish and 

Kurdish guest worker communities in Salzburg. Instead of opening up the project to include issues 
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of spirituality, male identity, and the potentially positive role that progressive Christianity and 

nurturing masculinity could play in promoting cultural diversity, this perhaps somewhat clumsy 

attempt at faith-based inclusion led to a rebellion within the students in the research team. Although 

we were forced to remove the issue of religion from the mix in order to save the project, this 

experience brought with it one important ‘lesson learned’ for my future work in the Middle East. 

As in the cases of Turkey and former Yugoslavia, dealing with issues related to religious 

communities and faith traditions in the Levant, within the context of applied social science 

research, requires the full participation of all those affected. Forcing issues like masculinity or 

spirituality onto a project based on the perceived hegemonic ‘better knowledge’ of the team 

leadership can often boomerang in very unpredictable ways.  

Talking about Male Survivors: Work on masculinity, sexual violence, and support for 

survivors of GBV has traditionally placed men and boys in the role of perpetrators and seen women 

and girls as victims. With respect to women and girls with disabilities, this assumption has proven 

to be correct. A study carried out by the GenderLink Diversity Centre (GLDC) in Salzburg in 1996 

determined that the majority of women and girls with disabilities in Austrian institutions (64%) 

had experienced GBV, primarily at the hands of male perpetrators. “This means that women with 

disabilities demonstrate a higher exposure rate to sexual violence than women without 

disabilities.” Of equal if not greater significance is the fact that “the third largest offender group is 

made up of the male residents of the homes for people with disabilities. Until now this fact has not 

been reflected in the scientific literature on the subject” (Zemp et al 1997). With the support of the 

above-mentioned Austrian Minister of Women’s Affairs, Johanna Dohnal, a follow up study was 

carried out in 1997 to survey the exposure of men and boys with disabilities to GBV (ibidem). As 

a participant in this project, I experienced for the first time how the intersection between gender, 

disabilities, ethnicity, social class and sexual orientation can be integrated, taking affectedness into 

consideration. Under the leadership of the late ‘cripple activist’ Aiha Zemp, who was herself a 

survivor of systemic GBV in an institution for children with disabilities in Switzerland, the 

surveyors were trained to better understand what it means to live with disabilities and to survive 

sexual violence and exploitation. Each team of interviewers was made up of a man and women, 

none of which had disabilities or direct and sustained personal experience with GBV. As a staff 

member of the GLDC I was not only involved in the research process, but also participated in the 

dissemination and application of the project results. This experience would prove significant 
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following my move to Lebanon in 1999, especially with respect to the further development and 

application of affectedness theory in the Middle East, as described below.  

Working Fathers, the Dutch Connection: Work-life balance and diversity management 

had become key objectives of many organizations, both in the public and private sectors, by the 

late 1980s. Within the English-speaking world at the time, these policies were expanded to include 

the interests of working fathers. By the mid-1990s, and with the support of the Austrian Ministry 

for Women’s Affairs, ‘Vereinbarkeit von Beruf und Familie’ [reconciliation of career and family] 

policies were targeting both women and men in government, industry, and civil society. The 

GLDC carried out a series of three projects titled ‘Managing E-Quality’ during the second half of 

the 90s focusing on the father-friendly workplace in general, and the interests of working fathers 

in leadership position in particular. This work involved employers in Austria, France, Germany, 

Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, and the UK. By 1999 we also began to expand these activities 

into the Middle East through various awareness-raising and training activities, primarily in 

cooperation with the Institute for Women’s Studies in the Arab World (IWSAW) at the Lebanese 

American University (LAU). Working with the Dutch vocational health expert and ‘father-

friendly’ policies activist, Peter Buijs (1995), we developed a variety of proposals, which were 

partially implemented in Lebanon (Pircher & Sensenig-Dabbous 2000; El Helou & Sensenig 

2016).  

Bridging the North-South Media Divide: The violent, Al Qaeda led attacks against the 

World Trade Center in New York City in 1993 and again on 11 September 2001 (9/11), followed 

by the attacks on a commuter train in Madrid in 2004 and the London underground in 2005, 

brought the issue of ‘dysfunctional Oriental masculinity’ to the forefront. Having moved from 

Austria to Lebanon in 1999, I began teaching cultural studies at the Lebanese American University 

in the academic year 2000-2001, thus straddling the events of 9/11 during my first year of work in 

Beirut. At the end of 2001, the GLDC office in Beirut and the Secours Populaire Français drafted 

and developed the concept for an awareness raising project, with the support of the European 

Social Action Network (ESAN) in Lille, in order to help adults, youth and children deal with the 

xenophobic, racist, and Islamophobic fallout from the wave of violence carried out primarily by 

Arabs and Muslims in the what was then still referred to as ‘the West’. Titled ‘watching the media: 

a media literacy toolkit against discrimination’ (Perkins et al 2004), this project was a direct 
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response to stereotyping and ‘Othering’ of the Global South by the cultural elites in the Global 

North. It dealt specifically with media products targeting children and teenagers and, as an EU 

funded project, included teams from Austria, France, Germany, and the UK. Through the GLDC, 

a team was also set up with local funding in Lebanon. The development and application of the 

intersectional approach, affectedness theory, and CSMM had progressed significantly by this time 

period (2001-2004). By integrating a Lebanese team, made of up high school and university 

students, into youth teams from four EU countries, various levels of diversity were taken into 

consideration. The adult and youth participants were of Muslim, Christian, and non-

confessional/secularist background. The principal of gender parity was generally maintained in all 

five countries. The teams from Europe included large numbers of working-class youth from both 

immigrant and non-immigrant backgrounds. Most importantly, the material generated for the 

toolkit was collected by the five youth teams from the local video, audio and print media, as well 

as examples of historical and current stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims from school books, art 

collections, theater and architecture from their respective countries. The teams were gender-

balanced, however the male role is significant here. European and Lebanese boys and young men 

worked together, over a period of three years, with experienced male journalists, academics and 

social activists on gendered stereotypes of Arab and Muslim masculinity in their respective 

countries. This was an important first step for many of the participants in developing a unique, 

intentional, and profeminist male voice of their own.  

‘Male Terror’ and the Impotence of the Arab State: Following the terrorist attacks in 

New York on 9/11, the debate on violent extremism focused on victims in the Global North. This 

gradually shifted during the almost two decades since 2001 to include survivors and perpetrators 

in the Global South. According to Paul Amer, interest and interpretation has shifted away from 

issues related to political economy and criticism of neo-liberal market mechanisms. Today 

“(m)oralized, criminalized, racialized, colonized masculinities in the Middle East are some of the 

most popular subjects of modern geopolitical hypervisibility” (2011: 40). In order to better deal 

with the ‘dysfunctional Oriental male’, foreign donors in the MENA region and the oppressive and 

the exploitative Arab state reorient “around the monitoring of failed fathers and the restoration of 

what are seen as responsible patriarchal behaviors, feeding the notion that the region is hungry for 

authoritarian father-figures—be they military officers or religious leaders” (ibidem: 41). As 

mentioned at the outset of this article, however, the failure of the Arab state to deliver on its 
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paternalistic responsibilities can also be by design. According to Carpi, power elites in the MENA 

region provide and withhold access to resources and services in response to their subjects’ 

willingness to submit to the pervasive patron-client relationship (2019: 85). As a reaction to the 

ongoing discussion on the use of violence and terror as a political tool, the January 2005 State of 

Peace Conference in Burg Schlaining, Austria brought together scholars from around the German 

speaking world to debate the question: “Is Terrorism the War of the Poor?” (Tuschl 2005) and 

inversely, “Is war the terrorism of the rich?” (Ustinov 2003). Reflecting on my personal experience 

in Lebanon since 1999, I attempted to demonstrate – along the lines of the liminality debate 

described above – that terrorism is prevalent on various levels, i.e. between the Global North and 

South, between the corrupt Arab elites and their subjects, and most significantly, between men and 

women within societies in the MENA region. In “Gender Mainstreaming Terrorism” I made the 

argument – based on my observations and theoretical reflections over a period of five years in the 

Middle East, that hegemonic masculinity was a form of terror which permeated Arab society, 

stabilizing relationships within families and between power elites and their subjects (Sensenig-

Dabbous 2005). Following the 2005 assassination of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and 

the ensuing war with Israel in 2006, we were able to test these assumptions empirically through a 

series of field studies during the war in Lebanon and the political crises in 2007-2008 (Sensenig-

Dabbous 2007; Hourani & Sensenig-Dabbous 2007). Of relevance for this study is the conclusion 

that whereas Lebanese men do have a high degree of masculine ‘bravado’ with respect to their 

ability to weather the storm in the Middle East, they also are willing to sacrifice their own personal 

safety in order to secure the wellbeing of their families. They are acutely aware that security cannot 

be expected from the authoritarian state, which they see as more of a threat than a source of hope.  

What’s Faith Got to Do with It?: As described above in the section on immigrants councils, 

the use of an intersectional approach and affectedness theory when dealing with personal faith and 

religion can often boomerang. Based on the originally feminist concept of ‘Betroffenheit’, first 

steps have been made to analyze religiosity in the MENA region by factoring in Mies’ concept of 

‘affectedness and concern’. Mainstreaming the issue of gender, when studying the Middle East, 

has become a well-established default mode. Scholars and activists alike are aware that their 

respective masculinities or femininities impact the people and topics they interact with. In the last 

15 years, foundational work has been carried out within the context of the Philadelphia based 

‘Metanexus: Science and Religion’ network to apply this approach to the personal faith and/or 
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world views of researchers as well. The Metanexus Lebanon group, based at LAU and Notre Dame 

University (NDU), has published preliminary work on affectedness as a research tool in the social 

sciences (Sensenig-Dabbous 2006). With respect to the overlap of gender and religion/faith, 

preparations are now being carried out to integrate the legacy of the historical Christian men’s 

movement (Castellini 2005; Gelfer 2008) into the MENA context in order to develop research 

tools suitable for the study of religion, gender and social justice in the Arab world today (Chikri 

& Sensenig 2018). Various scholars in Lebanon have described the affectedness approach to faith 

and politics as a methodological missing link of sorts.  

One Hundred Years of Silence: With the 100th year commemoration of the Ottoman 

Genocide of its non-Muslim minorities in 2015 rapidly approaching, a broad spectrum of rigorous 

research and activist scholarship was initiated in the decade leading up to the centennial. Starting 

in 2010, the ‘Zeytoun Musa Dagh Project’ at NDU and Haigazian University in Beirut worked 

with young, fourth generation Armenian survivors to deal with their communities’ 

intergenerational trauma, which had been covered up by 100 years of silence. Working with the 

Syrian-American trauma specialist Ani Kalayjian of the New York-based Meaningful World 

Humanitarian Outreach Program, the project integrated an oral history project, outreach with the 

Armenians community in Lebanon, series of dialogue sessions among fourth generation survivors 

in Caux Switzerland, and most importantly an annual history hike in the Hatay district of Turkey 

as of 2013. Using the mythopoetic approach, much emphasis was placed on a gendered 

understanding of intergenerational trauma. In following an excerpt from the article “The Musa 

Dagh History Hike: Truth-Telling, Dialogue and Thanatourism” will be presented, dealing with 

the preliminary results of the project.  

Applying ‘affectedness’ to the History Hike has meant that everyone involved is encouraged 

to be aware of their expectations going into the project and how it has affected them at the end of 

each respective hike. It also allows Armenian and non-Armenian hikers, as well as the organizers 

and young participants, to speak openly about their feelings, level of knowledge about the 

Genocide, and the impact of the hike on their willingness to follow up on the experience upon their 

return home (Sensenig-Dabbous 2016: 232). 
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4. Conclusion 

During a recent ‘Funding Leadership and Opportunities for Women’ (FLOW 2016-2020) 

conference in Beirut, organized by the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) and the 

Gender, Communications and Global Mobility Studies (GCGM) unit at NDU, I had the 

opportunity to reflect on the issues presented above. During a one-hour workshop we discussed 

the trajectory of intersectionality and the usefulness of the theory of affectedness. The participants 

came from a large variety of Dutch funded projects, dealing with issues of gender, sexual 

orientation, disabilities, poverty, conflicts rooted in religion and world view, as well as social class 

and overall underdevelopment. Whereas intersectionality has now entered the methodological 

mainstream and thus is integrated into most project assessments and funding requests, affectedness 

theory has not. As a heterosexual, middle class, Christian male university professor, socialized in 

the Global North, with no disabilities and no direct experience with GBV or severe political 

oppression, I was asked what ‘Betroffenheit’ and ‘Parteilichkeit’ (affectedness and concern) meant 

for me. The easy response would have been to refer to Maria Mies’ concept of ‘partial 

identification’, described above, and be done with it. This ‘academic’ answer would not have 

carried much weight with practitioners facing thorny issues – and often thereby regularly exposed 

to threats of violence – from countries as diverse as Afghanistan, Guatemala, Iraq, Mongolia or 

Vietnam. In order to better explain the power of the concept of reflexivity as emancipatory praxis, 

I dealt with my personal struggles, as a young activist scholar at the beginning of my career, trying 

to work ‘normally’ with gays and lesbians and people with disabilities on projects related to our 

mutual emancipation.  

In conclusion I would like to return to Frances Hasso’s insistence that good “scholarship cuts 

across the scales of subjectivities, bodies, streets, states, and empires” (2018). While working on 

this article I discussed with her via email the need to challenge hegemonic concepts of ‘scalability’ 

(Tsing 2012) along patriarchal lines based on the colonial legacies which still dominates our 

respective disciplines. If we are to stand a chance of overcoming the biased and oppressive 

categories which are the bedrock of the scientific approach to the Global South, we must factor in 

our subjectivity as scholars and activist who, at the very least, enjoy the privileges of higher 

education and access to the resources available through our work with universities and NGOs, still 

linked to the unfair and skewed “geopolitics of knowledge” referred to at the outset of this article 

(Connell 2016: 304). 
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I wish to close on a personal note. The following quotes from a historical and fictional figure 

make the point better than I can about the daunting nature of the challenges before us. This 

character, despite his rootedness in the very imperialist project described by Connell, did his best, 

as a child of his times, to avoid and alternatively, to potentially undermine the most negative 

consequences Western and masculine hegemony. His story is the subject of much contention. 

However, as a young scholar I was intrigued and inspired by his heroic, and admittedly very 

masculinist adventures, in the Middle East immediately prior to the outbreak of World War II. The 

historical English Patient, László Ede Almásy (or Graf Ladislaus Eduard von Almásy, as he often 

referred to himself) had little to do in real life with the literary and cinematic Orientalist Hungarian 

explorer, immortalized in the 1990s. The novel and movie by the same name did, however, get it 

right in one respect. Ironically, fictional Almásy and his fellow cartographers from various 

European imperial backgrounds longed for a world which was not desecrated by “boundaries 

drawn on maps with the names of powerful men” (Minghella 1996: 172). Confronted with the 

implications of their research in the Western Desert of Egypt for the ensuing war between the 

Third Reich and the British Empire, the real Almásy wrote in the autobiographical account of his 

travels: "Now, that I observe the lines that I have drawn on the maps once merely blank spaces, I 

am convinced that my tire tracks have not desecrated these previously untouched territories, that I 

have not violated it by unveiling the mysteries kept secret for thousands of years" (Almásy 1997: 

198). In reality would seem that he failed in this endeavor (Sensenig-Dabbous 2004: 174). Much 

remains to be done, both in the Global North and Global South, to cut across the lines drawn on 

our maps, our bodies and our minds and establish a global community of value based on merit and 

solidarity.  
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ABSTRACT: This essay explores some directions for future research of media coverage of male 

refugees, particularly from Syria. I link the narration of refugee stories to their mobility, their loss 

of home, belonging, possessions, people and social networks. However, these stories also entail 

the discovery of new territories and locations, of families in transition, of men whose ongoing 

mobility constantly impacts their ability or inability to take care of their loved ones and thus live 

up to the prescribed roles of men in the constructed conservative society from which they came. 
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1. Introduction 

“Nobody knows what’s happening to the men. They come here and they’re basically 

castrated”, pointed out the Lebanese filmmaker Carol Mansour during a recent interview (O’Regan 

2019). Her latest documentary, “Men on Hold” (2019), narrates the life story of Syrian refugee 

men in Lebanon after 2011. Mansour portrays masculinity as an integral factor in the construction 

and development of the everyday life; the stories of Syrian male refugees, of a male identity formed 

by conflict, displacement, arrival, and resettlement.  

Her film builds on the manner in which men are shaped by this multiplicity of contradictory 

experiences; how they express their expectations upon arriving in Lebanon; how they perceive 

men should behave according to their experiences in life so far; how they reacted to their ability 

or inability to live according to the patterns, values and norms thrust upon them in their new life. 

Through the narrative of five men, Mansour captures the mobility, feelings and struggles of Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon. These experiences provide gendered, critical lessons on how to organize the 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License © Rouba 

El-Helou. ISSN 2344-2352 (Online). 
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social space, the sociopolitical transformation of life, the long-term nature of displacement and the 

uncertainty of daily life during unsettled times. 

Since he arrived in Lebanon, Abu Muhammad rarely engages in discussions in the informal 

refugee settlement. “He suffered a lot here,” said Ahmad Matar, the settlement leader or shawish; 

Matar continued talking about Abu Muhammad: “He is unable to adapt to his new social setting 

as an elderly man whose family is still very young. He prefers to stay in the camp away from 

everyone else.” While almost half of the men in the camp do not have a job, the main problem of 

an oriental Arab man, according to Matar, is the confrontation with the reality that the wife or any 

other female member of the family is working and earning an income. “Any man will feel a loss 

of his manliness in such situations”, states Matar. 

The camera is focused on his hands and silhouette without revealing his face. The viewer is 

then introduced to Abu Muhammad, as a man still trying to get his bearings, who feels alienated 

and marginalized ever since he left Syria. “We went through several tragic phases. We thought 

that we will reach a safer shore, but it turned out to be a delusional and treacherous shore.” Abu 

Muhammad narrates, he then continues referring to his homeland Syria: “Over there, the wars are 

fought with military weapons, while here all types of weapons are used: psychological, economic, 

social and so on…” 

 

2. “Structure of feeling” 

As the war continues a sense of emergency and temporary displacement shifts to a feeling 

of ongoing crisis and gets worse as time goes on. This is expressed in the men’s stories, the 

narrative of which becomes more complicated as they realize how interlinked the political, social, 

economic and cultural factors are making the hostile shores, which are Lebanon, increasingly 

precarious and impenetrable. In his book Spatial Formations (1996), Nigel Thrift resurrects the 

“concept of a structure of feeling”, originally coined by the sociologist Raymond Williams in 1954 

in his co-authored book with Michael Orrom, Preface to Film (Williams & Orrom 1954). In 1977 

Williams integrated this notion, originally intended for cinematic criticism, into the study of 

material practices, stating that “meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt” are a key 

to understanding material expressions of our reality. In his book Marxism and Literature he 
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differentiated between “formal concepts of ‘world view’ or ‘ideology’” and the ‘structure of 

feeling’, emphasizing the necessity to understand feelings and emotions as historical and social 

incidents and circumstances, “thought as felt and feeling as thought” (Williams 1977: 132). When 

exploring the men and masculinities caught up in the hostilities in Syria and Lebanon throughout 

their lifetimes, this juxtaposition of feeling, world view, and historical narrative is essential.  

Referring back to Thrift’s resurrection and re-application of the idea of “structure of feeling”, 

linking this concept to the lives and stories of Syrians in Lebanon reveals new layers of meaning. 

Thrift sees this concept in the context of mobility, change and the expressions thereof in patterns 

of communication. He refers to mobility as an interconnected network enabling us to make sense 

of time and space. Accordingly, mobility, migration, cultures, people, communication and all other 

types of routes will be a way of communicating meaning, transformation, identity and a resistance 

of authoritarian regimes (Thrift 1996). Grasping the mobility wrapped in the personal and political 

experiences discussed here will help us better understand how we are all affected by these shifting 

sands.  

The film maker Carol Mansour links the narration of her refugee stories to their mobility, 

their loss of home, belonging, possessions, people and social networks. However, these stories 

also entail the discovery of new territories and locations, of families in transition, of men whose 

ongoing mobility constantly impacts their ability or inability to take care of their loved ones and 

thus live up to the prescribed roles of men in the constructed conservative society from which they 

came. Or so it seems.  

Naji is a young hair dresser who got married in Lebanon and is the father of a 3-month-old 

baby girl. In Syria he lived with his family and worked as a hairdresser. His dream back then was 

to open up several branches of his hair salon. He was clearly intent on going places. The conflict 

as of spring 2011 put an end to that. As the war became increasingly unbearable, Naji came to 

Lebanon. He spent his first three nights sleeping under a bridge in Beirut until he found a job in 

Hamra Street, in a central downtown district. “I came to Lebanon penniless, my family was in 

Hermel in the Bekaa Valley close to the border with Syria. Even though I have my shop now and 

rented a house, the financial situation did not really improve due to lots of monthly payments. I 

sold my wife’s phone and her jewelry. Sometimes we find ourselves eating boiled potatoes for a 

few days.” Naji has been attacked several times by his Lebanese neighbors in Bekaa because he is 

seen as a threat to their businesses and livelihoods. This situation made him feel like a captive, he 
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cannot leave Lebanon and he cannot support his family properly. He declared “my wife is very 

supportive, but I am annoyed by this situation. I wish we could leave to a better place.” 

By way of background, it is essential to note here that Lebanon is not a signatory to the 1951 

United Nations Convention Related to the Status of Refugees nor to its 1967 Protocol. As a result 

of this, the government has blocked the setting up of formal refugee camps and refused to pay for 

the upkeep of informal settlements. Furthermore, it has done its best to put bureaucratic hurdles in 

the path of refugee settlement, fearing a repetition of the Palestinian experience. Syrian refugees 

are required to have valid identification documents with them at all times. They must be able to 

provide an official entry permit and a housing pledge showing their place of residence in addition 

to paying an annual fee of 200 USD for each individual aged 15 and above in order to register with 

the Lebanese General Security Office (GSO) and thus legalize their stay. This fee is waived if the 

refugees were registered with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

before 1 January 2015 (UNHCR 2018). In the context of this study, the restrictive approach of the 

government towards refugee settlement goes hand-in-hand with their ability to move around freely 

within the country. Constantly maintaining updated papers is expensive and time-consuming. The 

Kafkaesque hurdles experienced especially by adult male refugees when dealing with the local 

authorities can make them shy away for contact with the government. Thus their papers expire, 

there mobility is curtailed, and they become increasing dependent on their women and children. 

This vicious cycle of exclusion, alienation, and immobility has been replicated in many countries 

around the world.  

 

3. On the historical roots of masculinities and power 

According to a study titled Understanding Masculinities: Results from the International Men 

and Gender Equality Survey (IMAGES) – Middle East and North Africa, Syrian refugee men in 

Lebanon were between two up to three times “more likely than Lebanese men to report that they 

had been arrested, imprisoned, or detained by police, or to have experienced some form of physical 

violence in public spaces (either in their home country or elsewhere)” (El Feki et al 2017: 12). The 

cycle of violence, humiliation and oppression spans borders, cultures, social classes and ethnic 

groups. After having spoken about this issue with Syrian men myself, and discussed it with those 
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working with refugees and migrant workers professionally, a pattern of intentionality has become 

clear.  

In her seminal analysis titled “Oppression”, the feminist philosopher Marilyn Frye tackled the 

oppression of women by comparing their situation to a bird in a cage in her book Politics of Reality: 

Essays in Feminist Theory in 1983:  

“The root of the word ‘oppression’ is the element ‘press’. The press of the crowd; pressed into 

military service; to press a pair of pants; printing press; press the button. Presses are used to mold 

things or flatten them or reduce them in bulk, sometimes to reduce them by squeezing out the gasses 

or liquids in them. Something pressed is something caught between or among forces and barriers 

which are so related to each other that jointly they restrain, restrict, or prevent the things motion or 

mobility. Mold. Immobilize. Reduce” (Frye 1983: 11). 

 

Using force to limit freedom of movement, a free development of the mind, and free 

expression of ideas has a long tradition in the Middle East and North Africa. A small segment of 

this reality – both in time and place – is the reality in both Syria and Lebanon from the 1950s to 

the present. This is a period in which the media portrayals of men and masculinities were strongly 

influenced by an increase in violence, oppression, the attempt to impose a mono-cultural approach 

to identity, and a rearguard struggle to defend protracted, traditional gender stereotypes, which by 

this period had little to do with reality on the ground.  

 

4. Towards a research agenda 

How can we study the gender-stereotypical portrayals of men and masculinities of Syrian 

men? First, by using an intersectional gendered lens, we will need explore the nuanced meanings 

and transformational practices of the word oppression. A classification of the power structures 

operating between social groups in Lebanon and Syria will help to identify how issues of gender, 

social class, sexual orientation, education, and ethnicity were overlaid by a dominant power elite 

closely allied with each other in both countries. After World War II these societies for the first 

time became independent of foreign rule. How did this experience bring Syrian and Lebanon closer 

together, how did it tear them apart and how did this impact the lives of men over the last half a 

century? This initial historical snapshot will begin in 1958 and take us up to the beginning of the 
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War in Lebanon in 1975. The working assumption here is that the perplexing relationship existing 

between geography, belonging, nationalism, common language, similar cultural identities, family 

ties, and shared colonial history will help us better understand the place Syrian refugees left as of 

2011. It will also help us better comprehend the ‘hostile shores’ on which they were washed up 

during the last eight years of the War in Syria. The men in Syria, and later in Lebanon, who freed 

their countries from the French Mandate and established the structures of a free nation were largely 

the same men who controlled the introduction of mass broadcast media in 1959 and 1960. They 

were in power during the ongoing and escalating local, regional, and international conflicts in the 

MENA during the late 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, and did their best to uphold their own version of 

hegemonic masculinity throughout the entire period of rapid transition. Several events are 

indicative of the increasing pressure on traditional concepts of masculinity in the region, but they 

are also examples of the determination of those in power to shore up and exert their domination 

over their countries and the highly diverse populations in them. Developments in communication 

technology, international relations, theater, cinema, and print media have all left their mark on the 

understanding and portrayal of men and masculinities. By using Thrift’s juxtaposition of ideology, 

politics, and ‘structure of feeling’, we will be able to better understand the complexities of Syrian 

society. 

Second, we should use a decolonial perspective while looking at the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity when doing researching media portrayals of men. Sociologists have for some time 

pointed out that multiple masculinities exist and that there is a hierarchy among them, and that a 

hegemonic version, at the top of the hierarchy, connects the subordination of women to the 

subordination of marginalized groups of men. The concept of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ was 

developed in order to understand its role in sustaining oppressive societies; accordingly, contesting 

this mechanism is important. Robert Morrell and Sandra Swart in South Africa (2005) report on 

the situation of the poorest part of the world’s population as a key issue for masculinity studies, 

emphasizing that social justice is an essential element in studying oppression. Margaret Jolly 

(2008), while doing research on masculinities in the post-colonial Pacific, emphasizes the crucial 

importance of colonialism in the construction of indigenous masculinities in both the past and 

present. Gendered oppression doesn’t go away once a country becomes independent. Paul Amar 

(2011), in a critical review of Middle East masculinity studies, vigorously argues for a decolonial 

perspective, whereas Ford and Lyons (2012), introducing research on masculinities from Southeast 
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Asia, question universalized concepts and emphasize the need for local knowledge. In essence, we 

are looking at a reexamination of the perspective of masculinities in a temporal and spatial 

dimension/approach. 

Third, we need to get a better understanding of how masculinities and gender relations are 

affected by the post-conflict setting and by the impact of conflict-related displacement in Lebanon. 

In the eight years since the 2011 Arab uprisings began, the challenges facing Syrian and other 

Arab men across the Middle East have been profound (Keedi et al 2017). They include various 

forms of war and displacement, political and economic instability, and social upheaval and societal 

rupture. The number of migrants in the Middle East has more than doubled between 2005 and 

2015 (Connor 2016). Migrant workers, asylum seekers, refugees and internally displaced persons 

increased worldwide from around 25 million in 2005 to 54 million in 2015. This overall increase 

of 120% is much higher than the average in North America and Europe (both around 20%) over 

the same period. Thus the lion’s share of the burden shouldered by host communities is in the 

Global South.  

How have Arab men responded? In 2016, a gender-advocacy, non-governmental 

organization called Promundo partnered with UN Women to conduct the “International Men and 

Gender Equality Study in the Middle East and North Africa”, in collaboration with local research 

partners in four MENA countries (Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco and Palestine). Based on quantitative 

and qualitative research with nearly 10,000 men and women aged 18 to 59, the study was the first 

large-scale survey of its kind to assess the lives of Arab men on a comparative basis—as sons, 

husbands, and fathers; at home and at work; and in public and private life—to better understand 

how Arab men see their positions as men and to assess their attitudes and actions toward gender 

equality. According to the survey, “traditional” attitudes about gender equality still prevail, 

including among younger generation men. However, the authors also stressed that at least one-

quarter of Arab men surveyed held more “open” and “equitable” views, supporting women’s 

economic, social, and political equality. Personal histories, family influence, and life 

circumstances were among the factors that impacted men’s support for gender equality. Perhaps 

not surprisingly, men with higher incomes, higher education, whose mothers had more education, 

and whose fathers carried out traditionally feminine household tasks were more likely to hold 

gender-equitable attitudes. The study highlighted the tremendous levels of stress in Arab men’s 
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lives, mainly the challenge of finding paid work and fulfilling the traditional masculine role of a 

provider in times of economic uncertainty. Unsurprisingly, this was particularly true in those 

countries affected by conflict. The effects of conflict and unemployment were frequently cited as 

the main reasons for, or aggravating factors in, men’s depressive symptoms. One-third to one-half 

of men in the four countries surveyed reported being ashamed to face their families because of 

their lack of work or income. On the positive side, there is also evidence for inter-generational 

cycles of care: although many traditional norms are reinforced at home, fathers can have a powerful 

role in breaking these norms. Fathers who encouraged daughters to take on nontraditional 

professions or to work outside the home, or who allowed daughters to choose their husbands, 

seemed to contribute to the emergence of more empowered women (El Feki et al 2017). 

In this new millennium, when so many Arab men have been forced to leave their homes, 

either as migrants or refugees, detailed ethnographic research of how Arab masculinities are 

shaped and portrayed by the media in transit, as well as in new refugee and resettlement 

communities across neighboring Middle Eastern and European host countries, is vital. Lacking 

these detailed studies for past decades, we will now turn to cultural production, and the performing 

arts in particular, to better grasp from which backgrounds Syrian men in Lebanon originated.  

 

5. Transporting history - the end of brave men 

“Once upon a time there were mass media, and they were wicked, of course, and there was a guilty 

party. Then there were the virtuous voices that accused the criminals. And Art (ah, what luck!) 

offered alternatives, for those who were not prisoners to the mass media. Well, it's all over. We have 

to start again from the beginning, asking one another what's going on.” ― Umberto Eco (Eco 1986: 

146-150) 

Damascus 1976, Nihad Qalai, a leading Syrian writer and pan-Arab comedian, collapsed 

on stage because of a sever stroke while performing in Ghurbeh (exile, homesick, or alienation) 

which tells the story of a fictional village in the seventies somewhere in the Arab world. In this 

story, the men are largely idle; productive labor is the responsibility of women and everyone is 

oppressed by an all-powerful Bek (ruler). This tragic event marked the beginning of a long a period 

of alienation in Qalai’s life; abandoned by most his friends. The sources available regarding 
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Qalai’s sickness are contradictory, scarce and difficult to substantiate. Many stories were 

circulated about the reasons behind Qalai’s illness, but as things were kept secret no one dared to 

share what happened. This much seems to be clear. In the late 1970s in a club restaurant in Bab 

Touma in the old city of Damascus a man ridiculed Qalai publicly, who returned the insults, just 

before he was beaten over the head with a chair. The attacker turned out to be an officer in the 

Syrian paramilitary ‘Defense Company’ commanded by Rifaat al-Assad, the younger brother of 

the dictator Hafez al-Assad. This attack cost Qalai his health and his career. It was seen as one of 

the major causes of his early retirement and subsequent death in 1993 (Awdat 2015; Enabbaladi 

2017). 

Despite the atmosphere of secrecy prevalent at the time, a fertile source of information 

about Syria and Lebanon could be found in alternative art, particularly in the rich repository of 

social realist literature which gradually spread in the MENA region via theater, radio and 

television, print media and cinema. Developments in the media sphere were largely influenced by 

political factors and rivalries among the powerful elites ruling during this period, be it emanating 

from Western powers or the MENA region. Lebanon, despite its short lived mini civil war in 1958, 

established its first television broadcasting service as a private company almost a year after the 

end of hostilities. Unlike Lebanon, Syria started television broadcasting in 1960, simultaneously 

with Egypt during the unification period. Radio and TV broadcasting in Syria was state controlled. 

The real riddle to be solved in this context is how to craft a compelling narrative of the 

period if you are living under authoritarian rule? How to tell and retell stories which are part of 

your own past? Stories of brave men who shaped the region but faced a tragic fate! Framing these 

moments, connecting necessary dots, re-examining and revisiting history, as lived reality, is not 

an easy task. Much of the analysis below is filtered through my personal experience, as well as 

original Arabic language resources, both online and in print format. 

In one of the opening scenes in Ghurbeh, a richly heated exchange ensues between men 

sitting in the village cafe singing and gossiping futilely about their life. The local midwife, who 

delivered most of them as infants decades ago, is furious about their display of helplessness and 

lethargy. She criticizes the fact that their wives are working in the fields and delivering their babies. 

Meanwhile, these men are still sitting around with no future perspective in sight. Finally, the 
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midwife has had enough and yells at them: “Why aren’t you budging? Get moving; aren’t you 

tired of doing nothing? If you were chickens sitting on eggs, they would have hatched by now.” 

Immediately, one the men replies and urges the waitress (also named Ghurbeh) in the café to: 

“Hurry up and bring me a few eggs and put them beneath me.” Ghurbeh answers: “Why do you 

need them?” He then declares: “Because I want to hatch a few male chicks for the nation.” Farmers 

traditionally have little use for male chicks and their fate is commonly death. Presumably, and 

referring back to the discourse in the play, this means that the male chicks will be slaughtered or 

oppressed later on by the Bek. 

The dialogue in this play reflects how gendered roles were produced in the Levant. Arab 

men lived in a state of permanent distress, but also in denial and lack of courage. Muhammad al-

Maghut, one of the icons of Syrian poetry, an accomplished playwright and the co-screenwriter of 

the play, discovered his ability to express his political view while he was imprisoned in Mazzah 

jail for nine months in Syria in 1955. This occurred after the assassination of Adnan al-Maliki, the 

deputy chief of staff of the Syrian army, by a member of the Syrian Social Nationalist Party (SSNP) 

(Solomon 2017), the party of which Al-Maghut was a member. He was imprisoned on numerous 

occasions due to his criticism of respective Syrian regimes. During his years out of prison and in 

particular because of his opposition to the unification of Syria and Egypt, Al-Maghut lived in 

Beirut to escape censorship, where he worked as a writer and journalist (Outside the Text 2018, 

Geha 2010). As a writer, Al-Maghut had a sarcastic wit; as a poet his prose poems were admired 

by a general readership and intellectuals alike because much of his work reflected the day-to-day 

situation in which Arabs were living (Bin Hamza 2009). His literary achievements revealed his 

sharply critical mind; his work and characters traced an organic engagement with his own society. 

By refining and redefining his characters, Al-Maghut successfully broke with the stereotypical 

portrayal of men and masculinities in the Levant of his day.  

Referring back to Ghurbeh, Nihad Qalai played the role of Abu Risheh [the father of a 

feather] who has been trying to leave his village, waiting for the plane to come and carry him away 

to the West. His ultimate dream is to leave and become a political refugee. Abu Risheh’s story, as 

narrated by the midwife in the play, was tragic. He was one of the most intelligent men in the 

village and had a beautiful wife. However, he lost his mind the day she was kidnapped and killed 

by the Bek. In the exchange with the midwife described above, she urges the men in the café to be 
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ashamed of their situation, and states: “Each one of your wives is expecting a child while holding 

her baby in her arms and working all day!” One of the men replies: “You are always complaining 

and only see them working (referring to their wives), but you would never consider what we are 

doing as work.” She replies: “You, what have you done?” He responds: “Producing more 

children”. Notably, this highly acclaimed play was cancelled following Nihad Qalai’s sickness, 

only to be reopened a few months later with a new actor. A brave man willing to put his convictions 

into action, Qalai paid a high price for his outspokenness.  

Farjallah el-Helou was viewed by many in the Arab world as an archetypical example of 

‘the brave man’ during this period, who paid the ultimate price for his convictions. Unlike Al-

Maghut and Qalai, he was not able to weather the successive attacks by the Syrian regime and, as 

a prominent political activist, journalist and leader of the Lebanese communist party, met his death 

in 1959. The year 1958 was marked by heated political events in Syria and in Lebanon. That year 

the United Arab Republic (UAR) was created between Syria and Egypt and was led by the 

Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser. In Lebanon, these developments led to severe political 

tensions and were partially responsible for a short lived mini civil war between the supporters of 

Lebanese President Camille Chamoun and those backing the formation of a Pan-Arab state. Nasser 

took control of the UAR and quickly “banned political parties in Syria. Closed foreign embassies 

in Damascus, and grew increasingly authoritarian and intolerant of dissent” (Joubin 2013), which 

had negative implications for Lebanon. Relying on the Eisenhower Doctrine, Chamoun supported 

the landing of a US Marine Corps battalion in Lebanon in 1958 (Office of the Historian Foreign 

Service Institute 1957). Because of internal resistance, Chamoun’s reliance on American military 

might ultimately backfired and he was unable to run for a second term as Lebanese president. As 

a prominent Lebanese intellectual and communist leader, El-Helou opposed Chamoun’s internal 

power grab, American hegemony in the region and the expansionary ambitions of Abdel Nasser. 

Caught between various fronts, El-Helou was ordered by the Communist Party in Syria and 

Lebanon to travel to Damascus, where he was secretly arrested and tortured to death under 

mysterious circumstances.  

Like Al-Maghut and Qalai, El-Helou was an accomplished author with creative abilities 

acknowledged by his contemporaries. Trained in the late 1950s as a Marxist-Leninist in France, 

his organizational and literary skills helped the head of the Communist party, Khalid Bakdash, run 
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successfully for parliament in Damascus in 1954. Known as “Little Stalin”, this supreme leader of 

both parties in Syria and in Lebanon demoted El-Helou during the years prior to his assassination, 

but ‘promoted’ him to the position of editor-and-chief of the party newspaper “Al Nur” in 

Damascus as a reward for his role in organizing Bakdash’s election campaign (Ismael & Ismael 

1998; El-Helou 1988; Nagasaw 2017). Bakdash’s leadership style was similar to that of the Syrian 

regime. In his memoire, Frajallah’s cousin, Youssef Khattar el-Helou, illustrates how Bakdash 

used a cult of personality to dominate the party. “One day he told me, while we were preparing the 

hall for the party National Convention in 1943: ‘My words are law, and no one contradicts the 

law’” (El-Helou 1992: 16). Although a political rival, El-Helou followed Bakdash’s orders to 

return to Damascus and take up his responsibilities for the party in June 1959. Immediately after 

his arrival he fell into the hands of the Anti-Communism Department of the Syrian Intelligence. 

He disappeared, was tortured to death, and his corps dissolved in acid. In almost complete 

opposition to the characters in Ghurbeh, El-Helou put all his eggs in the basket of Arab Revolution, 

thus sacrificing his life, as well his future as a father and husband. Reflecting on his decision to go 

back to Syria despite the tremendous danger, his daughter Nada spoke in a recent documentary 

stating: “I would have loved it if he were with us, I wish we were raised by a father. I blame him; 

he had three children and he knew he wasn’t coming back” (Alaraby TV 2019). 

Finally, I conclude with the 1990 novel the End of a Brave Man in order to re-examine 

the issues dealt with above. In this story by the prominent Syrian author, Hanna Mina, the 

protagonist Mufid El Wahesh [Mufid the Monster or the Wild] suffers at home and in school where 

he is brutalized by men who process their embattled masculinity through violence against their 

family members and students. Although his life ends tragically, Mufid became a better man after 

running away from home and ending up in jail. While in prison he discovers, through the care and 

positive male nurturing of a political prisoner, his good side. Thus various masculinities are 

portrayed in this novel, which is well known in Syria, in an overlapping and contradictory manner.  

In the end, I find myself as an Arab feminist, writing my own story. In my experience, 

based on my relationship with my late grandfather, Youssef Khattar el-Helou, who introduced me 

to the legacy of my great-uncle Farjallah el-Helou, lived reality blends erratically with role models 

rooted in literature. These larger than life men in my past both directly and indirectly shaped my 

perception of how masculinity should be as well as my own female identity, how I see the world 
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and what I believe in. Speaking truth to power became organically part of my character, fighting 

oppression and prejudice impacted my journalistic work and my teaching. Whether in reality or in 

fiction, the portrayals of masculinities which I present in my research are rooted in my 

understanding of Lebanon and Syria, but they also influenced my perspective on the topic at hand. 

The play, novel, and political career described above are well-known representations of 

masculinities which I can assume many Syrian refugees are familiar with. In light of these research 

results and portrayals of men’s lives one can see that these images of broken masculinity are 

inscribed with meanings that can only be understood when one makes sense of it in a historical 

and specific context of the region and by looking back into the diversity and hybridization of the 

region with an Arab gendered lens. 
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The contemporary rise of antifeminist and anti-PC movements through a masculinist backlash 

has been accompanied by diverse reinvigorations of conservatism. The transition from the post-

Cold War era to a current age of man-dominated global politics is rendering increasingly palpable 

the manifestations of masculinist understandings and practices of security and violence, in which 

patriarchal and misogynistic beliefs occur in diversified instances and constitute ideologies and 

movements that necessitate a dependence on uncritical internalizations of gendered hierarchies 

and binaries. 

In the interdisciplinary monograph The Persistence of Global Masculinism: Discourse, Gender 

and Neo-Colonial Re-Articulations of Violence, Lucy Nicholas and Christina Agius explore, 

through detailed literature review, theoretical approaches, and case studies, the concept of 

masculinism as a tool of critique and gendered analysis. Defining masculinism as a “dominant 

ethos and mode of relationality enacted and normalised by men and women across a variety of 

spaces and contexts” (143) and “masked by an ostensible neutrality and universality,” (15) the 

authors present a lucid elaboration on how masculinity becomes standardized beyond the liberal 

analysis of power and gender. The monograph is organized into six chapters that elaborate on the 



P a g e  | 149 

  

Analize – Journal of Gender and Feminist Studies • New Series • Issue No. 12/ 2019 

omnipresent (re)masculinizing of the public sphere, which appears overtly and covertly in public 

discourse, online spaces, politics, and technology. 

Despite an increasing recognition of gender equality through practices of gender 

mainstreaming, repercussions against feminism continue. In fact, traditional gender relations have 

remained constant and masculinity was never under attack. In the introduction, the authors identify 

as contemporary problems the increase of illiberal policies under the Trump administration and in 

several European countries, a common rejection of feminism as extreme and anti-men, the wrong 

equation of feminism with human rights, women’s complicity in movements like neo-

conservatism and the alt-right that support the oppression of women, as well as the categorization 

of feminism as being an individual choice. 

 The authors apply the critique of masculinism as both a focus and a method, “an underlying 

ethos or totalising worldview that implicitly universalises and privileges the qualities of 

masculinity, and in doing so subordinates and ‘others’ alternative ways of understanding, knowing 

and being.” (5) Exploring current backlashes against feminism in both the Global North and South, 

the second chapter discusses how men’s rights activism enforces masculinist perspectives. 

Surveying the current loose transnational alliance between social and political movements that 

focus on men’s and fathers’ rights, the authors scrutinize anti-women politics in the public sphere 

and in online spaces which frequently overlap with opposition to multiculturalism and leftist 

progressivism. The authors analyze aggrieved entitlement as gendered in a masculine gender and 

perpetuated primarily by whites across genders, outlining how this entitlement combined with the 

aspiration to reenact an era in which white men held absolute domination constitutes white and 

male supremacy. The discussion delineates the contemporary continuation of the acceptance of 

traditional gendered domination and the simultaneous formation of new dynamics of gendered 

concepts of domination in less visible forms.   

Sexual violence against women is still oftentimes individualized and/or explained through 

male nature. Such tendencies, however, as the authors point out in the third chapter, tend to obscure 

the cultural components and thus may prevent structural analysis. As concrete examples, the study 

cites instances in which the police and media have apologized gender-based violence when they 

focused on the female victim’s behavior. Popular discourses around gender-based violence in India 

reveal how anti-women violence tends to be discussed as being part of non-Western cultures only. 
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Besides the danger of viewing sexual violence as limited to certain cultures only, the authors’ 

nuanced analysis also formulates the common fallacy of reducing the extent of sexual violence 

only to the sexual component and obscure the structural violence. Case studies include analyses 

of, among other movements, Femen, which adopted a neocolonial, Western liberal feminism that 

perpetuated gendered hegemonic ideals and a cisgender, white, Western standard and reinforced 

white savior dynamics. Taking into consideration the movement’s construction of a binary 

between the idea of a misogynist Islam and an Orientalist feminism, the authors speak of an 

arrogant absolutism of Western liberal feminism that, in perpetuating gendered hegemonic ideals, 

subjects other women, such as sex workers and religious women, and claims agency over them. 

 Similarly, discourses on humanitarian intervention have focused on Muslim women and 

projected a protectionism that subordinates non-Western and non-white women as an inferior other 

who necessitates protection. How humanitarian intervention is gendered is dealt with in depth in 

the fourth chapter. Showing how concepts of peacekeeping have been constructed through forms 

of hegemonic masculinity, the authors show how Western military interventions gained significant 

liberal feminist support. Under the guise of peacekeeping, Western imperial policies have followed 

Orientalist tropes about the need to liberate subjugated non-Western women from gender apartheid 

and barbaric rule. However, as the authors show with the example of Afghanistan, Western 

intervention resulted in a confirmation of injustice and inequality continuously experienced by 

women in Afghanistan. 

 Describing a post-9/11 “masculinist revival,” the study scrutinizes the gendered concepts 

of preserving and reinstating order in the international system, analyzing the discrepancy between 

Western exclusiveness and emotionally reasoned military intervention. Referring to Trump’s 

authorization of a missile strike on Syria in 2017, the authors recall how Trump’s decision was 

broadly as a form of saving the suffering Syrian, i.e. the distant other. While Trump’s approval 

rates increased significantly, the United States simultaneously denied to offer refugee to those who 

were affected. The masculinist character of current understandings of security and violence is also 

evident in drone warfare, whose gendered character is tackled in chapter five. Seen as a means of 

securing state sovereignty, which in itself is a product of masculinism, drones represent a neo-

liberal weapon embedded in masculinism, while, justified as legal and ethical, the absence of 

drones is oftentimes constructed as harmful in political discourse. Elaborating on how drone 
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warfare produces, racializes, and genders bodies through a (neo-)colonial gaze in order to destroy 

them, the authors argue that the sovereignty of targeted states is de-masculinized and feminized, 

with killing and warfare being rationalized through a perpetuation of masculinism. 

 Lastly, the book emphasizes the necessity to explore alternatives to masculinism that go 

beyond binaries and perpetuations of structural domination and violence and challenge the male 

privilege. Reiterating that a language of equality and protection is continuously used to secure a 

maintenance of male hierarchies, this well-structured book offers a comprehensive survey of the 

current state of research. Lucidly written, it summarizes and engages with other theorists’ work 

and draws crucial connections between various approaches that help transmit a rich understanding 

of what masculinism constitutes. This endeavor is supported by case studies and strengthened by 

a wealth of contemporary examples. While the book engages in depth with crucial phenomena, it 

can still serve as a valuable introduction to the topic. The plentitude of references and citations 

provides a solid background that makes the work a significant contribution for gender research 

accessible to readers across other academic fields. 
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