An Absence of Men? Men, Masculinity and Community Involvement. 

Understanding men

The Gender Equality Strategy 2006-2016 posits that is it important to create a fundamental shift in society’s perceptions of the role of men and women (p5). The strategy acknowledges that real gender equality requires the involvement and active participation of both sexes and to increase awareness of the benefits to be gained by society as a whole. This paper addresses the issue of why certain men may be absence of men from community involvement. In particular it examines the way in which local interpretations of masculinity impact upon male expectations and behaviour. The paper also offers practical suggestions for increasing men’s participation in their communities.  

In attempting to address why historically men have been noticeably missing from community involvement and volunteering it is important to understand and appreciate the complex ways in which masculinity has been socially constructed in western societies. Central to this is concern in regard to how narrow and contradictory interpretations of masculinity have impacted upon male behaviour (Harland, 1997; 2000; Seidler, 1997; Pattman, Kimmel, Hearn and Connell, 2005). In western societies routes to adulthood for young men have become increasingly prolonged and complex, leaving many young men feeling confused about what it means to be a man. Harland (2004) argues that while routes to adulthood are undoubtedly more complex, perceptions about what it means to be a man are still bound up in historical memory. 

In Northern Ireland what it means to be a man has also been shaped and influenced by the atrocities and realities of living in a divided and contested society. Research demonstrates the extent to which males have been the primary victims of sectarian and political violence. For example there were 3279 males killed (91.1%) compared to 322 females (8.9%). A ‘Cost of the Troubles’ study also revealed that the highest death rate for any age was men aged 20 – 24 year olds which accounted for 20.2% of all deaths. Paramilitary organisations, with predominantly male membership and victims, accounted for 80% of all deaths (Fay, Morrissey and Smyth, 1999; Smyth & Hamilton, 2003). 

Since 1969 many men have experienced a sense of place and significance as defenders and protectors of their community. They have defended against “invasion” from other communities and unwanted intrusion by security forces. Their aggression, as these defenders, afforded them status amongst peers and other community members. Within a post-conflict society the need for the defender and protector has become virtually redundant. The behaviour of young men in particular, once lauded and feted, has now become a focus for criticism, violent assault and/or expulsion from that community (Harland and McCready, 2007a). As in many other contexts, what it means to be a man in Northern Ireland has been strongly influenced by violence and narrow definitions of masculinity and machoism behaviour. 

Appreciating tensions within masculinity is pivotal to understanding internal pressures that many males feel regarding the construction of their own masculine identity and what it means to be a man.  Contradictions between men’s perceived power and their sense of powerlessness capture what Connell (1995) calls ‘protest masculinity,’ whereby men claim to have power when there are no real resources for doing so. In Northern Ireland this has been most apparent amongst men living in disadvantaged socio-economic neighbourhoods – areas where the impact of the troubles were most acute (Muldoon, 2004). 

Harland’s detailed ethnographic study (2000) amongst males living in inner city Belfast attempted to contextualise working class masculinity. Harland argues that we can identify a sub-culture of alienated men and young men living in inner city areas who exist without necessary support and direction.  In attempting to ‘squeeze’ into the increasingly tight gender roles ascribed to them, these men resorted to excessively macho ways of proving their masculinity. Their perception of masculinity resulted in them being dismissive of their pain and separated from their internal world of feelings and emotions – often to the extent that they appeared ‘unemotional’ and intimidating to others.  They believed men showing vulnerability was a sign of weakness. By withholding certain feelings and emotions these males believed they were expressing an important aspect of masculinity – self reliance and the refusal to seek help from others. Such emotional miseducation facilitates the suppression of emotions such as pain, fear, hurt, anger and frustration which can be detrimental to men’s positive mental and emotional well being.  These males believed that men should be powerful, strong, and in control of every aspect of their lives and that fulfilling traditional male roles such as ‘provider’ and ‘protector’ were central to how men construct their masculine identities. Taking responsible for their families, defending their communities and being the ‘breadwinner’ were perceived as the most fundamental aspects of being a man. 

Masculinity has fundamentally influenced men’s understanding of work and how this impacts upon male power, culture and identity (Collinson, 2007). Understanding masculinity also helps us to understand why certain men may feel that engaging in community activities such as volunteering are not appealing to working class males. Not only can men feel that volunteering is only for men who do not work, but volunteering is also negatively associated with ‘the feminine.’ This perspective of masculinity cumulates in men pouring scorn on males displaying what they perceive as ‘feminine traits’ such as being caring or gentle, typically branding such men as ‘gay’. 

Studies have shown different trends in volunteering between men and women. The Home Office Citizenship Survey (2003) found little gender differences, while Gaskin (2004) found that young unemployed males were more likely to reject volunteering and the idea of working for no pay than females. Other studies (Roker et al 1999) found higher levels of women volunteered with males perceiving volunteering as embarrassing / not cool and predominantly carried out by women. Roker and Eden (2002) found that social action activities were perceived by males as more suitable for females, whereas involvement in committees had a more masculine image and more acceptable to men. Voluntary Service Belfast’s volunteering statistics for 2008 reveal that there are almost three times more female than male volunteers aged 18-24 and over double the number of female volunteers in the 25-30 age group. 

Gilligan’s (1982) analysis of women’s morality suggests that women differ from men in their adoption of an ethic of care and responsibility for others. She argued that men tend to think in abstract terms, emphasising justice concerns and individual rights and are more concerned with righting the system rather than with directly ameliorating the welfare of those who suffer within the system. Gilligan argued that women’s morality is a direct outcome of the caretaking role that women have played in social systems throughout history. This role has led women to be more concerned with the maintenance of social relations, to experience a sense of responsibility, and to extend help to those in need.  

From theory to practice

A volunteer is someone who serves in a community primarily because they choose to do so. Most volunteering is unpaid and carried out through a non-profit organisation. Biddulph (2003) posits that men are increasingly absent from key social arenas. The Gender Equality Strategy 2006 – 2016 reveals that women (13%) are more likely then men (9%) to provide unpaid care. This is not to say that men do not participate actively in their communities or engage in volunteering programmes. There are many examples of men making valuable contributions to communities throughout Northern Ireland. Yet it cannot be denied that many men are noticeably absent from community involvement initiatives such as volunteering. Understanding localised interpretations of masculinity offers us an opportunity to better appreciate reasons why men may not participate in certain activities. Crucially, it also challenges us to consider more creative and realistic ways of engaging men and making them more aware of the enormous benefits to themselves and their communities through increased community involvement. 

The complexity and contradictions within local interpretations of masculinity have serious implications in regard to how we understand male behaviour and mental health. In particular an appreciation of masculinity can support practitioners and organisations wishing to engage more effectively with men.

Since the mid 1990s programmes have been increasingly developed to help males acquire new skills and confidence and more realistically prepare them for the future. Creating environments where males can think, reflect, talk openly and honestly, explore values, and engage with others crucially depends on ensuring that males feel safe from threat and judgement. Skilled engagement by practitioners encouraged the young men in Harland’s (1997) study to talk in a more purposeful way about what was important to them and helped them better appreciate the impact of wider social, political and economic developments upon their lives.  

The following factors have proven to be fundamental to successfully engaging men in local community initiatives (Harland and McCready, 2007b; Institute for Volunteering, 2008).  

· A proactive approach that focuses on developing male self-confidence

· An appreciation of masculinity and how this impacts upon male behaviour

· Identification of issues affecting males and the use of creative ways to address these

· Establishing appropriate learning environments in which males feel safe and valued

· Methods of engagement that included a combination of reflection and activity

· The practitioner’s skills, knowledge and empathy towards men

· The practitioner’s commitment to building meaningful relationships with men

· Appreciation of the qualities that men look for in a practitioner – trust, genuineness, respect, humour, support and acceptance

· Male friendly access points

· User friendly recruitment processes

· Provision of appropriate training

· Tapping into existing skills rather than being giving menial tasks

· Support and space to develop new skills

Work with men has also proven to be successful in other parts of the world. Barwick’s (2004) comprehensive review of best international practice reveals that ‘strengths-based and male focused’ approaches were highly effective in working with men. These intensive and prolonged programmes were diverse in their focus and location and acknowledge that strengths exist in individuals, families, schools, peer groups and communities. This approach demonstrates the importance of local partnerships and local support networks. It also highlights the need for services that are male friendly and empathetic to men’s needs. 

It is increasingly recognised that working with men should facilitate expression of their thoughts, feelings and expectations in advance of encouraging their involvement on programmes. Adopting a proactive approach where the voice, needs and interests of males are central to the process helps unlock their natural energy, talents and creativity. This approach also helps free men from their perceived need to hide behind ‘masculine masks’ that prevent them from recognising and accepting that men can be sensitive, caring and at times vulnerable, without believing they are somehow compromising what it means to be a man. 

Challenging Old Mindsets

In western societies much of the work with men, in particular young men, has been provoked by contemporary concerns and moral panics that have focused on their disproportionate representation among, for example ‘suicide victims, perpetrators of theft and violence, those with behavioural problems, those suspended from schools and school leavers with no qualifications (Pattman, 2007).  

The Gender Equality Strategy 2006-2016 advocates a positive and proactive response in identifying, understanding and responding to the different needs and different disadvantages of men and women (p77). If we are to develop a culture where males are more willing to get involved in their community and participate in activities such as volunteering, it is imperative that younger males have access to strong and positive male roles (Biddulph, 2003; East et al, 2006). This will help challenge the narrow and stereotypical masculine ideals that often keep younger males from engaging more in their communities and community life. It is important however that male mentors are aware of the pressures young men feel to engage in activities that are stereotypically perceived as ‘feminine.’ 

Some men may fear that by engaging in typically feminised occupations such as nursing, primary school teaching and social work they will be put down or shamed amongst their peers.  Such perceptions can also prevent men from displaying the more nurturing aspects of their personality such as caring for vulnerable individuals.  Christie (2007:406) posits that ‘while caring occupations are described as a feminist profession, values that are associated with femininity such as effective communication skills and working with emotions are now more valued within organisations.’ Community development seeks to empower individuals and groups of people by providing these groups with the skills they need to effect change in their own communities. Volunteering is a key way in which every individual can learn new skills, meet new people, enhance their CV, gain a sense of belonging and test out employment opportunities without having to commit to a specific career. Increasing men’s participation in their communities through activities such as volunteering necessitates that narrow and restrictive masculine mindsets are challenged. This will require investment from courageous and skilled individuals and organisations prepared to challenge old masculine attitudes and patterns of male behaviour that have been part of Northern Ireland’s culture and history for many generations. 
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