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Advantage men:

Are men on the back foot? Hardly, argues Eva Cox (UTS magazine 2004)
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What is the crisis in masculinity? Reading the news I sometimes wonder if I have missed something because, as far as I can see, males are still running most of the world. So I’m not impressed by the attempts by some politicians, even academics, to redefine men as victims, presumably of the feral feminist revolution. Their subtext is that women have now made it so it’s men’s turn for a bigger slice of resources.  

My first reaction to the production of numbers showing that men are doing it tough is to ask why these poor disadvantaged males are still running most of the world? I want to ask whether these figures suggest that illiteracy, violent tendencies, shorter lives, criminality and other such problems are desirable qualities for leadership, but I realise this reaction is counterproductive and only feeds into what I define as the competing victims syndrome. 

Instead, can we have a more nuanced discussion about where the present system fails and how it needs to be changed? If sexism fails boys and girls, we need to go for social change not resource-bickering at the fringes. We also need to recognise that the education system in itself is only part of the possibilities of changing the inequalities and injustices of the broader society. 

Think about it. We now have better educated girls. They have more formal qualifications, both school and tertiary levels, but still miss out once they hit the workplace. They work in lower paid jobs and are not proportionately moving into top positions. Maybe formal qualifications and literacy have been oversold as solutions for inequality and the assumption that they shift power balances between men and women needs to be questioned. 

One problem is the perception of what are appropriate aspirations and activities, is still highly gendered. For instance, one woman per board in more than half of the top companies is seen in the media as an achievement, but disproportionate numbers of men at the top of feminised areas, such as teaching and nursing, is not seen as problem. 

Take teaching for instance: in NSW public primary schools, women form 78% of the teaching staff, 67% of assistant principals, 51% of assistant principals, about 40% of principals in primary school categories 3-5 and 27% of categories 1 and 2, the biggest ones. Yet there are no articles critical of the lack of female role models in leadership positions in larger primary schools, but a fuss about few men in the classrooms.  

Lack of representation, per se, is no longer a useful political category, as the basic assumption that gender imbalances equate with inequities of access is now being distorted. A more complex model would show whether differential access and barriers create the imbalances. So discrimination is not an issue where access is both possible and often welcomed but where the under-represented groups may choose not to participate. 

If men choose not to take up places in child care, teaching and nursing despite having the required entry marks, this is not a case of discrimination. Their rise to senior ranks in these areas gives lie to even the possibility that there is hidden discrimination. Their lack of representation can be seen as reluctance by men to take on training and coalface positions in areas which generally are low paid and, in masculine type values, seen as low status. 

Women still have to deal with cultures at the top which demand long hours and too much emphasis on command and control models that fit into current models of masculinity. Lower levels of ‘male’ jobs are also still difficult for women to access. So it is the ease of gender cross over that should become the primary indicators of whether it’s an issue for discrimination and public intervention. 

Having more men come into the feminised jobs does not increase the overall pay and conditions, as they rise quickly to the top, but more women in once male areas reduces pay and conditions, eg  teaching and librarians. The problem is therefore still in the widespread cultures which connect power and prestige with masculinity and men. Until this changes, and the shift needs to be cultural as well as structural, jobs will still be gendered.  

Eva Cox
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