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Abstract
This exploratory study explored male social work graduates' perceptions of and
attitudes toward feminist ideas and issues in social work education. Research questions
addressed the extent of transformative effects resulting from participation

in

a

feminist

based course, and participants' ability to incorporate feminist perceptions into their

practice.
Five male social workers who attained an undergraduate social work degree at the

University of Manitoba were recruited. Information was gathered through an interview
schedule of twelve questions.

A feminist based qualitative approach to research was

incorporated to provide depth and detail of a person's response to a situation.

All five participants

discussed the positive influence of feminist studies and the

exposure to a diversity of social and political issues that influence the field of social

work. Participants'

responses indicated receptiveness toward the feminist courses they

took. They credited feminism with helping them develop critical analysis skills relevant
to situations in social work. Each participant chose to integrate some feminist ideas into
decision making encountered in his social work practice.

This study also looked at the participants' concems with feminist studies. Finding
out where men have difhculty with leaming about feminism could help faculty explore
neìw ways to support and encourage those male social

work students struggling with the

contradictions they experience while attempting to integrate feminist ideology and

perspectives. Further research is recommended.
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Chapter

1

Introduction

1

.1

Intent of Stud)¡
There is limited information about the process that men or women undergo as

they deal with gender issues in feminist-based courses, especially in social work
(Arshad, 1996; Comstock, Duffy & St. George,2003; Lloyd & Degenhardt,lgg6;
Pennell, Flaherty, Gravel, Milliken & Neuman, 1993). Therefore it is important to find
ways to examine whether there has been any heightened awareness to gender issues as a

result of feminist teaching, and whether this awareness is responsible for shifting
perspectives when it comes to dealing with issues that arise in the course of social work
practice.

It is not entirely clear whether men make personal transformations in their
thinking and the way they view their worlds as a result of taking part in a social work
feminist course at the undergraduate level. This qualitative study was designed to allow
men to share the influences feminist perspectives or practices may have had on the
participants while attending a feminist based under-graduate course in social work. In

addition by interviewing recent graduates with open ended questions, this study
intended to uncover whether exposure to feminist perspectives altered the way men

would do social work.

1.2

Research Purpose and Questions

The major purpose of this research was to explore male social work graduates'
perceptions of and attitudes toward feminist ideas and issues in social work education,

through a series of open-ended questions (see Appendix

A).

The two major questions

addressed by this thesis were as follows:

l.

To what extent were there transformative effects as a result of participation in a
feminist based course?

2.

How were male graduates able to incorporate feminist perceptions into their
social work practice?

It was not my intent to evaluate the courses being taught at the university.
Rather the information was gathered through a set of twelve questions (Appendix A) in
order to help me understand what men experience when learning feminism and whether
this knowledge is then transferable to the role men employ in their social work practice.

1.3

Definitions
Two terms are used throughout this paper and need explanation. The first is the

term feminism which has many definitions. The Hunter Women's College Studies

Collective (1995) states that it is widely agreed upon that feminism is committed to
overcoming the devaluation of women. The American writer Adrienne Rich (1979;
cited in Mandell, 1995) defined feminism as an ethics, a methodology, a more complex

way of thinking about and acting upon the conditions of [women's] lives. Chris
Weedon (1978; cited in Mandell, 1995) sees feminism as a politics directed at changing
existing power relationships between men and women in society. bell hooks (1984;
cited in Mandell, 1995) states that feminism constitutes a social, economic, and political

commitment to eradicating race, class, and sexual domination and to reorganizing
society so that individual self-development takes precedent over imperialism, economic
expansion and material desires. Most importantly hooks believes feminism has the
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ability to transform in a meaningful way everyone's life (hooks,7984; cited in Schacht

& Ewing, 1998). schacht

and Ewing (199s) specify that feminism is more than

awareness of injustice and the affirmation of humanistic values, that feminism is a style

of working together where cooperation replaces competition, a way of being that
welcomes and respects a diversity of nonoppressive perspectives and a value system
that rewards efforts for the common good over individual self-interest. Feminism is

multi-layered and as Sheppard (cited in Schacht & Ewing, l99s) builds on hook's
defìnition of feminism and suggests - feminism represents that desire for radical change
of dominant value systems that have produced sexist oppression.
The other term needing definition is the term profeminism. As it is with

feminism there are a number of definitions for this approach to working with men.
Douglas (1993) identifies profeminism as assuming a sense of responsibility for men's

own and other men's' sexism, and a commitment to work with women to end men's

violence. Pease (1996) identifies profeminism

as a

commitment derived from a

compassion and empathy with women to be supportive of their efforts to achieve

equality. Profeminism as Henri (2003) sees it is the work that men take on that supports
women's equality and encourages men's efforts to live more ethical, consistent and
healthy lives. A Helsinki profeminist group (profeministimiehet, 1999) sees

profeminism as the effort by men to make contact with similar thinking men to support
feminist struggles against dominant gender practices such as harassment,
discrimination, sexism and patriarchy and engage in discussions and promote awareness
of issues that perpetrate oppression and injustice. Examples might include issues
around traffìcking of women and children, sex tourism, male violence against women or
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the wage gap. As indicated by some of the responses in this study, profeminism is
about challenging sexist stereotypes and dominant attitudes about women and looking
at how relationships can be constructed

differently based on equality and caring.

Pease (2003a) says profeminism's relationship to feminism lies

in its ability as a

critical post-modern approach to work in conceft with men and women towards a
commitment to challenge sexism. Schacht and Ewing (1998) acknowledge
profeminism's relationship depends on a man to be sympathetic to issues of gender
equity and supportive of feminist goals. By being engaged in research, teaching,
community service or personal activities that advance feminist objectives, Schacht and
Ewing believe men can work cooperatively with women to bring about positive social
change.

1.4

Background to this Study
Women have played a pivotal role in social work by drawing attention to the

undeniable privileges men have held because of their gendered positions in society

(Connell, 1987, seidler, 1994; van Den Bergh, 1995). Feminists have laboured to
expose the oppression, disadvantages, and unfaimess experienced by women within a

patriarchal system and have fought to bring a deeper understanding of women's
experiences to the social work field (Cree, 2001, 1996; Dore

,

1994; Parnell

& Andrews,

7994,Yan Den Berg & Cooper, 1986).
Feminist issues which include pornography, militarism, sexual harassment , tape,
povefty, religious violence against women, multicultural policies, violence sanctioned
against women through torture and genital mutilation have all been included in the

social work curriculum, to assist male and female students in gaining awareness and to

develop the ability to recognize the effects of patriarchal practices within Canadian

society. Tremblay (2003, p.383) says that these efforts to create spaces provide students
with opportunities to develop, redefine, and modify their existing knowledge, attitudes
and concepts through a process of critical thinking about society and themselves.

Tremblay states that this exposure to feminist ideas has been instrumental in creating
many changes in Canada's sociopolitical landscape, challenging women and men to

Iook at the unequal power distributions that exist in all strata of social relations between
the sexes.
The intention of feminist teachings, when it comes to men, is to help men
understand how the patriarchal social system dominates relationships between men and

women, through the exposure to the stories and experiences that women share of their
subjugations to sexist, male-dominated situations. Exposure to the continuation of such
power imbalances are meant to give men a picture of the socialization processes that
undermine women's attempts to gain equality and show men the harmful effects of the
male dominated assumptions.
Some men have been able to

join with women, by adopting what is termed

a

profeminist perspective, forming alliances to examine and formulate alternative ways of
taking action against sexism, and participating in the struggle to deconstruct patriarchal
practices (Pease 2002,2001,1996; Pease & Camilleri, 2001; Pease & Pringle, 2001).
Other men have found the demands to accept women's views difficult to accept and
have branched

off into anti-feminist groups focused on rejecting and denigrating

feminist ideologies (Denborou gh, 1996).
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Among some feminists there is skepticism as to whether the majority of men are
able to support feminist causes (Arshad, 1996;Kahane, 1998; Segal, 1990). For some,

there are fears that men overall have failed to appreciate the complexity and diversity

of

feminist thought over the past thirty years. It is not that male students do not
understand, states Kahane (1998) but that they only engage the work as propositional

knowledge without understanding the privileges and harms exercised in their own lives
or the lives of others and are unable to make changes or take action that is required.

Kirst-Ashm an (1992) feels it is possible for men to become feminists, but "that the life
context of men differs so radically from that of women that it is difficult for men to
empathize with feminist issues" (p.13). More radical feminists treat with suspicion
men's motives for organizing around sexism (Luxton, 1993). Feminist suspicions

revolve around the tendency of some men to advance their own interests, while
claiming to be profeminist (Jenkins, 1990; Mandell, 1995; Luxton, 1993; Pease 2002),

while others, like Segal (1989) or Phillips (1993) believe that they will not relinquish
their power and privilege on request (in Pease, 2002).
Understandably it can be difficult for women to believe that men

will support

feminist politics, when the blueprint for Westem success is based on the individual,
where the successful individual, assumed to be male, is one who governs, triumphs
over, masters

-

even owns

-

others, and is able to exercise control for the fulfillment

'his'individual needs. As Segal (1990) wams "there are limitations to promoting
psychic change in individual men if the wide¡ social relations within which men and
women are embedded, still continue to oppress women and children" (Pease, 2002:
p.167).

of
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The feminist community is divided about men's roles as feminist allies (Davis,
1993; Reinharz,1992: p.14), so much so that one might be led to wonder whether men

actually can examine their male privileges as a result of participating in feminist studies
courses. Certainly there is evidence to suppose that there is not just ongoing
discrimination against women, but antagonism towards women's demands, and
resentment about special favours for women (McConahay, 1986). These beliefs
indicate a resistance to feminist ideology, because they are the types of beliefs that lead

to covert and overt oppressive stances that foster gender-based abuse and inequality
(Pease,

2002). Whether men can meet the challenge of shifting their view of the world

and embracing something different may be the hidden hope behind a feminist

orientation for men.

1.5

Importance of Profeminism to Social Work
Pease (2003a) outlines an approach for

working with men that is consistent with

structural, anti-oppressive and postmodern critical approaches to social work

-

profeminism. (Pease, 2003a, p.125) Though there is agreement among profeminists
that men are profiting from the current patriarchal gender order to the detriment

of

women, there is disagreement as to the approach needed to get men to acknowledge the

discriminations men impose on women. Tolman, Mowry, Jones, and Brekke (1986)
found that men in social work were not proactive in promoting feminist values and
seemed to be contributing

little to end sexism. They were concemed and developed

twelve principles for a profeminist commitment. Still little seems to have come of
men's attempts to end sexism and along with Thompson (1995) and pringle (1995),
Pease (2003a) has

built on two recent initiatives (Chrisitie, 2001; Pease & Camilleri,
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2001) to develop a new agenda for a profeminist practice. The issues on which

profeminists must campaign include violence against women, sexual harassment,
violence against women in the home, rape and sexual assault, sexism, inequalities in
pay and promotion at work, pomography, sex-trafficking, and women's right to birth

control, all practices which Brooks (1998; in Pease, 2003a) refers to as the "practices of
the dark side of masculinity."

Under patriarchy, John Stoltenberg (1977), a well known radical feminist writer
and frequent speaker at colleges and campuses, asserts that cultural norms of the male

identity consist of power, prestige, privilege and prerogative over and against the gender
class of women. Kenneth Clatterbaugh (1997), aprofessor of women's studies, in

looking at perspectives on masculinity, posits that stereotypes, gender ideals, and
gender roles can be interconnected where certain masculinities, known as hegemonic

masculinities, are favoured and rewarded by the greater society at large and that persons
exemplifying these particular traits are placed in positions of power and trust.
Hegemonic masculinities are those shared characteristics which premise solidarity
amongst men, or support the philosophical stances that permit the subordination

of

women (Jackson, 1990). The Oxford Canadian Dictionary defines hegemonic as ruling

or supreme. For example to be accepted into positions of power and prestige in
America, the criteria is the ability to be articulate, loyal, heterosexual, white and
wealthy (Clatterbau gh, 1997).
This power that men hold seems to be a structured part of the economies and
systems of political and social organizations that form part of the core of religious

thought, family dynamics and intellectual life (Tolman et aI.,1986). It is these

stereotypes and ideals which form a traditional men's standpoint and exclude the

perspectives of women and contribute to their oppression (May,1998, Pease, 2001). In
order to change our ideological or discursive position, both Bob Pease and Larry May
believe that men need to take a position whereby they initiate critical analysis of men's

position in society and consider how that position contributes to the inequality of
women, and in the process, develop an ethical and moral commitment to address that

inequality and discrimination because of the harm that it causes.
Harry Brod (1998), a professor of philosophy and teacher of women's studies

with interests in writing about masculinities, believes that it is important to transcend
gender hierarchy to have a stake in an egalitarian future, where egalitarian values
emphasize helping others so that no one has special advantages (Swim,

Aikin, Hall, &

Hunter, 1995). By adopting feminist practices there is much to be gained, not just to
ease

men's consciences, but to find more caring and supportive ways to be with other

men, to avoid the violence of other men, and even contribute to the survival of the
planet (Hearn. 1987).

In order to be able to do this, men need to explore feminism and make use

of

feminist analyses to deflect attention from male privilege and focus on men's behaviour
toward women by committing to feminist ideals (Pease, 2002). This reformulating and
replacing of masculine gendered messages is the means by which men can develop
profeminist consciousness (Douglas, 1994). Pro-feminist writers, Sam Keen, Bob
Connell, Bob Pease, Michael Kaufman, Michael Flood, Victor Seidler, are of the belief
that men need a massive effort to learn about themselves, about women, and what is

t0
required of them to work collectively against patriarchal practices (Harris, 1995;Pease,
2001).
As Pease (2001) notes "we need to construct a new agenda for profeminist
practice with men in social work" (p.7), and he believes that the agenda has to be
designed in such a way that

it acknowledges and grapples with theoretical

as

well

as

political dilemmas. In order for change to take place, though, Babitt senses that
understanding the experiences ofthe oppressed group is not enough, and that

transformation work must be of the kind that unsettles the person's self and position and
moves us from a repressive view of ethics toward a reconstitution of ourselves as ethical
beings (cited in Pease, 2002). Pringle (2001) as well believes that it is male social

workets' responsibility to challenge oppressive structures of power from which they
may benefit, and that this can only be done with monitoring and challenging their own
behaviours and recognizing the contradictions that arise from their positions.

Having looked at the contribution of feminism to social work and examining
some of the difficulties men face attempting to integrate feminism, the following

literature review

will attempt to cove¡

relationship to feminism.

a broad range

of topics involving men and their
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Chapter 2

Literature Review
The literature review is designed to inform the reader with a broad view of the

diffìculties men face struggling to understand issues of patriarchy, feminism, and
gender

identity. The review will look at how and if men can overcome their patriarchal

shortcomings, what concems exist amongst women with men and their attempts to
reconcile the gender playing field, and whether the feminist courses, as part of the social

work program, offered to men can benefit them in restructuring their perspectives and
beliefs.

2.1

Men. Socìal Work and the Gender Paradox
When it comes to men and social work little seems to have been documented

about men taking feminist courses at the undergraduate level (Kirst-Ashman,1992).
Raske and Evens (2000) state that countless feminist scholars have extended feminist

principles to the practice of social work, and feminist educators have provided models
to bring the feminist perspectives into the social work curriculum where these
techniques are intended for translating theories of oppression and injustice into
empowerrnent practices for the clients and themselves. David Kahane (1998), a
professor at the University of Alberta, writing on how group memberships shape our

identity, cautions:
that while men may attempt to reshape themselves by making choices informed
by feminist commitments it is important to take seriously the depth of male
socialization, the micro behaviours, desires and beliefs that are constructed and
reinforced by patriarchy. (p.222)
The pressures to follow traditional masculinity appeal to men to participate in

conventional sets of gender relations, where the norms work to keep masculinity as a
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dominant unmarked category of power (Campbell & Bell,2000). Kahane (1998) states
that
patriarchal power benefits men over women under forms of sexual harassment,
abuse and violence, differences in wages and career prospects, the devaluation
of women's ideas and speech in a wide variety of institutional settings, and
family structures and laws that rely on unpaid women's domestic labour while
offering nothing in retum in protection, if and when those relationships end (p.

2t6).
As Ellen Kaschak (1992) observed "from the male perspective all space public
and private, including the women in it, appears to belong and be owned by men." (p.

132) She makes the point that this feeling, belief, or experience is the result of women
having been considered extensions of their fathers or husbands, legally and historically.
Gender secures position in public life, in the home, at work, at the club, in the

bedroom, by providing men with benefits as a result of privilege and entitlement. The

blueprint for individual success promotes ownership over others, reinforces competitive
values, entitles the participant to greater privilege, respect and deference from those in
subordinate roles, and all of this at the expense of responsibility for the welfare

of

others (Segal, 1990). Rational and rugged individualism suggests that traditional men
should advance their own interests, specifìcally through the exploitation and domination

of women, receive benefìts from this, and that this oppression then serves a common
interest for the majority of men (Pease, 2002). Kahane (1998, p.222) suggests men
have a difficult road to travel in making attempts to purge themselves of the power and

inclinations that are patriarchal.
Arguably men, who maintain and perpetuate women's oppressìon, often harbour
insecurity about their masculinity (James, 2001). Left unchecked, this insecurity can
lead some men to assert their authority over women in negative ways where battering,
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date or acquaintance rape, violence against women, verbal and emotional abuse, or
sexual harassment are perpetrated on women. Hicks (2001) in his work with male

social workers in children's services, and Arshad (1996) working with men in a feminist
class setting, both caution that men may collude with sexism by professing to be

knowledgeable about gender issues, but then may choose to be discriminatory and
oppressive toward women.

In a masculinist work culture, Heam (cited in Hicks, 2001) says that men often
feel they must prove themselves by what they say in pubìic, but this is very different

from what they would do in private. For example, take the recent incident in Manitoba
where a veteran male government employee was caught on tape making sexist
comments about a female aboriginal chief. The male employee, a well-respected
member of the provincial government, believed he had hung up on a long distance call

(public) after leaving a voice message and proceeded to speak candidly with a male
coworker (private) (Rabson, 2006, p A8).
As Lyman (1992) points out boys are taught early in their development to
control their feminine behaviours and despise feminine values, because they can be seen
as dangerous to developing their own masculinity (cited

in Clatterbaugh,IggT). V/alker

(1988) concurs that boys construct these hegemonic forms of masculinity to inflate their
anxieties around identity which includes derogating the feminine and purging it from
amongst the boys (cited in Kenway, 1995).

Men operating from this belief system later adopt what Connell (1995) calls
hegemonic masculinities - a traditional form of standards set for men through socially
approved pattems of behaviour and

belief. Hegemonic masculinity

accepts the
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subordination of women, sanctions the political and dominant role of men in both the

public and the private spheres (Brittan cited in Jackson, 1990), imposes sanctions on
homosexual and bisexual practices where gay and lesbians are seen as deviant and
dangerous, and supports oppressive measures against heterosexual men who do not
accept masculinist ideals (Jackson, 1990, p.201). By adopting this misogynist

perspective and operating in collusion against women, most men and boys do not notice

sensitivity in other males and do not have the opportunity to develop the awareness
needed to be sensitive toward others. Instead they relate to each other as competitors in
sexual conquest, in sports and ultimately in war, and they attain masculine character
ideals that perpetuate negative attitudes toward women and girls (Clatterbau gh, 1997).

Connell (1995) says that men that attempt to oppose this hegemonic masculinity
are both repressed and oppressed by

it. As Connell (cited in Kenway & Fitzclarence,

1997, p.120) puts it:

[T]hose forms (gay masculinities feature in this category) which draw most
elements of their core identity from beyond the core of the hegemonic are
expelled from the circle of masculine legitimacy. Any major attachment to 'the
feminine'is likely to propel its owner into this category and to subject him to
various forms of violence. Hegemonic masculinity is what it means to be a real
man or boy and many males draw inspiration from its cultural library of
Iesources.

To create social change it is important for men to redefine what it means to be a

man. That means creating and asserting masculinities that are not oppressive identities.

It also means mobilizing profeminist struggles and working toward gender justice
(Brod, 2001). However, men may not be as enthusiastic as women to take
responsibility for their negative actions (Pease, 2002). Learning to dissociate from
feelings gives men opportunity to deflect accountability, deny weakness or defer
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mistakes to others and to depend on women for their emotional understandings (Allen

& Gordon,

1990).

Being unable to feel emotions deeply may also deprive men of satisfying
relationships. Lillian Rubin (2001) suggests that there are differences in the way that
men and women deal with their emotional lives and that these differences create

barriers. Daphne Kingma (1993) believes that men's inability to be able to grieve, to
long for, to desire, to console, to feel emotions deeply is responsible for men's
suppression and displacement of feelings. Rubin (2001) feels men need encouragement

to monitor their internal states, to bring into consciousness those thoughts and feelings

which have been denied and repressed so much so that some men sometimes do not
notice that they are absent.

While Phillips (2001) states that men are reluctant to discuss their emotional
lives, Rubin (2001) suggests that when two people in a relationship - whether that be
woman-man, man-man, woman-woman attempt to communicate there is a well
rehearsed often unconscious rational man-hysterical woman script that plays out

with

few real options. He argues this is because the conflict lies in the paradox of connection
and separation that can be attributed to early experiences ofseparation and

individuation. Rubin believes it is

a

difficult issue - men and intimacy. Themes of

masculinity dictate that the more power and influence one wields, the more of a man
one is seen to be, which perpetuates misogyny and anti-feminist sentiment

Carey & White, 1996).

(Mclean,
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2.2

Feminism's Role in Social Work for Men
"Feminism is a complex concept, which is difficult to define concisely." (Kirst-

Ashman, 7992,p.14) van Den Berg (1995) defines feminism as a "conceptual
framework and mode of analysis that has analyzed the status of women, and other
disempowered groups, cross-culturally and historically to explain dynamics and

conditions undergirding disparities in sociocultural status and power between majority
and

minority populations" (p. xii). Feminism involves the theory of the political,

economic and social equality of the sexes, in addition to the organized activity on the
behalf of women's rights and interests (woolf cited in Kirst-Ashman,1992).
Feminism teaches concepts and theories that address the sexist environment in

which women live (Kirst-Ashman, 1992,p.14) and provides a philosophy of equality
which "allows students to examine their own biases and explore how gender inequality
and oppressive mechanisms impact social work practice" (Raske

& Evens, 2000,p.

16).

In feminist social work classrooms you are taught through women's personal and
collective experiences about social justice, racism, sexism, and other forms of
oppression with the intention to promote open, respectful, and empowering exchanges
between students and faculty that can then be translated to worker-client relationships

which acknowledge and address oppression and privilege (Raske, 1999). Dore (cited in
Raske, 1999) proposed that feminist principles be incorporated to advance social work
students' understanding of oppression. Pamell and Andrews (1994) saw the importance

of teaching feminism as a way to foster male students' awareness and interest, as a lens
through which to view and assess social problems.
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The Canadian Association of Schools of Social Work (Tremblay, 2003) has
integrated the teaching ofanti-oppressive practices into its standards. These practices
seem to closely parallel the practices

within the feminist classroom. Anti-oppressive

teaching in the social work curriculum (Hughes, chau, James

&

Sherman

,2003)

requires students to take an anal¡ical look at oppression and injustice and to begin to
understand the personal biases, beliefs and attitudes students have toward members

of

marginalized social and cultural groups. Through subjective and relational interactions,
students engage in

difficult dialogue to comprehend the dynamics of oppression and

injustice (Hughes ef al.,2003). Sometimes revisiting oppressive experiences can affect
students with dominant personal thoughts and opinions to "remain silent about their

own implications in relations of dominance and exploitation and leave unexplored their
own privileged status in these social relations" (p.355-56). Hughes et al. (2003) are
convinced that social work practice should be about "leaming and understanding one's
own perceptions about power and privilege in relation to others and maintaining a

position of uncerlainty and partial knowing about the lives and experiences of others,
especially clients" (p.359). As a form of anti-oppressive practice, Tremblay (2003)
feels feminism allows for a re-examination of various assumptions that can interfere

with the assistance process through an interactive process of action and criticism,
criticism and action.

2.3

How men learn
In a research project examining gender and communication in social work

education, de Lange (1995) identified that differential pattems of communication have
varied explanations. De Lange (1995) suggests that theorists have explained the
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differences as biological with some believing the differences to stem from cognitive
stages of development

while some have speculated that people learn to act and talk in

ways consistent with role expectations for masculine and feminine behavior; and some
have hypothesized that the male dominance built into the social structures determine

communication pattems (Maltz & Borker cited in De Lange, 1995). Alrhough all

of

these theories explain some gender differences in language, de Lange (1995) proposes

that gender-based differences may be understood in the context of cross-cultural
communication.
Researchers, according to de Lange (1995), hypothesize that males and females

do not differ greatly in their tendencies to respond to others' emotional states, but rather
men process and interpret their own emotional reactions and may be more

likely to

defend against experiencing such emotional reactions from others. Because males think

of alternative actions rather than empathize in interpersonal situations (Hoffman cited in
de Lange, 1995), they may tend to use distracting techniques when recognizing that a

person is in distress (Maltz & Borker cited in de Lange, 1995).
de Lange (1995) also reported that men tend to control the topic ultimately
selected by the way in which they respond, for example, by failing to respond or by

giving minimal responses. Men tend to listen for the bottom line, for some action to be
taken or decision to be made, which might be difficult when it is experiential learning
and

it calls for them to take part by observing and analyzing. When it comes to

discussions, research has found that men generally talk more than women and interrupt
more (de Lange, 1995), which could indicate that sharing of information may be
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difficult and trying to determine whether it has actually been processed for
interpretation perpl exing.
Thus de Lange (1995) feels that education around how men communicate with
others should be encouraged especially when the behaviours men exhibit run counter to
the needs of practice. She feels men should be educated on the importance

of

appropriate facial expressions in communicating with clients and should be discouraged

in their tendencies to intemrpt others or control the topic of conversation (Borisoff &

Menill cited in de Lange,

1995), especially when this interferes with the client's ability

to tell their story. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule (19S6) note that men have

difficulty with listening and that this then can have an impact on their abilities and
capacities, for example, to understand knowledge.
Deborah Tannen (1990) in her work on women and men in conversation
described men as individuals in a hierarchal social order (either one-up or one-down).

Men's conversations Tannen observed tended to look like negotiations. People were
perceived to be trying to achieve and maintain the upper hand if they could and

protecting themselves from others' attempts to put them down and push them around.
From this position, Tannen explains life for men is a contest, a struggle to preserve
independence and avoid failure (p.24). This needs to be taken into consideration when

looking at men and their ability to challenge their privileged positions. As Tannen
(1990) emphasizes:

If women

speak and hear a language of connection and intimacy, while men
speak and hear a language of status and independence, then communication
between men and women can be like cross-cultural communication, prey to a
clash of conversational styles. Instead of different dialects, it has been said they
speak different genderlects . @. a2)
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Schmitt (1998) believes that men have not leamed how to be in-relation and that
they lack practice and need to perfect the an of communication. Wineman (cited in
Pease, 2003b) believes people can become conscious of their internalized dominations

and take action against them. According to Wineman "equal relations can be

experienced as more rewarding than top down relations" and for men to have the
capacity for emotional connectedness they must defer to and embrace other people

(cited in Pease, 2003b).

2.4

What does feminist knowledge do for men?
Kahane (1998) believes understanding feminism does not lead to careful and

prolonged reflection on one's own attitudes and worldview or to changes in behaviour.
He feels that men have difficulty understanding those aspects of feminism that are

discomforting, that while attending to the analysis of issues men can be oblivious to the
practical and ethical implications of their own power. But Kahane (1998) does believe
that some men find ways past the mistrust and dislike of self to negotiate a shift in
personal perspective provoked by feminist knowledge. These men create ethical and

political practices that meet some of feminism's demands. These include: volunteering
and vocally supporting feminist projects, negotiating awareness of entitlement and

privilege, and creating space for criticism that challenges the patriarchal habits and
understandings that cause pain for women (Kahane, 1998).
Jane Kenway (1995) who investigated how males in research schools in the

United States respond to questions and challenges from feminism, has found that antifeminist men feel angry, resentful, bitter and anxious. Passively profeminist men tend
to feel guilty and powerless, while active profeminist men feel more positive but remain
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uncertain about their relationships with women and men. Profeminist men in tum have
a strong need for their work to be acknowledged by feminists and can feel quite hurt

if

not accepted. However Kenway (1995) cautions that most males feel disquiet,

uncertainty and an ambivalence when feminism actually challenges males "natural"
sense of themselves and that these men have a hard time comprehending what feminism

is. Kenway reasons that feminists should work alongside profeminist men, no matter
what their reason for supporting feminism, as their participation is a clear indicator that
they have some investment in feminism (1995).

Tremblay (2003) speculates that the need to express emotions, that which
feminist practice calls for in exploring one's own experiences around issues of
oppression and inequality, might be difficult for use with traditional men. Schmitt
(1998) citing a study by McGill (1985) is the only evidence I was able to find that
refuted the 'majority account'that men lack emotionality. McGill (19S5) found the
male defence of ignorance or inability to be intimate groundless, leading to Schmift's
assertion that this type of thinking may verge on the fictional (1998). Many writers side

with Tremblay and the debate is far from finished.
Men's studies have not always led men to question the basis of male power, or
to adopt a supportive attitude towards women and feminism (Jackson, 1990). Feminism
can teach men and women about power and how to relegate power by refusing to be the

expert, by giving up authority (Davis, 1993). To be able to do this, Davis highlights
that men need to trust the client to provide direction, where the social worker and the

client enter into a process of participation where both the client and the worker share
knowledge and wisdom bilaterally.

22

Rosell and Hartman (2001) in their study on self preservation of beliefs found

that situational factors may increase a person's self-motivation for self preservation.
People will vary how they present their beliefs about gender discrimination and their
behaviour in situations of discrimination, when they believe their responses will be
made

public. McConahay (1986 cited in Rosell & Hartman , p. 649) states that "men

will vary the way they present their beliefs in order to be socially

acceptable,

particularly non-prejudicial when they believe their beliefs will be made public."
Rosell and Hartman found that men may publicly agree with discrimination as a social
concern and with feminist values, but may hold private thoughts and beliefs that are
incongruent with their assertions, leading women to falsely believe they have similar

beliefs. Thus, men may well have

a prescribed

formula for keeping hidden their

personal agendas and underlying motives, which makes it difficult to know if men are

influenced by participation in experiential learning.
Arshad (1996) suggested thaL"a gender under siege begins to develop a siege

mentality reverting to what is familiar as a form of self-preservation....fin the case

of

patriarchal men]... it would be to become conservative, more divided, more protective

of tiny areas of privilege, looking after number one" (pp.166-167). Kenway (1995)
says men's oppositional tactics when under siege include deliberately misinterpreting

and discrediting feminist information, and displaying an unwillingness to listen.

Pennell and associates (1993) found that men who reacted in this way tended to be non-

feminists and would either come to accept feminism as their knowledge of its aims and
range of perspectives grew or remain uncertain and indecisive.
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Lloyd and Degenhardt (1996) found

a number

of persistent blocks when it came

to knowing whether men were able to grasp the complexities of gender awareness, but
they did not differentiate between the types of men affected. Some of the blocks
included men's questioning of the validity of feminist ideology, a continued

undermining of women's ideas when it came to gender issues, and a continuing
reactivity to feminist perspectives which they felt allowed the men to remain unwilling
participants in the process of change @.aD. Lloyd and Degenhardt (1996) questioned
whether men were co-working in an egalitarian manner or simply going through the
motions because it was a requirement of the course. Arshad (1996), who has delivered

anti-discriminatory workshops for thirteen years states, "if the men in my class are
resistant or not aware of equality issues, my ability to maintain a conducive leaming

environment generally weakens"(p.153). Berzoff and de Lourdes Mattei (1999) believe
that certain men will remain oppositional even after exposure to the ideas and stories
that are meant to help them relate to experiences outside their comforf zone and are
intended to develop empathy.
The premise that men are lacking ability when it comes to change is a
supposition that has considerable impact on men's self perceptions. Hawkins and

Dollahite (1997) believe this inadequacy perspective creates barriers to transformation,
does not give attention to the process of personal growth and misconstrues men's

motives, feelings and hopes when it comes to personal change. As ongoing role
revisions occur as a result of accepting feminist knowledge, Leitke and McKenry
(2002) feel that men will likely need encouragement to develop the capacity to change.
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Erikson (1982) believes that development is not static. In order to be a healthy
functional person, Erickson argues that one has to attain hope, basic trust, and leam
through developmental tension the process of caring for others. To attain this potential

Erikson believes one has to invest in, commit to and care deeply for others (Erikson,
1963). Whether men could aspire to this level of nurturance depends on the way men
see themselves, and then incorporate

this self-meaning to allow for changes in

behaviours and beliefs (Burke & Reitzes, 1991). Hawkins and Dollahite (lgg7) believe

it is critical to work with men from

a capabilities and

responsibilities model which

makes room for unnoticed competencies.

Kenway (1995) found that men who had witnessed discrimination based on
gender or had encountered oppression in their own lives, were more likely to take a

profeminist stance as an extension of their commitment to social justice. Men with an
interest in promoting profeminism were more likely to come on side and for various
reasons were quite comfortable with feminist ideas and topics. Another group of men

with whom Kenway worked found feminism offered

a mechanism

for creating new

forms of masculinity. Through feminist critique men were able to develop ways of
distancing themselves from the demands of hegemonic forms of patriarchy allowing
these men to partake in better interpersonal reìationships. For these men feminism has

value (Kenway, 1995).

2.5

The Influence of Men in Higher Education

In the early 1990's Brenda Montgomery (1994), a member of the Dalhousie
Nursing Faculty, in an attempt to distinguish between feminist teaching and male
models of education, surmised that most of the organizations that employ professional
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services from nurses, social workers, or educators, are structured on a hierarchal

patriarchal model grounded in scientific theory. Montgomery, following work done by

Hagell (1989), believed that the predominant teaching model at the time resembled a

positivistic logical approach which relied on scientific knowledge to define the
acceptable and valid knowledge base (Hagell, 1989). This model, Montgomery and

Crawford (1991) illustrated, drove aìl aspects of the programs in the nursing faculty.
Considering that this scientific model was created reflecting men's outlooks, interests,

daily activities, expectations and behaviours, it meant that all research, content and
strategies of programming, and regulations were determined by men (Montgomery,

1994). Lingard and Douglas (1999) feel it is diffìcult to encourage expansion
perspective when men rule so many traditional fields of study

-

agriculture, architecture, computing, physics, math and research

of

engineering,

-

and the key to

membership is traditional masculinity.

In 2001, in an exploration of men and masculinities in social work education,

Vivian Cree (p.149) reported that higher education institutions are "traditionally
bastions of male

privilege." Universities especially,

she wrote, are male-centered in

their organization, their teaching and their knowledge base. Keith Pringle (1997) in his

work on gender oppression in social work programs in higher education suggested that
England's higher education system of social work tended to hire female staff for the
responsibility of teaching and tutoring duties while employing male staff to carry out
the higher status positions of research activity. Ultimately Pringle (1997, p.56) alleges
the "masculinist biases in the structure" lead to funding awards being relegated to male
colleagues, who then benefit from opportunities to be published, and the privilege

of
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having their male research become part of the knowledge base from which social work
operates.

Men have always occupied senior and management posts within universities in
England (Cree, 2001). As Cree reports " the outcome of this exclusionary process is
that white-middle class, presumed heterosexual men have traditionally controlled higher
education and set standards for its teaching (p.150)." Even when women do break
through and occupy positions in a faculty, there is still the male environment to contend

with and the masculinist norms which determine inclusion or exclusion (Cree, 2001).
As Ristock and Pennell (1996) state, it is a revolving door, where guest speakers
representing minorities (women of colour, gay males, etc.) may be brought into the
classrooms to discuss issues of relevance. In the case of social work

it could be about

sexual exploitation in globalized countries, vaginal mutilation in third world countries,
sexual harassment for lesbian and gays in the work place, or poverty and racism in inner

city slum neighbourhoods. More fundamental, organizational and curricular changes to
accommodate diverse students and instructors are never attempted. Bruyere (cited in
Hughes eta1.,2003, p.360) says that "this kind of access forces students to conform to
the pre-existing expectations and norms that are different from their own in an

environment that does not accept difference."
2.6

Men around Sexi

Vivian Cree (2001), in her article on men and masculinities in social work
education in England, states that the purpose of social work (CCETSW,l995) "looks to
balance needs, rights, and responsibilities of people with the wider community and

provide appropriate levels of support, advocacy, protection and care.,,

(p.l5l)
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Tremblay (2003) writes that the modernist view of social work in Canada, "assumes
that science is neutral and teaches that interventions based on scientific knowledge are
the absolute truth....omitting socio-political analysis and excluding all personal and
subjective dimensions." (p.382) This perspective, Tremblay points out, denies any

possibility for social action and leaves little room for diversity. Feminism which
Tremblay asserts could be described as a type of anti-oppressive teaching practice
would represent a break from this institutionalized model (p.383).
Bob Pease (2003a) who has been teaching in the area of men and masculinities
in Australia believes men in social work have an important part to play in challenging
sexism. If changes are to occur, Arshad (1996) writes that men studying to become
social workers need to critically examine masculine practices and the ideas that support
them, and translate that knowledge into positive action that challenges oppression
against women. Cree (2001) suggests that male social work students should be invited

to explore sensitive issues and have to identifii and question their own values and
prejudices and their implications for practice. Vivian Cree and Kate Cavanagh (1996)

from Scotland both suggest that while men have been elected to work with men and can
be influential in helping them to explore their masculinities,

it is the inclusion of women

and women's experiences that must inform and influence, challenge and change men
and their masculinist or dominance standpoint.

Lynne Segal (i990, p.281) from England wamed years ago that "men working

with men may be doing little more than promoting new ways to preserve privilege."
Feminist conceptual frameworks offer this opportunity, to analyze critically one's own
theoretical perspective (Lloyd & Degenhardt,1996,p.53). For Keith pringle (2001)
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p.45) from England the responsibility for men is to engage in challenging oppressive
structures of power from which they may benefit directly and to work directly with
women to challenge such power relations as a pre-requisite to meaningful personal
transformation.
Pennell et al. (1993) found that feminist based courses were often met with
opposing views that such content is not a priority or is no longer necessary in these
changing times. Schacht and Ewing (199S) feel that:

Much of contemporary feminism has demonized men as the oppressive other,
refusing to giver energy to men's issues and concems, substituting female power
and imagery for that of men. As a consequence it assumes a dichotomy of two
distinct categories, each hopelessly alienating from the other. Framing gender
relations in such a manner makes cooperative ventures nearly impossible. (p.9)
As a male social worker, Dailey (1997) is adamant that feminist perspectives be
a staple in the

life of professional men who may become teachers, practitioners, and

scholars as well as in one's personal
sees the

ability to be challenged by

life

as a partner, father, friend and grandfather. He

a woman as the necessary ingredient

for neutralizing

power issues and divesting one's self of the need to be right (Dailey, 1997 , p.57). As
Dailey puts it, arguing with one's self can help to model an interaction that is less power

driven. For example if I am right I do not have to do anything but just justifu why I am
right; but if I am considering another person's opinion, then I need to be giving equal
weight to that person's comments and that may mean that I am not right, that there is
another angle or perspective from which to look at the situation. As Dailey

(lgg7)

points out feminist based teaching is about a different view from which to examine the

possibilities of closer relationships with others, especially women and clients. "Having
the power to impose one's reality on a client a social wo¡k student needs to learn to
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demystify social worker

-

client power dynamics in order to feel empowered to

challenge the realities constructed by others." (Davis, 1993, p.156)

2.7

Men's Opposition to Feminism in the Classroom
For many men, the term feminist means something negative or anti-male

(Parnell & Andrews,1994). Karen Kirst-Ashman (1992) from the United States found
students often have negative reactions simply to the word

feminism. In most social

work classes, men are generally minorities and in the past have been found to be
increasingly vocal in expressing feeling blamed, victimized, isolated and uncomfortable

while having to learn feminist perspectives (Zeigler & Andrews cited in Parnell &
Andrews, 1994).
When it comes to feminism, at least in America, Michael Kimmel (199S)
believes men at best remain indifferent, at worst are openly hostile, and can be
especially dismissive of the term feminist. Kirst-Ashman (1992,p.14) suggests thar the
emotional barriers they forge and the resulting resistance they foster makes it difficult to
approach the concept, so that these students see feminism as a radical ideology which
emphasizes separatism and fanaticism.

2.8

Men's Opposition to Feminism in the World
The contemporary men's rights perspective (Lingard & Douglas,1999),

originating in reaction to the women's movement, organized itself around the premise
that men are subject to expectations which discriminate against them. Led by anti-

feminist crusaders like Warren Farrell, the implied threat to men was that women have
all the power, and that men need to get power back from the feminists (Kimmel, 1998).
This conservative perspective blamed feminism and painted men in the United States as
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the victims of progressive feminist reform ( Houtz, 1995 from Lingard & Douglas,
1999, p-35), victims of reverse discrimination, affirmative action, and custody and

alimony laws (Kimmel, 1998).

Kimmel (1998) has found that male critics of feminism are often defensive,
angry and resistant and possess stereotypes of feminist women, who they see as always
asking patriarchy-baiting questions trying to elicit some slip-up, some point
weakness, that

of

will reveal patriarchal biases. McCarthy (cited in Lingard & Douglas,

1999) calls those men anti-feminist, men who claim they are a disadvantaged group

requiring ear-marked state policies to address father's rights, associated reforms related
to divorce, child custody and maintenance arrangements, the bearers of the politics

of

resentment, people who are developing new racisms.

Harry Brod (1998) feels men may fear feminism not because it is robbing them
of power, but rather that it is about women leaving men to take care of themselves. As
Brod sees it heterosexual men have come to depend on women for ever¡hing from
emotional support to physical nurturing. A fear of abandonment leaves men with little

else. If women disengage then there will be no one with whom to fight, no one with
whom to interact in the good male combative fashion that men have come to know and

rely (Brod, 1998). French (1992)

sees

feminism as being threatening to men because it

brings conflict into their homes and personal lives and challenges the power and

identities of men of all social classes (in Nelson, Shanahan & olivetti, lggT).
Meg Luxton (1993) acknowledges that men wishing to undertake work against
sexism face ridicule, anger and contempt from co-workers, peers and family, and
distrust and suspicion from feminists with regard to their motives. For many men, this
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makes the work daunting and bewildering. Luxton (1993,p.360) nores undertaking this

work can generate awareness for men with understanding of their relationship to
patriarchy and privilege.

2.9

Reaction to Men becoming Feminist
Goldrick-Jones (2002) believes that many men do not hold themselves

accountable to women, and that men need to show that they are serious about

dismantling patriarchy. The Canadian Oxford Dictionary defines accountability

as

being required to account for one's conduct or actions. Sheppard (cited in Schacht

Ewing, 1998) suggests that men have

a duty

&

to check their actions, as their actions

impact community and society. By doing this Sheppard believes men can take a step
beyond intention, attitudes and beliefs in their commitment to eradicate ways that men

contribute to sexist oppression.
In working with men who use violence against women, for instance, it is

impofant to gauge men's intent, confront minimizations, emphasize responsibility for
men's actions, and dispel any expectations that the prospect of change will be rapid or
guaranteed

(Bell, 1999). Jenkins (1990, p.12) states that "full responsibility means to

acknowledge fully the existence of a particular issue and understand the potential

impact of actions associated with that issue upon others." Only then can men be seen to
be taking the necessary steps to change the behaviours, norïns, or values associated with

patriarchy.

Tolman et al. (1986) suggest a definition of violence against women and
children should include forms of psychological and social acts that characterize
domination and oppression. Coltrane (1988) in a similar manner believes men need to
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understand what egalitarian means. They must work towards understanding that gender

relations are just that: relational, dependent on the interplay of masculinity and

femininity (Kimmel, 1987). Henri (2003) says that men must recognize that feminist
work is about supporting women's equality, and encouraging men's efforts to live more
ethically consistent and healthy lives.
The literature on men indicates that most men in their pursuit of gender identity
and meaning experience an unconventional threat to their security when confronted by

feminist demands for egalitarian collaboration (Seidler, 1994). Over the past three
decades, a large percentage of men (98% in Switzerland, Godenzi, 1999) have found the
demands on patriarchy to abolish the existing gender relationship unwar¡anted and they
have responded to women's challenges with unconscious and deliberate responses
a desire to ignore the whole thing altogether (God

with

enzi, 1999).

Other men have chosen to regress to the old pervasive traditional male
behaviours of domination, division, masculinization and women bashing, in an attempt

to reclaim territory believed to be conquered by women. These traits have been found
to exist within academic universities, as well, where grades and tenure represent
hierarchic realities (Schacht, 1997).

It would appear for many men, relational interaction with feminists,
profeminists, gays and lesbians, and any other group that represents sexist
reconstruction have become clouded with indifference and resistance, perhaps
preventing reflexivity and at times hampering understanding. Feminist activists are
reluctant to critically explore the issue about whether feminist strategies actually aid in
the transformation of masculinity (Arshad, 1996). Bowl (2001) argues that men tend to
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be resistant to critical feminist literature and tend to resist analysis of their own personal

practices that may fall within the mould of mainstream masculinity.
Cree (2001) sees involvement in women-centered occupations as a boon for

men, where men are more likely to be noticed and praised for their feminine attitudes
and behaviours such as compassion, ability to express feelings and emotions or

sensitivity to others and are likely to be rewarded for these caring qualities. Even
though these men may engage in a profeminist aim of challenging discrimination and
gender oppression in society,

it is a "truism students who are men are more likely to

gain from the very systems that they seek to challenge and change" (Cree, 2001,
pp.1 54-55).

Schacht and Ewing (2004) recognize that the majority of women

will continue

to be in sexual relationships with men, and that defrning men as the "enemy" continues
to cause divisiveness between feminists. They note that most women of colour and

Third World women refuse to identifu with feminism because of its rejection of men,
where women of colour are more likely to include and envision roles for men in their
struggle against oppression. Schacht and Ewing feel there is a real need for a new

feminist paradigm which is more flexible and inclusive, which addresses sexist and
oppressive thoughts and behaviours by men and by women as well. As bell hooks
(2000b) points out, a male who has embraced feminist politics may be a much more

worthy ally in the struggle for feminist equality than the female who remains tied down
to sexist thinking and behaviour and poses a more serious and dangerous threat.
Eisler (cited in Schacht & Ewing, 2004) reminds us that partnership models for

living were once the norm instead of the exception; take for example the egalitarian
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ways of Native Americans (Herdt cited in Schacht & Ewing, 2004). There are
altematives to patriarchy and male domination and men should not have to feel
restricted by their diffìculty with or opposition to feminism in pursuing alternative ways

of being men. There need to be efforts made to allow men to voice their opposition and
then engage in dialogue to form new in-roads.

Men can effect changes in themselves and their communities by reaffirming old
traditional values they learned as children, such as the belief that people are more
important than things or that violence is not an acceptable way to solve problems (see
Schacht

& Ewing, 2004, p. 16). Men

can demand that institutions be more responsive

to human needs. Men can join with women to contribute to constructing a more humane
and life-affirming

view. Men

change, for example,

can use their power and privilege to bring about structural

Bill Gates' lobbying for philanthropists around the world to

donate some of their wealth to projects in impoverished third world countries. As
Schacht

& Ewing (2004) suggest:

all those open to feminist ideals must be encouraged to participate regardless of
their specific views or depth of commitment. Real dialogue between feminist
women and (pro) feminist men and cooperative efforts in our communities to
bring about change are the only thing that will promote greater understanding. It
is only through the process of working together in partnership and as equals that
barriers between men and women will be eliminated. For this to actually occur
radically new forms of gender relations will have to be envisioned and acted
upon. (p. 11)

2.10

When personal change does not go far enough
Thompson (1995) and Cree (2001) both echo the sentiment that personal change

does not go far enough, and that for anti-oppressive practice to be effective there needs

to be advocacy connecting personal change to structural work at the community and
societal levels (Pringle). To challenge gendered privileges, men need to be sensitive to
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the harm they may have inflicted as a result of their gender and negotiate awareness by
accepting and being open to criticism of the patriarchal imprints in their habits and
understandings (Kahane, 1998). Bowl (2001) advises that in the absence of detailed

knowledge and ignoring the impact of gender myths and stereotypes which we depend
on to base our decisions, we face a danger when men do not provide appropriate care to

our communities.
Kahane (1998) suggests that often men cannot handle the periods of significant

disequilibrium that result as their inner and psychological worlds are reorganized and
behaviours pattems are altered accordingly. Kahane notes that there can be a loss

of

faith in one's own judgments, emotions and desires, and every aspect of the self can
become suspect and have to be analyzed against feminist ideology. As Cowan (1991)
emphasizes a developmental transition or qualitative shift in perception of oneself and
the world is fundamental to change.

2.11

The Issue of Power

From a feminist perspective power "is the capacity to get something done
whether directly or indirectly." (Hunter College'Women's Study Collective, 7995,p.

504). According to this view, women may exercise power in the domestic sphere
through their influence within families, while men's power, in contrast, is more
coordinated within institutional frameworks (Ridd & Callaway cited in Hunter College

Women's Study Collective, 1995).
Foucault (cited in Mullaly, 2002) does not believe people actually possess power
but rather it is a feature of the interactions between individuals, groups and
organizalions, an aspect of relationships which is fluid yet open to constant influence
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and change (Thompson cited in

Mullaly, 2002). Mullaly (2002)

says rhar both

individuals and social structures are able to exercise power; and social structures will be
able to exercise more power than an individual; in addition, a dominant individual
exercise more power than a member of a subordinate group. So power,

will

Mullaly (2002)

argues, is not necessarily dispersed equally throughout society. 'When relationships

within society are the result of the exercise of power at individual, interpersonal and
institutional levels there are certain to be differences. As Dalrymple and Burke (cited in

Mullaly, 2002) suggest, these differences

are not always positive and can and do

exclude rather than include.

Mullaly (2002)

states that "most feminists subscribe to the view society is set up

and operates in ways that privilege males (the dominant group) over females (the

subordinate group)" (p.15). hooks (2000b) describes how differing perspectives within
the feminist movement explain the reason for pursuing power, with views ranging from

obtaining power to taking power to exercising power in the pursuit of equality. As she
points out, working to obtain power within the existing social structure does not address
whether or not this is any different than the way men use power. She argues that the

ideology driving feminist women to pursue power may be no different than that of
preexisting sexist ideology that stresses assertiveness, strength and decision making

ability as necessary characteristics employed in the pursuit of success by white middle
class males (Clatterbau gh, 1997).

Ristock & Pennell (1996) propose:
There is no getting away from issues of power. Power gets played out in the
funding of research, the participant's decision to participate, in the interaction
between researcher and those researched, in the way data is interpreted and in
the use made of the data. (p. 65)
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Yet the idea of having control and dominance over others is unhealthy and
aggressive. Nelson, Shanahan and Olivetti (1997) assert that masking an underlying

motive of power with socially acceptable ideology can maintain support for antifeminist thinking and promote dissonance and rejection of alternative perspectives.
hooks (2000b) asserts that the power men and women use daily should be clarified, and
both genders should be shown ways to resist sexist domination and exploitation.
When there is a perceived imbalance of power, for example, between a student
and instructor, or a male and female, then problems may not get addressed. This can be

attributed to the social taboo against talking about matters that might raise further
negative consequences or retribution (Finch, Bacon, Klassen, & Wrase, 2003, p.a3/).
Some men may see

it

as male bashing

minimizing or taking control

if women

name men's actions of interrupting,

of discussions as dominant

actions against women. This

might induce men to feel powerless or unable to give voice to their concerns in a
feminist context (Stout, 1991).
Men especially exercise power in situations when they dominate group
discussions verbally or by body language, tell listeners what they want to hear, or
oppose outright alternative theoretical frameworks (Arshad, 1996). Men, who lack a

familiarity with feminist writings or masculinities, may be reluctant to scrutinize and
analyze important issues around sexism or oppression (Arshad,1996). Anti-sexist

behaviour is the most alarming, and Arshad (p.l5a) describes this person as one who:
is knowledgeable about gender issues, uses the language of equality. .. but
whose attitudes and behaviour toward women continues to be discriminatory
and oppressive.. .. will dominate discussion, use his position as a white male to
exact power....he will threaten other participants with his knowledge and grasp
of issues.....and his super consciousness may actually oppress the group....[with
his sharp attention to detail] he may be able to skillfully deflect critical
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scrutiny.....and left unchallenged he might be able to contribute to changes on
the margins of power but the central tenet of male dominance remains
untouched.
Instead of using power to power over someone (Weber cited in Martinez-

Brawley & Mendez-Bonito Zorifa,1995), feminists look to the concept of
empowerrnent as away to engage with others. Empowerment is the ability to interact

effectively with the environment, action which does not leave women devalued or
unnoticed. Men who place value on feminine characteristics

will

sometimes

demonstrate these qualities and will value closeness, intimacy and will be able to
express emotionality and vulnerability

if they feel safe from masculine reprisal.

Men who draw on their inner strength of being caring and compassionate
exercise 'power with' others rather than the traditional "power over" processes of male
dominance (Schacht and Ewing,2004). It would appear then that men are capable

of

using their power to form a feminist perspective. Men just need to be careful when it
comes to taking women's concerns seriously.

It is the paramount status men claim

when they do not connect with women's concerns which enables men to be more

dominant (Rowan cited in Pease, 2001). This entitles them to privileges and practices
which allow them to dominate women.

2.12

On Beine Silent
When choosing to speak or be silent about experiences of oppression, sexism,

injustice, harassment, dominance or exploitation there are complex factors that affect
men's decisions. As Ellsworth described (cited in Hughes, Chau, James & Sherman,
2003) what people say, to whom, and in what context, depends on the energy they have
on a particular day. A person's response or non-response then can be the result

of
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conscious and unconscious assessments of the power relations and safety of the

situation. People choose to stay silent about their identities or social locations in which
they are privileged. People may be concerned about safety and not want to reveal how

little they know or understand of the experiences and the lives of those different from
themselves, or they may not want to risk saying something oppressive, homophobic,
racist or sexist.
Hughes et al. (2003) believe people should not stay silent about privileges in

their lives, because it is only through engaging in dialogue and discussion that they
leam of the consequences of privilege for others, and how they are implicated in the
oppression of others. Robinson (1999) suggests people may not have any choice about
being privileged, but they do have choice about what they do with it.

2.13

Backlash

Anne Bishop (2002), in her ground breaking work on breaking the cycle of
oppression, writes that there are people who deny the existence of racism or sexism

while making sexist or racist comments. She says that these people are often the ones
who express outrage when asked to listen to stories of racism or sexism, and who have
strong reactions to the effects oppression has on others. Bishop (2002) feels that when
people experience guilt about a particular topic, they may personalize the issue and

immediately become defensive andparalyzed by

it. Bishop thinks it is common

someone to avoid taking responsibility for their behavior by saying things like

silenced" or

"I carìnot say anything right" (Bishop, 2002,p.109). When

for

"I feel

she hears

someone claim to be free of attitudes and actions of a particular oppression (as in

not sexist"), she knows that they have barely begun the process (Bishop, 2002).

"l'm
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Recuperative masculinists, a term of Lingard and Douglas (1999) blame

feminism for the problems men and boys are facing. Some members of this group have
ventured to say that boys in school classrooms are being overshadowed by a feminist
agenda (Lingard

& Douglas,1999). The argument of Lingard

and Douglas is that

society is not serving the needs of the boys in schools if it attempts to reinstitute
outmoded notions of masculinity without addressing the unequal power relations
between men and women (1999). Profeminists' work should be about challenging
dominant constructions of masculinity as a way to improve situations in both academic
and social realms for boys and girls, women and men (Lingard

& Douglas,1999).

bell hooks (2000a) sees the organized right wing political front, in the United
States, as contributing to the backlash against women. Relying on fundamentalist

interpretations of religion, this group targets, for example, state funded inexpensive
abortion clinics that offer free abortions, making it difficult for disadvantaged women to
access free choice.

Pringle (1995) in a similar vein laments that social welfare agencies often reflect
the oppressive features of the society to which they belong rather than countering them.
He suggests that men do have a responsibility to challenge the structures of power from

which they benefìt and that working with women is the pre-requisite to challenge and to
transform such gendered power relations in any meaningful way (Pringle, 2001).

Mullaly and Keating (1991) suggest raising people's awareness about how society's
inequalities shape, oppress, limit and dominate their experiences, where the focus for
change is on the structures of society not solely the individual (Mullaly,1997).
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2.14

Profeminism and the Meanine and Hope it Holds for Male Social Workers
As Pease (2003a,p.

n\

writes "it is important to adopt a post-modem critical

theory and a profeminist commitment among men to challenge sexism in the social
services." Men Pease says need to understand how they benefìt from the oppression

of

women. NOMAS (the National Organization for Men against Sexism, USA) and

MASA (Men against Sexual Assault, Australia) have sought over the years to humanize
men and counter violence against women (Lingard & Douglas,1999). Profeminism,
Pease (1996) says, provides a counter narrative against hegemonic

masculinity. Part of

the process for change Pease suggests is to acknowledge the oppressive thoughts and

feelings with which men were socialized that contribute to their hate and dislike

of

women, and not to focus on what other men think or do, but to look at their own

complicity in the sexuality arena and rape culture (Biernhaum & Weinberg cited in
Pease, 1996).

Culturally there are many myths and conflicting ideas about male and female
gender issues (McKechnie & Valentich, 1989). McKechnie and Valentich feel "social

work is historically well suited in knowledge and mandate to address gender issues, and
that the systemic and contextual perspective of the discipline and the person-in-situation
mandate, dovetail well with the feminist tenet of the personal is

2.15

political" (p.18).

Conclusion
Ramazanoglu (cited in Arshad, (1996) says:
we live in a precarious world dominated by private greed, competitive
individualism, economic crises, sectional intemational violence, increasing
poverty, and environmental disasters, [and that] we cannot afford to be Utopian
about the prospects for women's liberation." (p.168)
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Arshad (1996) believes we need to open up space for dialogue and
disagreement, so that we can leam the lessons we need to carry out effective social

work practice. Kenway and Fitzclarence (1997) assert that individual masculine
identity is an interactive project involving the making and remaking of identity and
meaning and believe that masculinities are constantly on the offensive and the defensive
and in need of regular maintenance, renewal, repair and adjustment. By challenging

masculine identities, Pennell et al. (1993) believe schools can institute an exchange

of

ideas where men are exposed to certain forms of feminist knowledge that foster critical

analysis and awareness of different values and attitudes, which may then lead to
acceptance of feminist ideas.
So even though the literature has produced a broad view of the relationships

men have with feminism, there was little research to demonstrate men's own expressive
experience of feminism, especially within the context of a professional undergraduate
social work program delivered in a university in Canada. I was interested in what male
social work students thought about their feminist course experience and how that related

to their personal and professional lives. I was also interested to see if there were any
transformational changes as a result of this participation and how they saw themselves
incorporating these shifts in perspective in their workplaces. The following section
takes a look at the methodology

I incorporated to look

at these areas of interest.
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Chapter 3

Methodoloey
3.1

Study and Method

As graduating male social work students are required to possess a solid
knowledge base in anti-oppressive strategies and because feminism teaches from an
anti-sexist/anti-oppressive collection of ideologies, I felt it was only fitting to take a
close¡ look at the merits of feminist studies for men. Given that not much work has
been done researching men's experience of feminist studies

(KirsrAshman,7992). I

was interested in men's experience within a feminist studies course and whether that
experience would produce opportunities for transformational changes for the men after
they had completed the course. As Jeff Hearn (1987) suggests:
that while men have been the subject of much academic writing, men
themselves have conventionally been little explored and little theorized, leading
to a position where the differences between men, as well as those between
women and men have been under-researched and largely non-theorized (cited in
Cree,200l, p.151)

I was interested in looking at what a feminist experience in the faculty of social
work meant to men looking to become social workers and how it would impact their
perspectives and future practice methods. At the same time I wanted to explore how
social work graduates processed their feminist experiences, and whether there was a
recognizable shift in their perspectives as a result of their participation. I used twelve
open-ended questions (see Appendix

A).

The intent was to join with the participants in

an exploration of their feminist experience, and uncover what their experiences taught

them about sexism, power, privilege and women's experiences. I was interested in
whether men appreciated the learning experience and what was their processing of the
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information. The selection of questions was generated by my interest in the feminist
based course experience for men and the emphasis

resistance to feminism (Brod, 2001; Campbell

within the literature of men's

& Bell, 2000; Kirst-Ashman,7992;

Luxton, 1993; Pease,2002; Seidler, 1994).
Since little research had been conducted in this area it was important that the
men themselves described their experiences and recollected what was significant

for

them in their experiences. I felt that the responses would provide some feedback for
professionals who deal with designing and delivering the content of feminist based
courses.

3.2

Research Desien

It was important to me, when working with male social work graduates'
responses to leaming about feminist practice, that a feminist based qualitative approach

to research be incorporated to provide the framework for this project. A feminist
qualitative approach employs methods that value relationships and demonstrate respect

for individual experience (Reinharz,1992; Tutty, Rothery, & Grinnell,1996). Many
men fear self-disclosure or think that sharing might eventually be used against them,
and therefore may respond defensively

with intellectualization or rationalizafion

(Seidler, 1994). I felt using a feminist qualitative approach would increase the
likelihood that the information gathered would contain depth and detail, that the issues
discussed would reveal a deeper nature of the person's response to a situation, and that
the responses would not be hampered by predetermined categories (Tutty et al., 1996).

Qualitative research by design is an inductive tool that captures points of view,
tends to be naturalistic in favouring interviewing, and has the ability to acquire personal
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information and provide a comprehensive understanding of experience (Padgett, 1998).
Because of its capacity to be people-oriented, the qualitative inquiry as a process

of

creating knowledge was preferable to quantitative approaches for looking at learning
about what has happened in a person's life (Patton, 1990). This method of research,
having the capacity to capture the perceived facts (rich, thick information) of what
people believe to be their experience of interactions and situations (Lofland, 1971), was
chosen for this reason. As research can reveal how individuals construct and interpret

social reality (Gubrium & Holstein, 1991), this approach seemed ideal for allowing the
researcher to focus on how social work students perceive feminism, and how these

perceptions might then affect their understanding of social reality.
Some feminist researchers believe that only women should be involved in

feminist research (see Reinharz,1992). But feminist values, such as sensitivity,
attention to emotion, or being in the here and now (Tolich & Davidson, 1999), can
benefìt a male researcher who is seeking attention to details while in pursuit

of

qualitative data. Pease (2002) believes that feminism can benefit from the male
researcher's involvement, when and if the masculine perspective can act as counterpoint
to feminist theory or practice. So by incorporating a feminist based approach for this
study I was looking for the experience to provide me with the opportunity to:

1.

be gender sensitive, especially where personal values might affect the

questioning and probing toward further discussion;

2.

incorporate the process of critical reflection, which allows for particular
attention to be paid to problems of misogynist attitudes, entitlement, and
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sexist activities of dominance or submission should they arise (Fook,
2000; Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Schacht,1997; Reinharz, 1992); and

3.

strongly encourage participants to provide information in a way that is
not forced, and gives participants the opportunity to respond in their own
terms.

I believed that qualitative research would allow for

a

variety of techniques and

social skills to be incorporated in a flexible manner, working with the explicit (with the
recognized, spoken, conscious) and the tacit (less recognized, implicit, unspoken)
aspects of a given situation (Tutty ef

al,1996:4-5). I felt this would be a more

receptive approach and allow for events to be viewed holistically and individually in

their social context. From this standpoint the participant would be able to describe his
experience and what it meant to him, and the information gathered might then yield
richer results attuned to the complexities of context and individual differences, than the
standardized questions of a more rigid quantitative approach (Tutty et al,1996).

Incorporating a feminist qualitative viewpoint is proposed to encourage sensitivity to
women's issues (Tolich & Davidson, 1999) while allowing the fusion of the student's
experiences, interpreted and integrated to produce the meaning that is in the here and

now (Marsiglio & Hutchison, 2002).

3.3

Data Collection - Co-Constructing Information with the Participants

In this study, information was collected through in-depth semi-structured
interviews using open-ended questions and probes. The semi-structured interview was
selected for its ability to provide access to people's opinions and ideas. The basic

premise of the qualitative interview was to minimize the imposition of predetermined
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responses when gathering information and to explore the subjective experiences of the

participants (Patton, 1990:295). The goal was to explore topics openly where
responses would shape the order and structure of the interview where possible

(Esterberg, 2002). As well there was an intention, recognizing that all interviews are

reality constructing (Holstrum & Gubrium, 1995), that the interviewer and the
interviewees might co-construct stories for this research project (Roulston, deMarrais

Lewis, 2003). The semi-structured format was selected to allow for the use

&

of

predetermined questions with flexibility for adjusting the words and creating new
questions as the process proceeded.

Qualitative interviewing was chosen because it is versatile, and allowed for the
exploration of how people felt and thought about their worlds (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).
The interview process was chosen for this study because it provides a vehicle for
genuine interest in learning about a person's world and makes allowances for the rich

variation in human experience (Patton, 1990).
Interviewing is essentially preferred as a research tool when:

1.

Searching for meaning (e.g. men's individual worldviews),

2.

examining social interaction (e.g. men's responses to feminist exercises),

3.

examining roles (e.g. the ones men adopt around feminism) (Lofland &

Lofland, 1995).
Fowler and Mangione (1990) identify that the majority of the conversation in an
interview consists of questions and answers and that the participants' roles do not
overlap

-

where the interviewer asks the questions while the respondent answers the

questions. Mudry (2004, p.54) states that "face to face interviews produce the highest
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response rate with subjects generally providing more thoughtful resporìses." To ensure

that error potential was minimized,I attempted to follow as closely as possible Fowler

& Mangione's (1990, p. 33) standardized interview techniques:

l.

Read the question exactly as worded.

2.

When the respondent's answer appears incomplete, use non-direct

probing to seek clarification.

3.

Record interviewee responses without interpretation or discretion,

reflecting what the participant has said.

4.

And be non-judgmental and neutral toward the participant's responses.

Open ended questions were chosen because they do not presuppose a dimension

of feeling or thought. They allow people to select from their own repertoire of possible
responses and to take whatever direction is necessary and use whatever words they need

to represent what they want to say (Patton, 1990). Responses to open ended questions
are generally longer, more detailed, and vary in content, providing more depth in the

respondents'responses (Patton, 1990). The intent of the open-ended questions
guaranteed that the questions were worded in a way that did not influence or coerce the

participant to respond in a pre-determined manner. Each participant answered the same
questions, allowing for evenness for comprehensive data (Patton, 1990). There were

twelve questions that were asked during this study.

3.4

Sample Selection
The sample for this study were selected on the basis of being male graduates

the social work program who had taken the Feminist Perspectives on Social Work (6

credit) course and graduated from the Faculty of Social Work at the University of

of
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Manitoba. The course is

a core requirement

for

a

BSw degree and has been in

existence at the university since the early nineteen-nineties. The main objective of the
course is to understand the position of women in Canadian society particularly as it
relates to the social welfare state and social work practice. Class size is often twenty to

twenty-five students with female to male ratio of one male to every five females. The
course is given in a number of different settings which include the Fort Garry Campus,

the inner city campus and distance education centres in places like Thompson in

Northem Manitoba. There would have been different instructors as participants could
have taken the course during the fall term or summer session when professors exchange

responsibility for teaching the material.
Participants were selected on the basis of having completed the feminist
perspectives course. One participant indicated that at the time of his education (the
early nineteen-seventies) he couldn't recall if the course he had taken was designated

feminist or women's studies, but was taught by an instructor from a feminist
perspective. The course this participant took would have been one of two feminist

policy courses (3 credits) that were

a requirement at that

participants who participated in the study.

time. There were five

All the participants were white

Caucasian

males between the ages of twenty three and their mid thirties, except for one male who
was in his early fifties. None of these men belonged to a visible minority. None

of

these participants knew each other or attended the same feminist perspectives course.

Any comments made by participants about other male students in the class do not refer
to other participants who took part in this study.
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Participants were contacted with an "invitation to participate" poster that was
circulated via emails through a number of service agencies where it was thought
graduate social work students might be employed (see Appendix

B). Agencies were

selected on the basis of being potential employers of male graduates of the BSW or

MSW program from the University of Manitoba. The poster (see Appendix C) asked

if

male members of the social work community would be interested in participating in a
research project aimed at exploring their experiences in feminist studies, and

if they

would be interested in talking about how feminist perspectives might influence how
they incorporate feminist perspectives into their social work practice.

A social work employer in the Province of Manitoba distributed the poster,

as

did several clinic-counselling settings. The participants were asked in the early stage

of

the study whether they knew other male alumni from Manitoba's Faculty of Social

Work who might be interested in this project, a snowball sampling method, but this
produced no further participants. A discussion was held with my advisor when it
appeared that only a handful of men (a) had responded, and an invitation was extended

to a f,rfth subject, a former classmate of a committee member, and he willingly agreed to

participate. After consulting with my advisor, five participants were agreed upon as an
acceptable sample size for this project, as the proposed number in the thesis proposal
and for ethics approval had indicated between 5

3.5

-

8 interviewees.

The Interviews
Ethics Approval was obtained November 5tl', 2004. The interviews took place

between December 2004 andApril 2005. The men were interviewed in two separate
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locations. Four of the men were interviewed at the Elizabeth Hill Men's Resource
Centre, while the fìfth participant was interviewed at his workplace.

During the interviews, initially I described the project to the participants and
asked

if there were any questions that needed to be addressed. I then went over the

consent form and had them sign

(Appendix

A). Participants

it (Appendix B), and then proceeded with the questions

were advised that they could stop the interview at any time

and that they had the right to refuse to answer any question with which they felt

uncomfortable. The interviews were audio taped with the participants' permission and
lasted about an hour.

3.6

Informed Consent
Informed consent was the means by which I let the participants know what was

going to happen in the course of the study, why it was going to happen, and what effects

it may have on the participants (Williams, Tutty, & Grinnell, 1995). The participants
were not obligated to participate in this study, and had the right to ask questions at any

time as to the purpose or direction of this study, or decide at any time to withdraw
without penalty. Consent gave participants the right to know what their roles in this
study were and their rights as volunteers (also see Tutty et al., 1996). Each participant,
after having the study explained to them, was asked to read and sign a consent form
before the interview, where informed consent meant that:

1.

Participants were freely agreeing to participate in the research

(voluntary consent).

2.

The researcher was responsible for protecting the privacy of the
participants.
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3.

It was my responsibility to inform participants of all potential risks
from participating in this research.

4.
J.t

Formal consent had to be obtained before beginning the study.

Confidentiality
Respecting the ethic of confidentiality, I have kept identification concealed to

ensure that participants are not hurt emotionally, physically or financially (Patton, 1990;

Rubin & Rubin, 1995). I have used pseudonyms to make the material more readable
and to give the responses human character. In terms of management of information the
tapes and transcripts were stored in a locked compartment during the

life of the study,

with only the researcher having access to them, and on completion of the project the
data

will

be destroyed.

All participants

consented to the interviews being audio-taped. They were

informed that the audiotapes would be used for the analysis and that I would be
transcribing it myself. Because the sample size is small there might be a chance that the
participants could be identified by specif,rc comments, but I took every measure I could

to ensure that they were not identified in the report, or any other written work.

3.8

Data Analysis
The purpose of data analysis was to meaningfully organize, collate and analyze

the participants' information, comments and opinions. Transcripts were made of the

participants' responses and analyzed in an attempt to organize the information so that
themes and interpretations might emerge (Tutty et al., 1996). Analysis was a step by
step process,

which considered the fìt of each piece of information in relationship to all

the other pieces. The analysis of the responses required looking for meaningful core
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ideas and concepts, looking for similarities and differences, establishing how elements

fit into

categories, and eventually forming categories into themes.

Interviews are rigorous in that there was structure in the questions asked, the
awareness of how participants responded, and a depth of insight into aspects of the

individual's social constructions of meaning (Tolich & Davidson,7999). In order to
assure that the interpretations are not a figment of the researcher's imagination (Guba

&

Lincoln, 1989, p.243), I used the participant's own words to substantiate my
interpretations of the data toward establishing conformability.

3.9

Transcribing and codine
The information was collected from the interviews on audiotape, and then the

data was then converted into transcript

form. I transcribed the interviews, personally, in

accordance with the general consensus that performing this task allows the researcher to
become more familiar with the information. The interviews were dated and marked in

the order of their occuffence and then placed in a locked cabinet. The audio-tapes were
transcribed verbatim.

A search was made for thoughtful ideas, personal speculations in a particular
area, emotional responses, cultural or gender expectations, unexpressed content and

context to help categorize the information (Alvesson

& Skoldberg, 2000). I chose the

method of looking for major pattems and themes and then dividing them into smaller
categories as distinctions occuffed (Tutty et al., 1996). The most important detail to

remember while analyzing the data was to remain focused on the research question
(Patton, 1990). Significance was attached to the information through the processes

drawing conclusions, making inferences, building linkages, and attaching meanings

of

54

(Patton, 1990). Once all the information was reviewed, it was then highlighted in

different colours to distinguish meaning units. Then I looked for noticeable similarities
and differences within the data, and the repetition of particular meaning units which
then were identified and labeled, becoming relevant categories.

3.10

Limitations of the Study
This study sought to explore and describe the experiences of men who had

participated in the feminist-based under graduate course at the Faculty of Social V/ork.
One of the limitations to this study was the experiences were limited to a very small
sample of men in a large urban centre. This small sample may have provided a limited

glimpse of experience and perception and may be influenced by the participants'

willingness to share their stories. It is not possible to speculate what different
information would have occurred had there been responses from men who did not find
their feminist experience helpful.
The participants overall were cooperative, enthusiastic and provided variety in
the feminist topics and issues that they managed to recall which influenced them. Two

of the participants were rather reticent and it felt frustrating attempting to engage further
discussion and the transcripts reflected this lack of enthusiasm and information. It is

difficult to say whether these men were in touch with their emotions or not, and whether
this was at all connected to the lack of discussion or whether the questions themselves
seemed superfluous to the participants. The lack of connection with those participants

that did not really want to funher elaborate made it difÍicult to probe for further

information-

55

The researcher has been a member of the social work faculty as a student since
7997 and been actively involved with an urban child welfare agency since 1996 as a

front line worker. The writer tends to lean in a feminist direction when it comes to
understanding families and relationships and is aware that his biases may have affected
the interview process and the results contained in the findings. However with accurate

transcription and careful attention to classification of categories and themes, this
researcher did his best to
3.1

1

limit this bias.

Ethical Considerations
There was the possibility that my own gender biases have influenced the

construction of the patterns and details used to convey the context of the interviews.
When constructing the questions and reviewing the information, I consulted with my

wife,

a

feminist with MSW status, to address whether there was any possibility that my

biases were interfering with my analysis.
James (1986:

p l8)

says that "gender has a crucial bearing on a research project

from conception to completion." Interviewer questions, theories used, and methods
selected can all play a role in the final outcome of a study. Whether questions were
selected that encouraged discontent or frustration, or whether I was able to see the

inchoate ways that men shield their grievances (Hobson, 1978) all depended on my

ability to be aware of my own gender influences. working around the issue of
feminism, it is important to be sensitive to women's perceptions of the project. I invited
my wife to read drafts of the material, inform me whether the material was significant,
and provide feedback which was often supportive in keeping going.

s6

3.12

Summary

A qualitative research design was used to do an exploratory study on men's
experiences of a feminist-based course at the under graduate

level. A feminist

based

qualitative approach was chosen as the framework for this project because I felt it
employed methods that demonstrate respect for individual experience and increases the

likelihood that the information gathered will contain depth and detail, and the issues
discussed

will reveal

a deeper nature of the person's response to a situation (Reinharz,

1992;Tutty, Rothery, & Grinnell,1996). This qualitative method was also useful in
that little was known of this topic.

Interviews were all conducted in person and recorded on audiotape. The men
were all residents of Manitoba and had attended the University of Manitoba in the

pursuit of their BSW degrees. Ethical procedures were followed. Transcripts were
generated from tapes of the interviews to provide the data for this project. Data were

converted to categories, coded and then grouped under main themes. The next chapter
discusses the results of this research on the topic of men's experience of feminist
studies.
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Chapter Four
Results

Introduction
This study was designed to explore whether a feminist learning experience by
men allowed for any widening of gender awareness, and whether the men in this study
were able to incorporate their learning into their social work practice. Open-ended
questions were used to allow men the opportunity to describe those matters that were

important for them, rather than limiting them to predetermined areas.
Data collected from the interviews provided a rich description of the varied
experiences each participant had participating in a feminist based course. The

information from the participants is outlined in three sections in this chapter. The first
section deals with the men's previous encounter with feminism and how it influenced

their sense of self prior to taking the feminist social work course. The second and third
sections address the two major questions posed by this research: 'Was there a

transformative effect as a result of participation in a feminist based course? Were male
graduates able to incorporate feminist perceptions into their social work practice?

Men's perceptions of themselves before taking feminist courses
es of

familv and co-

self
Identities are complex and we are born into beliefs and taken-for granted
practices that can and do influence the way that we perceive things (Schneider, 1998).

Masculinities are also multifaceted and as Connell (1995) points out not static, but
constantly evolving. It is the individual's interaction with both the immediate and the
broader social influences that contribute to his making and remaking of identity and
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meaning (Kenway &.Fitzclarence, 1997). I asked the participants to describe to me
what they thought their values were prior to coming to a feminist class in relation to

gender. The participants were able to draw some insights into how their life
experiences influenced their thoughts and values around gender and how these may
have contributed to the comfort with which they participated in feminist courses.
Several of the participants had either worked with or knew of feminist women

who had an influence on their thinking before they came into contact with feminist
studies. Jeff attributed his familiarity to feminism and gender issues with having a wide
range of women friends and being an extensive reader that contributed to his

fairly

broad understanding ofgender expectations and differences that existed:
We would have discussed many of these issues well before I went into the
school of social work....and coming from a wide range of perspectives, not
necessarily specifically a feminist ideology but more in terms of rights, very
concerned about the rights of people, in terms of what's fair, what's just, what's
responsible, and what's caring.
Sam shared two different feminist contact experiences. One involved a working

relationship with a feminist co-worker which he felt helped with his understanding of
feminist values and ideals:
...previous to joining the social work program I worked in a job with a social
worker who identifie[d] herself as a feminist. So [] was exposed prior to the
social work program to a lot of feminist values and ideals courtesy of this
person.

The second experience had to do with volunteering at a community clinic,
around 7997, which was guided by profeminist thought and he had this to say about its

influence on his thinking:
...volunteering [at this clinic] and they're quite profeminist. In the training
feminism is highlighted: feminist perspectives and working with people. So that
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would have continued to build on my own awareness. I think that would have
been my fìrst solid exposure to feminism labeled as feminism.

The otllc" participants attributed social factors, e.g. friends, which influenced

their attitudes and beliefs about gender or feminism. Barry was less clear about his
orientation, but described his relation to feminism more as a disinterest in the way
masculinity is constructed

:

I guess the people that I hung out with, I don't think that they would identify
themselves as feminist per say, but I think they were very respectful and they I
don't know if necessarily put words to it but I think we believed in equality.
And I think it was kind of coupled with I didn't really strong[ly] identify with
what it meant to be a man, in terms of conventional mainstream, I mean the
stereotypical male thing didn't, the macho-sort of thing, that never really sat
well with me at all.
Pete may have had the least feminist exposure coming into the social

work

program, yet his knowledge seemed to be grounded in a similar understanding

of

inequality existing in the way gender ordered women's experience. He admitted not
having read much in the area of feminism, but he acknowledged a significant interest in
oppression and attributed some of his leftist leanings and openness to a connection to
music, which helped lay a foundation for him to be prepared to at least consider

feminism as an alternative:

... I was pretty ignorant around actual readings in feminism, but I came from
pretty pro-humanist approach anyway. Like I was really interested in
oppression to begin with and although I didn't have a complete grounding in

a

feminism, I recognized that the¡e was a plight to a view of women's status in
society.... [But] I was really big into punk rock and really embraced the values
that were espoused through my favorite bands which were mostly pro anticonformity and leftist kind of stuff. ...I'd already come to the table thinking this
is a pretty messed up place. Like there's a class system that's based on wage
eamers and people who own the means of production...I came into it thinking
that this is an oppressive society that exploits people and it just gave me more
ammo for that whole kind of world view_
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The other significant influence for these men seemed to be their families

of

origin. All participants experienced traditional upbringings in their families of origin.
In traditional family structures the male sees himself as the economic provider (Jenkins,
1990), where responsibilities include solving problems in a rational way, remaining

cool and calm in crisis situations, not allowing feelings to get in the way and always
needing to take the lead. Intimacy, nurluring and relationship responsibilities are

mostly avoided or discouraged. There is no emotional expressiveness and all the males
are brought up to believe that they should be tough and competitive. There is no room

for being vulnerable by taking emotional risks; men are supposed to remain guarded
and defensive. In the traditional family make-up males are to be men of action not

words (Jenkins, 1990; Mclean, Carey & White, 1996).
Several of the participants addressed the family of origin issue in greater length,

while the other participants gave one sentence acknowledgement of their families being
traditional. For example Sam mentioned that his family held opinions about feminism
that were incongruent with how they acted and felt toward one another:

Family of origin was pretty traditional..... I don't think my mom would describe
herself as a feminist. I don't think either of my sisters would either....
[They]
would probably hold the stereotype view of feminism as man-hating. ...so thãy
can't be feminists. Bur they definitely probably hold a lot of feminist
values....My dad is a little more stereotypical but quite open-minded.....I
definitely don't think that he ever thought his daughters would just get married
and have kids and not have a life or a career or anything like that.
Jeff, the oldest parlicipant in this study with the most experience with feminist
issues dating back to the 1970's, describes how his attitudes and values were shaped by

being brought up in a traditional masculine rural farm family rooted in religion where
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"gender roles were quite strong." Growing up with three sisters and a mother
who was

professionally employed, Jeff felt

:

I was quite comfortable, and familiar with women having strong opinions, equal
opinions, to my own. I valued their ideas and their inputs to
discussions. . . . fwhat] I was aware of was that my mother had larger earning
abilities than my father. I was also aware that she had some perõnal strengths
that were significantly greater than his.... [for]example my mother was a very
creative thinker as well as being quite a poetic person, whereas my father tended
to be very musical, very focused on musical expression and upp..tiut.d thut
kind of being that was meaningful to him. So I valued the diñrences and did

not necessarily see them attached to gender in any way.

It was a combination of those things that he admitted contributed to his values of
seeing women not as stereotypes but

differently. Though when he reflected on his own

maniage he admitted:

I had been with my partner for probably about five or six years
[when the
feminist class took place] and our first child, a daughter, had beèn bom. And
our roles were again, in many ways, fairly gender divided, in that I had been the
primary wage earner most of our relationship. And we probably had divided
quite a few of our tasks along those same traditional g"nd". roles.

It

appears that even though being raised in a

family where his mother made

more income and was the primary provider, ("we've discussed just about anything
whenever it came up") this participant was unable to avoid the traditional patriarch
pattern with which so many men are socialized.
Pete had only one thing to say about his

family "It wasn't the healthiest kind of

family." while Barry offered, "I don't think either my mother or my father would
identify themselves as being feminist.,'
John had the most oppressive family experience of the
parents had a

five. He stated his

difficult relationship that was not helped by the way in which his father

treated his mother, which he thought affected his thoughts about gender:

62
Some of those values have to do with my experiences growing up... my ideas
would have been shaped by my father having been really disrespectful of my
mother, really dominating their relationship, and our whole family, and my mom

experierlc;ng that relationship as really devaluing her. I didn't experience any
violence from my father towards my mom but certainly there was no question
about who had the final word and decisions. It was always dad. I grew up sort
of attaching my feelings to my mother's feelings of (pause) guess hurt and
powerlessness in the family.....I had ideas about men [that] were oppressive...
[And] also my ideas around gender tended to devalue men. I often looked at
certain male characteristics or masculine characteristics as bad ones as opposed
to different ones.

Lifestyle changes can contribute to how one views gender and feminism. Not
all men participate in patriarchal premise. Sam, the only self-identified gay man in the
study, admitted "it really was coming out" that helped him let go of traditional beliefs
around gender and gain what he described as a better sense of balance between the
genders:

Probably my awareness around feminism and letting go of some of traditional
stuff happened when I was coming out....making connections in the gay
community with men that didn't necessarily subscribe to a lot of the values [or]
roles that men are traditionally described as having. . ...because of my self as an
out gay man, I don't think I held stereotypical values associated with gender.
When I first came out....meeting friends in the gay community, being involved
in those activities, created a sense of awareness around gender and fluidity
between male and female that they're not polar opposite, that there's a big
crossover area in-between.

This is consistent with Pease and Fook's (1999) assertion that certain men, such
as anti-sexist and gay men, move

in the world contrary to oppressive nature and act with

a social determinism that pays attention to the impact patriarchy has had on women and

recognize how women are objectified. Most of the participants expressed a heightened
self awareness as a result of taking the feminist perspectives course. Even though there
was some black and white thinking of how gender relates to oppression, overall

it
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appeared that the participants had a good grasp of how men have access to and exert

power over women in harmful ways.
4.1

.2 Perceived influences

of previous feminist content in courses prior to social work

Attitudes can alter as students become informed about feminist issues and have a
perceptible impact on their beliefs, either reinforcing feminist standpoints or creating
space

for

a person

to ally with feminism (Pennell et al., 1993). The men in this sfudy

shared some of their academic exposure prior to entering the social work program that
helped them.
Pete shared that:

...before coming to social work I took a social stratification course in my under
graduate program and just learned [about] social movements like the left... I
recognized that there was a plight to a view of women's status in society. . ..I
recognized that we lived in an oppressive society but hadn't analyzedit
completely from a women's perspective, hadn't had that opportunity.....I was
concemed with all oppressionfs] like human rights, animal rights.... where I had
those roots, those were my values....that's where I learned analyzing things
from a critical perspective.
Sam's exposure came during the exploration of another discipline before

moving over to social work. He said, "in anthropology we touched somewhat on the
roles of genders traditionally. .. in anthropology we discussed patriarchy." Both
statements confirm his exposure to feminist ideology but again this statement was

immediately followed by his assertion that

"l would

say that probably my awareness

around feminism and letting go of some of the traditional stuff happened when I was

coming out."
John was drawn to feminism in the area of child development as he was

pursuing his bachelor's degree at the University of Winnipeg. As he describes it:
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...I became aware of activities on campus that women were organizing and
discussions in psychology about feminist perspectives on child development and
adult development. . .. I came in with a real openness to those kinds of ideas and
gradually got a bit more theoretical understanding of feminism. . . . changing in
my values, changing internally my values.
Barry explained his previous exposure to feminism as insight gained when
recognizing the congruence of those feminist ideas with some of his own feelings while
pursuing a double major in sociology and justice and law enforcement:

I would have identified myself as feminist or a profeminist prior to taking the
class. I had the opportunity to get exposure to feminist theories through my
BA.. .. speaking with [a] TA and just having a conversation about feminism and
this person, identified themselves as a feminist and just what it was like for
them, what their experience was being feminist in this world... After being
exposed, I was able to put a name to a lot of the thoughts thatl rcalized I had
myself in the way that I view the world even before I realized it was congruent
with feminism.
Four of five respondents mentioned some form of exposure to feminism that
influenced them in some way, prior to taking a feminist course at the Faculty of Social

Work. From the responses it

seems that these four participants were able to come away

from their experiences with some increased understanding of feminism and basic
knowledge of feminist practice and ideology.
Men's experience of the feminist social work course

4.2.1. Men's overall descriptions of their

class experience

The data collected in this study reveals a range of participant experiences in the
context of the feminist based course. For a number of them it was a mixed experience.

While overall compared to the literature review which appeared to raise questions about
the benefits of feminist material in truly changing attitudes, this sample of men
articulated a lot of benefits attached to attending these courses.

All of the men found

that the material allowed them to see the complexities of individual lives. There were
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three participants who found their beliefs they had coming into the course reaffìrmed,

while two of the participants raised some concerns about the feminist process.
For several of the participants an appreciation of feminism occurred as a result
of being receptive to what was being taught. Sam described it as:
The best sort of sense of awareness and critique in regards to gender, in regards
to the different roles that male and female do play, and how society stereotypes
both of those roles.... probably the class where we dìd the most work in regards
to what I would have thought a social worker did.... Throughout my under
graduate I found the feminist class to actually be the class where I got the most
out of it.
Pete was able to recognize the importance of being exposed to the different

feminist ideas and acknowledged that there was a certain amount of self-introspection
that needed to take place. Critical consciousness, Webb (cited in Pease, 2003b) states,

"is based on the premise that we can move from the distorted (what we are led to
believe) to a more accurate representation (of how things actually are)." Pete said:
The course was a positive experience. It exposed me to a lot of different people,
to read about motherhood, about woman hating. It was about looking at what
my viewpoint was and I found that really crucial, as far as looking at selfawareness and going into a field where you're helping people try and sort things
out.

Jeff was able to recognize that his values, though not changed significantly from
a

traditional religious upbringing, did shift with exposure to feminist ideas. Pennell

(1993) says that attitudes will change as people become informed about women's
issues:

It opened up my understanding and awareness to a different way of thinking.
There was some sense for me of a more transcendent worth of the
individual...and the feminist course gave me some new words that I used in
talking with people.
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When Bany reflected on his experience, he said he was not aware if it had any

significant impact. Kahane (1998) says that men have to find ways to live responsibly

with their contradictions. The optimistic ending of this statement seems to fit with this
premise:

I don't think there was much change as a result of [the feminist course], largely
what it did was I learned more about feminist theory and how it fits in with
social work and social work values and social work practice....and it solidified a
lot of things for me [about my] thoughts and beliefs...I had a greatexperience
with that course. It was intense in that I made a lot of discoveries about myself,
about different beliefs. It was very positive.
For Sam the feminist course resonated and reaffirmed his beliefs, even
strengthening them as he leamed more about paficular issues:

... [For]

me to voice my thoughts and opinions in the class really wasn't that
hard... I felt comfortable to put my hand up and challenge other students.... it
just reaffirmed and probably strengthened some of the belìefs that I already

held.... making fcertain issues] a little clearer for me..... This is often the only
class where [you] are getting exposed to issues around oppression around
feminism, around social justice issues.
John and Pete understood that being a man had its drawbacks in a feminist class
and that being amongst women meant that masculine subjectivities needed to be

constructed differently. Pete was cognizant of his place in the class and was able to

respectfully draw his own gender boundary for what he could and could not contribute
from a privileged position. For Pete the class provided a unique experience where he
felt he was exposed to the issues women deal with and he wanted to be respectful

of

that:

I kind of think that in a feminist course I should kind of sit and listen and take in
some of that stuff. . . ..I didn't just sit and listen, because I did participate. But
cefainly I didn't want to play the role of being the know-it-all or saying too
much. Certainly I didn't feel silenced or anything in the discussions. It was
handled in a real appropriate and comfortable way. . ...It was a positive
experience. It was an enlightening one. Overall I really enjoyed that course. It
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exposed me to a whole bunch of different people to go read...sensitized me
more to what kind of issues women have to deal with on a day to day basis...
[It
was] good for me to learn from my peers, my female peers what their
experiences were and what fis it] that I need to take a look [at]...changes in
values, how decisions are made.
John also noticed that being a man amongst women required boundaries and
these essentially had to be recognized and respected:

"I

also think it's okay for me to be an outsider to discussions about feminism to
some extent. I think there's different ways to understand feminism. V/hen I

think about feminism as being about the experience of being a woman in this
world, I think I should be an outsider to that... There were times when I didn't
speak up about things in class but rather spoke to the instructor privately, or we
had weekly journals to hand into the instructor. So I would be more likely to try
out ideas that I was uncertain about in that context rather than in class."
Recognizing that being a man made it difficult to relate to some of women's
experiences, some men felt it more appropriate to step back and observe and participate

when asked. As mentioned earlier in the literature review decisions to speak out or stay
silent are influenced by a complexity of issues. Pete had this to say about drawing a

similarity between the feminist course experience and what a working relationship with
a

client might look like:

I never felt like there were fingers pointed at me because I was in possession of
a penis. It was really non-threatening. I mean it was about looking at what my
viewpoint was. I found that it's so crucial as far as looking at self awareness
and going into a field where you're helping people try and sort things out.
There were some concerns raised by two of the participants. Their experience

was less favourable. Jeff was conflicted about his experience with feminism, in that he
found the material taught to be of value and highly transferable to working with people

in the field of social work. Yet he was as unwavering in his denunciation of women's
history of patriarchy, which he felt held all men accountable without any leniency,

as
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rigid and demoralizing. Jeff felt it was impossible to say anything and that as an
individual he did not feel respected:
In regards to the term safe, I felt it was impossible for me to say anything that
would be deemed valid. That as an individual I was not being respected....I
ended up feeling like I was not entitled to speak simply because of the history of
patriarchy and the fact that I was a man.
John also found the feminist course to be a double-edged sword. On one hand
he was able to name a number of significant places where the feminist course played a

valuable role in shaping his thoughts and perceptions about issues:
The feminist course that I did through social work actually helped me to
reorganize a lot of my thinking about feminism and oppression and po\,ver
differences. . .. ilt] helped me to understand oppression in many different
contexts. . ...[and] it got me thinking about how it's just not about being a man
that is oppressive, it has to do with a choice to use power... It certainly felt
comfortable expressing myself in feminist terms, and felt comfortable listening
to women express themselves in feminist terms. ...and it helped me to reorganize
a lot of my thinking about feminism, oppression and power differences.

But there was a sense of reservation. John also felt he was being held
accountable indirectly for all men's actions towards women. He felt there was an

underlying assumption from the feminists, that men were seen as powerful and
oppressive while women were oppressed and powerless. As he described it:

Anything I would have to say would always be formulated in response to that
idea [men were powerful and oppressive; women were oppressed and
powerless], or somehow qualifiing it or allowing for it, or discounting it...the
assumption was that patriarchy was the truth. And everything else could and
had to be built on that truth... what if we didn't see the world in terms of
patriarchy, what if we all believed that people are equal, what would our
discussion look like then? It would always be some references to the idea men
dominate women.

Jeff described being surrounded by feminist perspectives as "ungrounding" and
he felt he experienced an uncomfortable feeling that resulted in his having to:
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...as a male in classrooms where there were predominantly women, in feminist
courses or where there were people discussing feminist ideas, that I not
infrequently felt I had to just sit and listen because my perspective was not
valued.....and when it came to radical feminists I slnply chose not to engage
with them, chose to say I am refusing to pay attention or I refuse to give

credibility to this person's discussion in terms of responding...because I don't
feel safe enough to engage with them and so I sit back and watch.
Feminist practice does not seek to demoralize and isolate men, but rather it
attempts to correct misconceptions and m1'ths through historical recovery and
contemporary investigation and give a voice to the experience of women (Mandell,

1995). These men described feeling alienated by their experience. It did not appear
that these two men were able to empathize with the female perspective. It is not
uncommon for a member of a minority, in this case, these men amongst female feminist
students, feeling out of place and without a voice

(Mullaly, 2002).

Listening to feminist criticisms of the psychological effects of domination or
oppression, attempting to understand the dehumanizing characteristics of human
society, or being exposed to how women define patriarchal subjectivities and being at
the center of the debates about patriarchal practices can be overwhelming to men. In
order to protect themselves men may be inclined to fight or flight, where it may be

difficult for these men to connect to their own pain. Men having believed the cultural
stereotypes and images that identify men from a deficit perspective may appear

unmotivated to change (Hawkins & Dollahite,1997). The resistance displayed here
may not be intended for challenging personal subject positions (see Pease, 2003b, p.

200). If they are inclined these men may have felt that the material was too threatening
to their senses of self; or they may be wanting to play the victim to draw attention and
sympathy (see Kenway, 1995). As Kenway (1995) puts it "feminism teaches painful
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and unwelcome knowledge to males and that in provoking change it also sets in motion
a process

which can be uncomfortable and anxiety producing"(p.78). Feminist

pedagogy, Kenway (1995) emphasizes must be sensitive to this and build in ways to
deal with it.

4.2.2 Men's understandins of privilege
Kimmel (1998) says that privilege is the invisible power some men hold over
women and other men. He goes on to describe this as the social level of power in which
some men feel powerless. Privilege comes in many

forms. Men

are pressured into a

structured invisibility by the male socialization process where they intemalize beliefs
and feelings which naturalize their commitment to the subordination of women. This
means men feeling more important in what they do, how they think, and the actions that

they can perform in assuring the survival of mankind (Pease, 2000; Segal, 1990). This
adherence to patriarchal notions of traditional masculinity prevents them from

conceptualizing new or altemative perspectives (Hondagnea & Messner, 1994). This
internalized privilege allows men to

justiff their actions and behaviours,

even when

they are oppressive and perpetuate male prejudices, which are often aimed at women,

children and men who are not members of the dominant group (Pease, 2003b,193-94).
The men in this small study recognized that patriarchy does exist and that it does
have deleterious effects on women and people of minority status. As Sam put it:

I already had a pretty good grasp and understanding of patriarchy, so I felt
comfortable participating in the discussions around it. I also subscribe to the
notion that patriarchy exists, that we do live in a patriarchal society and that
especially women, but not just women, that other groups are also affected by
patriarchy. So if you're not the dominant group any one outside of that really
suffers as a result.
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John came into the course with some patriarchal notions of the helplessness

of

women and needing men to protect them. In the past he noted that he would have been
on a bandwagon with ideas about getting out into the world and protecting women and

making sure that they were safe. But after having experienced some feminist teachings,
he was able to shift his perspective of previously held patriarchal beliefs:

I'm much more open to seeing women's strength... even in situations where
they are being oppressed. And believing much more in women's capacity to
change and take charge of their own lives rather than needing us. Whether I'm
thinking of us as social workers or as men or whoever the us is, not needing us
so much to rescue them but to help them to deveìop their own experiences of
fulfillment, power and satisfaction in their own lives. And ... I'm not the person
who makes that happen, and my colleagues aren't the people that make that
happen. But that it will be oppressed people, whoever they are, that make that
happen for themselves. Not to say they can't do without support or it wouldn't
be helpful to have some support, but I wouldn't be seeing myself so much as the
agent ofchange.
Pete's realization is unequivocally proactive. Somehow

it felt more like a mantra

for deconstructing patriarchy:

...I came into it thinking that this is an oppressive society that exploits people
and fthat the] world view. . . it's not even just based on whether you can work or
whether you own the means of production, it's like whether you're bom a male
or a female. Yeah how did I handle it? It was just more ammunition for me to
...to just say yea! our society needs to be changed and transformed.
Sam saw the need to look at patriarchy and inspect how

it affects all individuals. He

voiced this in the following:
Patriarchy isn't just about women, feminism isn't just about women. [lt's]
looking at how different oppressions intersect, how they affect people at
different levels, looking at issues related to power and privilege and how these
can be challenged...
The males in this study knew they were white middle class heterosexual or

homosexual males. But as Barry commented:
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By the end of the classes I attended, I'd learned that as a person of privilege...I
have an opportunity to use my privilege to help people who are oppressed.
Kahane (1998) says that it is upsetting to recognize ¿:e's sense of entitlement,

"that one of the most difficult aspects of feminist consciousness is awareness of the
extent to which one's current identity is defined by patriarchal privilege" (p. 229). Four

of these men were willing to be reflective and consider different ways that they might
deal with privilege in the future, but Jeff did not comment on the issue of privilege.

4.2.3 Men's relationship to issues of power
Female subordination (Rogers

& Garrett, 2002) describes what it means to be

relegated by men to a place that represents suppression of power. Women are taught

from

a

very early age to tolerate if not welcome male intrusions into their psychological

and physical space and to find men's intrusions and behaviours flattering, even when
those actions indicate disinterest or are diametrically opposed to women's interests.

Feminists and others often state that women have power within themselves (hooks,

2000a). Men on the other hand assume power as a privilege that comes with the
territory of being male.
Jeff talked about power as something he had to give up when he felt his voice
was diminished by the feminist agenda:

I ended up feeling like I was not entitled to speak simply because of the history
of patriarchy and the fact that I was a man.... it caused me to feel that my voice
somehow needed to be diminished, that I needed to contain it in ways that I
didn't feel comfortable with.... it felt to me like there was some exchange of
role and that didn't fit with my initial sense of what feminism was about. It just
felt like a power reversal. And I wasn't comfortable with that, because it
seemed to me that power reversals had gone on throughout history as well. And
different people take on power roles, and I'm never comfortable with that. I
always feel... the abuse of that. ultimately it doesn't matter to me who's
abusing the power. I'm opposed to that.

l3
Sam had a very different approach to power and the differentials that exist along
gender

lines. In response to the question about profeminism sam stated:
. ..patriarchy isn't just about women, feminism isn't just about women.
So
profeminist means looking at how different oppressions intersect; how they
affect people at different levels, looking at issues related to power and privilege;
and how those can be challenged, looking at socialjustice issues, being apart of
that, being proactive versus sitting back and waiting for somebody else to do
something.

This statement indicates several things. It describes an understanding that power
and

privilege intersect and oppress people, that there are power imbalances that need

challenging and that being proactive means advocating for change. Sam seeks

responsibility when he admitted:

Critiquing male versus female, I think I probably have more power than a lot of
women. Even as a gay male, I probably have a lot more power than some
women. So when you staft to look at different genders, different oppressions,
how they interact and look at power and privilege that go with those....... I am a
white male so that I have a lot of privilege in regards to that.
John shed a different light on the power concept when he said:

What oppression can I speak of; there isn't an articulation of powerlessness
among straight white men that we have access to in our world, at least not
responsible ones.
John asserted that the feminist course he took in social work helped him to
organize his thinking about feminism, oppression and power differences:

It's just not about being a man that is oppressive; it has to do with a choice to
use power. That masculinity isn't the problem; it's the oppressive actions that
are the problem.
Here John talked about making a choice to use his power. He suggested that
realizing and using power in inoffensive ways provides men with opportunities to be
part of the solution. For Pete it may mean taking a look at the use of power in one's
relationship with a partner:
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...

just looking

at the structure of how power of how decisions were being made;

... ended up in a very middle-class arrangement as the dominant breadwinner in
the family. So we're always looking at that how power's distributed.
Pete demonstrated how the understanding of power differentials could be

transferred to a work situation:
So I think just talking about the cycle of violence with them and that it's about
power and control... I think would go with that idea.... it probably would be
helpful for them to understand that they have this attitude about women that you
know that it's okay to hurt them, it's okay to use their power over them, that we
probably don't give them a lecture at that the relationships because it's a male
dominated society.....its about an unhealthy nature of the relationship.
John had liule to say about power, except to acknowledge that there are men at
the top of society's ladder that would not benefit with a shift in power:

I'm thinking that men who afe atthe top of patriarchal structures might disagree.
If we had a world that was matriarchal or more equal, even then it wouldn't be
better because they wouldn't have the power that they have in this current
system.
When men understand the dynamics and complexities of power then there is

opportunity to use that knowledge as a tool for influencing change. For some men
feminist learning can transfer to their everyday lives and workplaces. However each
individual man's ability to institute change in male elitist stances such as racism
homophobia, ageism, misogyny means men need to challenge the systems that
perpetuate or perpetrate oppression. As mentioned in the introduction to this study,
men need a massive effort to leam about women, themselves, and what is required to be

critical about men's changing roles and social norms (Harris, 1995). This needs to start

with challenging men's false sense of entitlement and their assumptions about power.
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4.2.4 Powerful topics that had an effect on the men
Some men were extremely vocal in their interviews about their personal

preferences for topics that held meaning for them. They expressed their preferences for

particular issues and spoke of the reasons for their choices and how the knowledge they
had acquired was transferable to their family and work situations respectively. While

all men spoke to some extent, Sam, in particular, spoke at length on how feminism
resonated with his beliefs and ideas about life.
Issues central to feminism include women's rights to choose when and

with

whom they are sexual, women's rights to seek legal abortions as an alternative to forced
marriages or unwanted pregnancies, the right to draw attention to sexual violence and
sexual objectification of women, reproductive issues that involve looking at forced

practices that disrespect women's bodies or health, and women's roles as mothers and
caretakers (Chesler, 7994, hooks, 2000a). Some of these topics seemed to have had a

significant impact on the participants, where it affected their decision making and even
contributed to a more tolerant and sensitive understanding of the issues being faced by
the women with whom they may be working.

For instance, when it came to working with single mothers (a large population of
the child welfare system), the experience of learning about motherhood from a feminist
perspective that does not blame mothers helped some of the men. It helped them to see
better how single mothers struggle to be parents and how use of punitive strategies may
not be the most sensitive and productive interventions. As Pete put it:

This whole idea of motherhood with parents that had kids in care or with moms
that were struggling to be parents and to live up to that whole middle class idea
of mother hood, taking the course really opened my eyes....like what's a
realistic expectation for a mother with kids if they're impoverished and living on
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fixed income? Completing high school, getting a full time job, getting married
aren't the kind of values you push onto them, because that's not their reality and
that's probably not the healthiest view in the world... a lot of the women I work
with are single parents, so ....not hammering down with the course of mandated
authority on a woman because she's a single parent, so being cognizant of that
when I work with them.
a

Sam was able to reach an understanding that mothers are often blamed and

unsupported by society, and especially single mothers for whom financial and social
support is minimal:
One of the pieces that stand out was around mothering. fThere was] a moment
where a light came on for me in regards to how much is blamed on the mother,
and how much importance and value that we put on the mother, but we're also
ready to put all the blame there too. Society doesn't necessarily support
mothers, it doesn't support single mothers. But we value the role and the
contribution that they do, but we can tum on them in a dime. So that was a
moment for me in regards to probably really strengthening that, making that a
little clearer for me.

Taking the lead from some discussion of ideas that they may have experienced
in the feminist classes allows for sensitivity to certain issues involving disenfranchised

women. Exposure to issues that focused on social justice or human rights also affected
the men and left them doing some soul searching and challenging their belief systems.

As Sam described it, comparison of instruction in feminist studies to that of
anthropology elsewhere in his studies did a much more thorough job of clarifuing and
connecting a particular topic to social work values and practice here in Canada:
There was one project on the practice of female genital mutilation . . ..the group
that presented was talking about FGM in regards to it happening here in Canada.
when I had been previously exposed, we were looking at culturally from the
countries where it was happening. Now it was being talked about as the practice
was being brought to Canada by different groups or immigrants who were
coming over, how the practice was happening, and connecting it to social work
values to the rights of women, how it affected women later on in regards to
sensitivity during sexual intercourse or pleasure, the health risks associated with
it. So it was being presented in the context of here in Canada versus in specific
cultures where it was embraced by a larger culture.
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Discussing the topics of oppression, hearing a presentation around children's
toys, completing assigrur'erts that focused on stereotypes, conducting readings on
lesbian relationships and studying topics that involve abuse and violence all had a

powerful impact on these participants. For John, readings on lesbian relationships
dispelled a one-dimensional perspective of gender discrimination:
Some of Janice Ristock's research has been quite challenging to the one
dimensional analysis of oppression, like the gender dimension. .. . she talked
about similar rates of abuse [that] happened in lesbian relationships that are
[customary] in straight relationships. And that it could be based on many things,
including sexuality, or their 'in the closet' 'out of the closet' status, and many
other things that have nothing to do with being lesbian, but also that are present
in relationships, or intimate relationships between women. It sort of helped me
to start thinking about oppression as something that isn't only about gender.

For Sam it was a project on stereotypes that brought to the forefront how what
we internalize then gets transmitted in our interactions with others:

We did on all sorts of different stereotypes, stereotypes associated to men,
women, disabled people, gays, lesbians, straight people, [and] transgender. And
looking at different stereotypes and how do stereotypes affect people, what are
the myths associated with, how do we internalize those myths if we haven't been
exposed to those people from those different groups. How do those myths that
we've intemalized affect how we interact with people, our belief systems, how
we operate in the world? So that was an interesting project.
Sam was amazed by the socialization that toys impose on the sexes when he saw
a group presentation:

one group did something around children's toys. I remember that being an
interesting thing because they brought in a bunch of toys and had us play with
the toys and there were boy toys and there were girl toys. The boy toys were
trucks and weapons, G.I. Joe's and army things, and the girl toys were dolls, tea
sets, and lets make a nice little home stuff. The girl toys were all sort of home
family related, and the boy stuff was all you know masculine jobs, tough jobs,
physical jobs, army, war, so definitely some different values going on there in
how we socialize kids just through play.
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The feminist studies course challenged and helped these men understand

difficult perspectives. The course material and the way it was presented encouraged the
men to see relationships that exist, for example between oppression and

power. It also

allowed the men to feel more comfortable with themselves, after the experience. As
Sam noted, it helped him live a lot more comfortably:

The feminist studies course I took helped me to understand oppression in many
different contexts, whether it's based on race, or sexuality or chitdhood
experiences of abuse, or based on economics or just about any other dimension
really. when I think back historically about how left handed people
were....there was lots of oppression of left-handers. But that kind of power
dynamic has shifted where it isn't the same, doesn't carry the ru*" pó*.r with
it that it once did. And it got me thinking about how it's just not abòut being a
man that is oppressive; it has to do with a choice to use power. That mascuùnity
isn't the problem; it's the oppressive actions that are the problem which helped
me to be able to live in my skin a lot more comfortably.
These experiences seem to have provided the participants with an opportunity to

explore multiple viewpoints and explore issues that would not be discussed elsewhere.

To support the premise that feminist teachings do have a positive impact, John had this
to say:
There was talk, actually there was listening and examination of stories of say
black women in the United States who have spoken about how middle class
white liberal feminism have really ignored the stories of black women's
oppressions. That black women don't see themselves represented in middle class
discussions of patriarchy. And the talk about the intersecting dimensions of
oppression, you know lots of authors, lots of women who have been speaking
about that through their academic writing. It would have been about talkingabout that, through those readings..... That was an access point for me to these
ideas.

Ba.ry found work on First Nations' women where feminism appears to be in
competition with oppression to be of significance:
. . ..along the lines of feminism and First Nations' people, aboriginal
people and
how it sort of fits or sometimes doesn't fit with some aboriginai nirsi Nations'
beliefs... just some of the differences...you'd find that people identified
themselves as feminists the focus was on oppression ugâltrst women as a
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grouping of people, whereas for aboriginal First Nations' people it was the focus
on oppression against aboriginal people. . . and one of the critiques being that
there is oppression of aboriginal women by aboriginal men and aboriginal
women by non aboriginal men. I thought that was interesting, kind of like
almost like a vying for.....some people that were political in terms of First
Nations people's rights would almost put the identity of being an aboriginal
person ahead of your identity as being a woman for example.
Since these participants were volunteers,

participated

it must be emphasized they were who

willingly. As Sam put it, commenting on what

made it possible to get so

much from the experience of a feminist based course:

I found when I took the class it was my best experience.. ..I think that had to do
with me being open minded... I look at the one other guy in the class... who
was completely close-minded and not willing to open or listen or change or
grow.

Jeff attempted to recall topics that might have influenced him, but the time that
had elapsed since he was a student meant he struggled with this:

I remember there was a course that I did in which I did some research on some
of the adult learning principles that were being used in Central and South
America at the time by feminists, women teachers and women activists, and I
remember using some of that material because it felt to me like it really
incorporated everybody . . . I am trying to remember what the name of the
approach was. It was designed to present to a group of people, any kind of
people and the more representative, the more diverse the better, in which the
presenter would facilitate . . . having the different people give ideas about what
constituted their world and everybody could equally contribute to that and then
that would either be drawn by the presenter or by one of the other people with
the intent that gradually as people saw their story, the picture of their story, their
collective story emerging in this huge drawing it would start creating a
coalescence or coming together or expansion of their ideas . . . it would kind of
transcend. Instead of seeing their own picture suddenly they'd have a sense of
the picture that transcended the picture that they'd had before. I think it was that
transcendence concept that for me again fit with my most initial sense of what
feminist ideology was about.
The topics definitely left an impression on these participants and from the

recollections sited has left them with things to think about and perhaps opened up
opportunities for them to shift their perspectives regarding certain issues.
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4.2.5 Interactive strategies that men found helpful
As pointed out in the literature review (Raske, 1999), the feminist classroom is a
place where experiential leaming techniques are incorporated to teach students social

justice, racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression with the intention to promote
open, respectful, and empowering exchanges between students and faculty, that can

then be translated to worker-client relationships.
There was a strong confirmation by two of the participants that the interactive

format of learning enhanced the classroom experience and had significant impact on
helping to understand the material. As Pete pointed out the involvement and interaction

with female peers was beneficial:
I think it just sensitized me more to what kind of issues women have to deal with
on a day to day basis. It was really good for me to learn from my female peers
what their experiences were and what I need to take a look at... [e.g.] changes in
values. I mean certainly I started to take a look at how I did things in our family
and how decisions were made.
Sam found the interactive element as well contributed to how easy

it was to

accept the material:

I was in a class with people who wanted to talk, and I was fortunate and able to
learn from that. There were hands on experiences . . . that we were asked to
connect to social work values we were learning, how [it related] to the code of
ethics . . . So I think it's very valuable."
The format provided by the feminist curriculum seemed to be instructive and

greatly appreciated by all of the participants. Sam commented on the value of volunteer

work, an interactive element he described similar to that of

a pre-placement experience.

He did this work around social justice and talked about how students were expected to
connect the experience to the social work profession. From this type of exercise he
stated

"I

learned how

to analyze from

a gender perspective."

8l
Sam felt that the structure, make-up and content of feminist studies were

absolutely essential for a broad understanding of the complexities that influence social

work and working directly with people and families; that without feminist studies
exposure to feminist ideologies was not going to happen anywhere in the social work

program:

You can relate these issues or topics around diversity, around family and family
services to all aspects of social work. I think the professors need to do a better
job of integrating different things into the whole curriculum, not getting all the
needs met in one class. So at this point with the way that the curriculum is
structured there needs to be a core class, because it's not being covered
anywhere else. Apart from that I found when I took the class it was my best
experience in undergrad classes.
Presentations can play a deciding role in the way we view situations and

circumstances. Lesbianism and oppression, sex and class differences, or cultural
diversity taken in or out of context can affect the way we understand and ultimately deal

with situations. John, processing an event from the feminist course, provided

a perfect

example of a tricky situation with unlimited possibilities depending on one's perception
that resulted form observing a presentation in his feminist class:

If

an aboriginal woman is called a squaw, that's both racist and sexist. But to
say that it's only sexist denies that there's a racist element to that. And to say
that it's only racist denies that there's a sexist element to that. Both can be
happening simultaneously, it's not one category at a time. And that if this
woman's abusive partner is using that word towards her, it's probably a different
experience for her depending on whether her partner is white or aboriginal or
neither. If it's a girl friend, and if it's [a] deconstruction of the term 'squaw'
between them, it could actually be an empowering experience to be named that,
so I've just come to see how that is . . . it's different depending on the context.
And it was the feminist studies course that really helped me to understand some
of those things.
There were also assignments where students had to present ideas on an article

they read. They were expected to read the material critically, provide a critique of its
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benefits, relate it to other research, and then conclude with what social workers can do

with this information. The idea was to get them thinking about how to connect the
reading to what one does. As Sam noted:
when you start to look at different genders, different oppressions, how they
interact and look at power and privilege that go with those, I think the class did a
nice job around illustrating that . . . there wasn't much opportunity to do this in
other classes.
Instead ofjust taking notes and theorizing, these classes provided opportunities for
"hands on" experiences which were inclined to involve and enrich the learning
experience for those students who wanted to participate.
There was a strong indication by some of the participants that the practical
aspect of feminist teaching influenced one's ability to be actively involved in the

learning process. Pennell and associates ( 1993) believe when knowledge is shared as
opposed to the instructor being the expert, there is greater opportunity for knowledge to
be gained and assimilated. Jeff had this to say about feminist courses that contaìned

practical aspects as well as feminist ideologies:

I tend to feel that theoretical courses work most effectively when they're
combined with some very practical ones. The practical aspects require that
people do things. By doing I mean actually talking to a wide range of human
beings and understanding how to be respectful and caring and receptive in those
experiences. Now I'm putting this all together because I think that the feminist
influences on the world of social work, the field of social work, have gone in
those kinds of directions. I would say that where feminists are doing that kind
of thing they are imperative, they are essential.
John felt that the inclusion of feminist studies into the curriculum gave students
a rare

opportunity where they could examine different perspectives in an interactive

way:

I think it's critical that there be some kind of discussion in social work about
oppression, about different structures in our society that devalue some people to
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the benefit of others. And currently feminists are the people talking about that
. . . It's absolutely critical that feminism be part of our social work education so
that discussions and debates about anti-oppression work or structural social
work can take place.

4.2.6 Teaching

styles that may influence men's learning

When professors teach they incorporate different styles of delivering knowledge
and information to their students. The men in this study commented on this

phenomenon and were in agreement that the personal style of the instructor played an

important role in the classroom experience. Barry really thought that it was a relief not
to be confronted by a feminist stereotype when he took his course:

It's interesting.. .. the instructor was a very gentle loving person. And you know
not....all feminists are like that. I think again there is a stereotype that goes
along with women who are feminists... about being right in your face and
abrasive and aggressive. So it was counter to that.
For this reason Barry was able to identify that the leaming environment was then "a
safe nurturing place to explore these kinds of things, which

I again feel very fortunate

about."
Barry, as well, commented on the different perspective that a teaching assistant

from

a

feminist background brought to the table that seemed to leave an impression:
this person identified themselves as a feminist and just what it was like for them
[as a] feminist in this world and just some of the different approaches she'd
taken to people and speaking out against things and choosing your battles and
not sort ofgoing after everybody.

Sam attributed safety of the feminist environment and the ability to speak freely to

the leadership of the professor, who did an excellent job of managing the situation,
when there were moments where one might feel hurt when challenged, or attacked
when violated:
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In the class [with a particular professor].....I felt comfortable to put my hand up
and challenge other students. [The professor] did a greatjob in regards to
managing the situation, allowing the person to speak but not letting them be
offensive. So really drawing it back to whatever it was, ancl:hen also invited
specific people afterwards to come and talk to her. I went to [the professor's]
office and she asked me how the class was, how was I feeling and I think she
probably even used words like violated. I said that I was fine and I appreciated
how she handled it, that she really curbed people before they got to an offensive
point and let other people in the class challenge that. She was really good in
regards to framing it that people were challenging statements not other people.
So that when we took something we were taking on a stereotype or a statement,
we weren't you know calling another person a jerk or narrow minded.
Jeff found that the feminist professors delivered the material in a dynamic way:

[What] I can recall more than anything [is] the way their values came across
and the way they talked about the women's issues, and the weight that they
seemed to give to it, including the passion with which they spoke, the energy
that they presented things with.
Pete commented on the professor's style noting, "The instructor was really good
at facilitating discussion" and this allowed for dialogue that "continually challenge[d]

my perceptions or [gave] me some new ways of looking at things or a new way

of

analyzing why things are the way they are."
John was one who did not recollect a style of teaching that made for easier

acquisition of the material. He did however mention that the class situation often left
him feeling unable to talk about men's vulnerability:

...for instance talking about men's vulnerability, the one that is really hard
difficult for me to express that openly, in a lot of contexts, but particularly in
discussions oriented toward feminism, which is ironic, because so much of the
feminist analysis has led to conclusions that you should be demonstratinø
vulnerability.

And when this happened, John appreciated that the instructor had encouraged
joumal writing as an altemative to class discussion. He was able to keep a joumal in
which he could express those ideas he was not able to talk about in class:
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There were times when I didn't speak up about things in class but rather spoke
to the instructor privately, or we had weekly joumals to hand into the instructor.
So I would be more likely to try out ideas that I was unceftain about in that
context rather than in class..... It was more often if I had any perspective that
was different than this dominant feminist perspective of one dimensional
impression in our world, the patriarchal analysis.

4.2.7 What men thought about feminist

studies as a core requirement

One interview question asked the men

if feminist studies should

be a

requirement for male social work students in the future. There were varied responses.

Jeff felt that the concept of feminist studies being a core requirement was
"probably essential." Identifuing that he did not think that gender inequality had
changed since he attended the Faculty of Social Work, he was of the belief that a

feminist course could definitely help in reflecting on the reduction of people's worth
and that the feminist course would assist in one becoming more critical, more sensitized

to issues where inequities exist.
Sam stated that he was a staunch supporter of the feminist class and thought

it

was often the only class where students were getting exposed "to issues around

oppression around feminism and social justice." In other classes there might be some
attention paid to these issues, but overall it felt to him like everything was condensed

into the feminism class. He felt that "you can relate these issues or topics around
diversity, around family and family services to all aspects of social work" but that there
was not "exposure to the theories, principles, and concepts of feminism, feminist values,
and feminist perspectives in any of the other classes" and that feminist practices should
be "spread out throughout all the classes."
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Barry thought the information was important and"a good thing to be exposed

to," but he had difficulty with the course being mandatory. He voiced his objection to
this by saying that

just making a choice there, just take the course or you don't get your social work
degree. I haven't really formulated my thoughts on this, but I guess I wonder
about potentially it's sort of coercive. I don't know. Like I said [the course] had
a lot to offer and it's beneficial, but sometimes you wonder about that."
John felt that there was a real need for some kind of feminist exposure in social

work, "some kind of discussion about oppression and structures in society that devalue
some people to the benefit of others." He felt that the feminist studies course was the

only place where there was debate over such important issues. As well he felt it critical
that feminism be part of the core social work curriculum and indicated that

I'm

encouraged by the moves away from strictly talking about foppression] as
feminism to talking about anti-oppression work or structural social work, as I've
also heard that called, so that the discussion is broader than just the discussion of
gender as the basis ofoppression.
Pete was rather straight

forward. In response to the question whether the

courses should be a core requirement he said,

"I think they should be. when I

graduated from social work, I was just appreciative of how much social work did for me

beyond what I had with just a BA. So I think it's absolutely essential."

In summary participants discussed at length their experiences with the feminist
course material they encountered. There was talk of the many issues that had an impact

on their lives and how those experiences translated into work perspectives that enrich

their social work practice.
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4.2.8

Some concerns about feminism and how

it is taught

Existence of patriarchy not frt the world view for one of the participants. Why

this was an issue for this man and not the others, is not apparent. This would make an
interesting research project in the future. For the purpose of this study, I was only

looking for feedback as to how it felt to voice difficult issues in a feminist course.
Whenever John wanted to contribute, he felt like he was under a gender microscope:
One thing that stands out for me is being asked to speak for all men. Like let's
go to John for the male perspective right now.

As John stated he felt his ability to participate seemed to be influenced by a
feminist agenda, that it was difhcult for him to even think any ideas if they were not
associated with the feminist perspective, so that when he was asked to contribute:

It makes it difficult to even think any ideas that are, that don't jive with that
picture, never mind voice them. If you're even a creative enough thinker, to
think those thoughts there is still the added step of how and whether you
communicate them . . . I think that's one of the things that those ideas hide, that
the idea of only men are oppressive and only \¡/omen are victims. I think it hides
lots of things. It hides women's power; it hides men's vulnerability; it hides the
experiences of people of colour, people's sexualities other than heterosexual. It
hides lots of things . . . I guess that any ideas expressed about power or
vulnerability would always be somehow created in relation to the idea that men
are oppressive of women. And that anything that doesn't reference that
becomes gibberish almost becomes irrelevant.
Some men feel comfortable in the company of feminists, whereas other men

adopt a defensive position when they enter women's spaces and are expected to listen to

feminist perspectives. John chose to examine how feminist analysis keeps men
disconnected from themselves and how the analysis of feminism has contributed to a
possible homophobia amongst men:

I think that analysis of feminism has also contributed to some homophobia
among men. cause for me homophobia . . . as it applies to men has a lot to do
with being skeptical about vulnerability between men . . . in order to see that
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vulnerability, it would be hard, I would need to lift the lens of seeing men only
as powerful and strong and oppressive.
This could well be what Mclean Carey and White (1996) term an anti-feminist
sentiment. The conservative perspective anti-feminists adopt blames feminism and
paints men as the victims of progressive feminist reform and reverse discrimination

(Houtz, 1995 from Lingard & Douglas , 7999, p.35). The question that needs addressing
here is whether the participant was using the feminist course material or his own

experience of this material to make critical connections about men's positions. The
other matter that needs attention would be what risk this potentially poses to teaching
this material. As Rosell and Hartman (2001) indicate, in their research, men may keep

their private thoughts and beliefs hidden and only share publicly what others want to
hear.

Men's integration of feminism
The men in this study all worked in different capacities in the community.
Several of the participants worked directly with men around issues of violence and
abuse, while one of the participants was a child welfare worker for his entire career.

Two of the participants worked in the field of health and provided counseling and
support services to women and men.

It is important to consider the effects of feminism on men's personal lives
well

as

as

their working lives, as the recognition and consideration of feminist perspectives

in one situation can be transferable to the other and vice versa. The term profeminism
was incorporated into the title to signifu men's support for feminism.
Part of this study was to investigate the ways in which the male graduates have
been able to incorporate any new perceptions, gleaned from their feminist experience,
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into their social work practice. This section begins by exploring these participants'
thoughts on profeminism and then examines how these men believe they can
incorporate what they have leamed into their personal lives and work practices as social
workers.

4.3.1 Men's' views

on the term profeminism

Profeminism as a post-modern critical theory, (Connell, I 995; Heam, 1998b;

Kimmell, 2000) is a commitment derived from a compassion and empathy with women
to be supportive of their efforts to achieve equality (Pease, 1996). One question asked
each participant what the term

"profeminist" means to them.

The answers varied from participant to participant. Jeff felt the term was

confusing and unclear. He confused feminism with Jung's animus/anima differentiation
between the feminine and masculine:

Well just on the face of it pro means for and feminism is a term that I understand
in a variety of ways, culturally and socially and economically. So trying to put
them together like that I am a little bit baffled, I don't quite know what I would
think it means.
Sam was much more concise:

To me profeminist means supporting feminist values, which means looking at
patriarchy and how it affects all individuals. Patriarchy isn't just about women,
feminism isn't just about women. So profeminist means looking at how
different oppressions intersect how they affect people at different levels, looking
at issues related to power and privilege and how those can be challenged,
looking at social justice issues, being a part of that, being proactive versus
sitting back and waiting for somebody else to do something. And really that
would be what profeminist means to me.
His answer includes a commitment on the part of men to be socially minded, be

willing to take action and look at ways to influence people in looking

at things

from
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different perspectives. Barry appeared to struggle with the gender neutral/gender
identity dilemma when deciding whether he could be part of the feminist movement:
...what I think of with profeminism is somebody who definitely is a supporter of
feminism. Now different people have different definitions of feminism and I
know for some people part of being a feminist requires being female. So for
people that in those peoples' eyes or minds, I couldn't be a feminist simply
because I'm a man, so then I find myself as a profemìnist. So I guess it's a more
respectful, potentially inclusive way I guess a male or a man sort of identifuing
that they have values that are congruent with feminism.
John wanted no part of the distinction associated with the term profeminism.

This participant may be experiencing an imposition of

a

particular reality with which he

is not comfortable, one that does not match his. So, for reasons of his own, he chose to
distance himself from the issue:

To me profeminist is, I guess, it's an adjective, not a noun. I don't see it as an
identity label for myself. I am in favour of feminism, I support feminism, but I
am not, I don't label myself a profeminist, which I think lots of men who are in
favour of feminism have been doing. I am uncomfortable with labeling myself
with, in reference to women's experiences, because that doesn't honour my own
experiences. I would like there to be a term something like a masculinist, or a . .
. but I think the term is just man for that. A man I feel okay being male
masculine. So I support women in their efforts to minimize the power
differentials that exist for women. I support women's efforts to speak out about
violence against women. I think that's important and I hope that continues but
it's not my life's work. My life's work would be more speaking out with other
men who are interested in stopping violence and supporting them to do that.
That's what it means to me to be profeminist, just that I support women who are
feminist.
Pete alluded to a profeminist persuasion when he spoke of having a

son. He

wants to promote a vision of manhood that fits with a kind of profeminist viewpoint.
When asked what profeminism meant to him, he responded:

I think it means in my mind recognizingnumber one that feminist belief system
and ideals are important and I'm trying to think recognizing that their analysis of
society is correct and then going forth from there and saying yes, I hear that. I
will support you as best I can and how I'm going to do that is by working with
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men and try and help transform it. And supporting that cause, but also doing it
differently by working with the male population.

4.3.2

Inteqration of feminist ideas into the men's personal lives
Brod (1998) believes that men can bring valuable resources to their feminism as

long as they can somehow manage to adopt in part the standpoint of women. As has
been mentioned throughout these findings the participants had no

difficulty applying

what they were learning to their own personal experiences. Jeff was the only one who

did not directly identify feminist ideas as influencing his personal life. Sam on the other
hand did not hold stereotypical values associated with gender. For him the feminist
course really only strengthened his beliefs. His appreciation seemed to come from

watching as others experienced consciousness-raising:
growing and see the light come on for them . . . tit] was a really
great experience to watch my classmates get some of the values and beliefs that
I was already holding.

...to

see them

Barry said what he had leamed about himself on a personal level was:
That me as a person of privilege because I'm a white heterosexual male I had an
opportunity to use my privilege to help people who were oppressed. And I was
very hopeful and found that prospect very exciting.
John said that feminism played a key role in his acceptance of himself and his

attitude toward other men, which had been drastically reinvented by his feminist
experience:
The feminist studies course that I did helped me to use feminism in a way that
doesn't devalue my own gender the same way as I would have done before . . . I
actually gained a more respectful attitude towards other men. I was more open
to understanding the breadth of men's experiences in the world without having
to interpret everything that other men talk about through this lens of seeing them
and myself as oppressor. It was a little more sensitivity to other men
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Pete brought his feminist processing home and

took a deeper look at his

relationships and the things he was doing in ¡elation to himself as a father and a
husband within his own family:

I started to take a look at how I did things in our family and how decisions were
made . . . it really kind of challenged that kind of idea, and certainly I knew the
family I was raised in wasn't the healthiest kind of family, but it really made me
look at that and to see if I was just reinventing what I had learned in my family.

4.3.3 Men's' integration of feminist

ideas into their social work practice

Learning is a fluid process. Information is delivered, it is processed, and then it
is either integrated or rejected, depending on its merit to the person taking in the

information. As John implied, exposure to feminism evolved for him. In the early
stages of his

work it appears that he was influenced by fundamental sexist thinking:

I used to come to work with men who have used abuse, as seeing my job to
convince them of a feminist frame of mind and to see their own abusive
behaviour in terms of gender oppression. I saw it as my job to convince them of
that, which I roughly have described as imposing a feminist agenda on them,
and trying to convince them of that truth which is a pretty controlling and
patriarchal thing to do to them.
Moving from

a

traditional male ideological assumption that the professional

person is the knowledge bearer and the clients the recipients of information that will

ultimately change their lives for the better, John now used his feminist learning in
incorporating a more holistic approach to working with abusive men:

How I use feminist ideas has changed . . . I've worked more towards not trying
to have that kind of a relationship with the men that I work with, where I know
the truth and I will tell it to them and they will be better people once they agree
with me. I don't know how I can . . . I try to describe how feminism is part of
my work as I try to facilitate a feminist process. I try to facilitate relationships
among men where they can connect with each other and to become vulnerable
with each other, where they can support each other, and where I can support
them to accomplish the kinds of relationships they would like, where I can
support their impulses to be gentle, but also their needs to stick up for
themselves in ways that aren't harmful to others, to not just rid them of their
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power but also to help them channel it in ways that are constructive instead of
destructive . . . to look after his need in a way that isn't going to be harmful to
the people around him.
For Sam challenging stereotypes, especially knowing when it might be the right
time to exercise such challenges, became a way of intervening with men (especially
around the way men devalue the importance of women's ideas and feelings), as a result

of being influenced by feminist practice:

I work with men at a resource centre where clients are voluntary. I use feminist
values and practices in regards to challenging some of the statements that they
will make. When men put out a stereotype or something, if it is inappropriate, I
will challenge it at the time, if it's relating to the issue that we are discussing. If
they make some sort of a statement that has nothing to do with the larger issue,
it's just sort of a side statement, I won't necessarily challenge it, because I'll try
to stay focused on the larger issue, rather than this one comment that came out
of the blue and caught me off guard. But if there is a theme where that comes
up a few times, I'll challenge the statement and try to connect it to the larger
issue. When there are blanket statements, generalizations or stereotypes put out
directly about women which happens often, those I will challenge.
Pete, recognizing the importance of women's analysis of societal injustices, was

left with a desire to work differently with the men he came into contact with, when he
could:

"I think it means in my mind recognizing number one that [a] feminist belief
system and ideals are ímportant. I'm trying to think, recognizing that their
analysis of society is correct and then, going forth from there and saying yes I
I will support you as best I can. How I'm going to do that is by
working with men and try and help transform it."
hear that

Pete shared that he works

with men who possessed especially violent attitudes,

who are involved with the justice system, and he, as well, believes it important to
challenge the men when possible:

I recall having read something.... I can't quite remember the article that was
written on profeminism that we had to read, but it talked about men working
with men, that talked about working with men to transform things and to
challenge some of the dominant attitudes about women. So I'm working with
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that in mind....I'll take them to task as far as challenging their attitudes of
misogyny as far as how they refer to their partners . . . and in my anger
management groups, we'll talk about domestic violence and how it's about
po*"i and controi and trying to leam a different way of looking at relationships.
Jeff, when asked about how he used feminist practice in his work, reflected on
his work with immigrant families using feminist values to understand and respect their

different religious and social values:

I think basically by understanding some of the traditional roles that women have
had particularly when I work with cultures where I know those traditional roles
are realìy strong . . . with families who have immigrated from Paraguay and
Mexico and my knowledge of what their cultural values are and my attempt to
work with them from a North American from a Canadian value base, I think I
use a feminist or I think my awareness of those issues probably and the way that
I respond to them in terms of trying to assist people in feeling respected
,.guidl"tt of where they're coming from as they are attempting to adjust.
Barry also stated respecting women and their choice to decide, in this case, in
regards to an important issue of health care:

The basic ones of valuing women rather than devaluing them. Being respectful.
I guess I work as a social worker in a primary health care setting so I think
something that's quite generally congruent with feminism is being pro-choice . .
just doing it
. advocating for women, if it's something they're wanting not
blindly, cause in terms of dealing with systems whether it be employment,
income assistance, those kinds of things, they're mainstream structures in
patriarchal society, so they are patriarchal in nature. Yes I'm pleased that would
be the main waYs.
John was able to appreciate the feminist practice of preferred knowledge over

expert knowledge and talked about how this influenced the way he found richness in
what women had to say , as well as how it influenced his work with men:

,.[I came to see].....that what a woman says about her life is important...so there
is a preferen"" io. the stories of women. I try to do that with the men I work
wittr. t get them talking about their own experience. To me that is more
profound [and] meaningful than what could be written by academics about
men's psychology and about relationships'"
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Specif,rc circumstances can have a profound effect in shaping men's

perspectives. The feminist course offered these particular participants different ways to
look at a diversity of social and political issues that influence the social work field.
Based on participants' comments the course contributed to their introspection about
these issues. What
and the impact

I

see in these men's responses is attention to acquired knowledge

it can have on them and the people with whom they work. When they

go into the field, there is an understanding from which they can draw to engage their
clients.

In conclusion a last observation from a participant is helpful to understand the
men's point of view. When reflecting on what has been noticeable over time, Jeff
noticed there was an increasing lack of services for men when they encounter

diffìculties:
As a social worker . . . in child welfare I've become increasingly a\¡iare
throughout the years of incredible power discrepancies between many of the
men and women that become my clients, men women and children, where
women very often are [in] incredibly vulnerable positions. And at the same time
I guess along with having seen that, I've also been very aware that not
infrequently the women that I work with have more viable social networks than
the men that are their partners. And the men tend to have more physical power
and abuse that power. But in terms of their social abilities and social skills and
their ability to network and get their own needs met they've got less. So that's
become increasingly clear to me.
To these men feminism studies has been beneficial to the way they work with
women and men. Feminism has provided them with a tool box of alternative

viewpoints and different practice methods that can be used in situations with clients.
What follows are the conclusions to the participants responses to this explorative study.
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CHAPTER

5

DISCUSSION

5.1

Introduction
The purpose of this research study was to examine the perceived influence of the

feminist perspectives course within the Faculty of Social Work. The intent was to
examine how it impacted male social workers' professional and private lives. Five male
social workers were interviewed.
Debates and opposing views continue to persist regarding the relevance and

importance of course contributions for students (Pennell, Flaherty, Gravel, Milliken &

Neuman, 1993). It seems that two opposing viewpoints are in the literature when it
comes to whether men can or are capable of integrating feminist knowledge.

Reviewing the results of this study indicates there was a perceived receptiveness toward
the influence of feminist studies and the importance of developing a critical way

of

analyzing situations in social work.
Studies in feminism offer many ways to question, to rethink, to reformulate that

which environment and education define as truth and knowledge (Montgomery, 1gg4),

with its emphasis on asking men to give up forms of social power (pease, 1996),
challenging men to account for the marginalization, inequality, and poverty that their
masculine values and practices have produced in society. By employing an exploratory

model of qualitative research I was interested in the common threads that participants
were willing to share about their experience in the feminist perspectives course.
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This concluding chapter will discuss whether the feminist learning experience
influenced these men, keeping in mind that the researcher was interested whether the

feminist leaming experience created any transformative effects for the men and whether
the men were able to incorporate feminist principles into their social work practice. I

will

also address how these findings diverge or are consistent with the present literature,

and make recommendations for further research.

5.2 Participants' perceptions

and attitudes toward feminist teaching

Men are not the only group supporting sexist thinking (hooks, 2000a). The

world seems to be driven by male dominated ideas, theories and measures designed to
give men privilege, power, prestige, control, prerogative and access to wealth

(Stoltenberg,1977). From this perspective, men dominate and have difficulty
recognizing power differentials (Mcl-ean et al., 1996; Seidler, 1994). Kenway (1995)
assefs that men can feel on the defensive while being asked fo analyze social situations

from a feminist perspective and change their beliefs, values and behaviour.
Challenging men and insisting that oppressive conditions of isolation, poverty,
sexual discrimination, physical and mental abuse experienced at the hands of men be

examined and eliminated (Hunter College Women's Studies Collective, 1995) can be
interpreted by men as having a negative and disarming effect. Although there were

conflicting responses and differences of opinions about their participation in a feminist
based course, the men

in this study felt comfortable discussing the impact that the

studies had on their thinking.

Three of the men were very comfortable with feminist ideology. They shared
the belief that the structure, make-up and content of feminist studies were essential for
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developing a broader understanding of the complexities that influence social work.
They welcomed feminist practices and were in agreement that feminist theory is
congruent with social work values and essential for social work practice. These
participants thought the feminist perspectives course reaffirmed ideas and beliefs that

they already held and helped strengthen their commitment to an alternative viewpoint

differing from that of

a

patriarchal standpoint.

These men described how they felt they were able to contribute to discussions,
take part in assignments that meant working in collaboration with other students (often

women) and analyze as important components of feminist social work education. They
described the experience as being helpful in generating self-awareness and expansion

of

their thinking about women and client needs and about the roles they might be able to
play that would be more empowering or less expert driven.
Two participants did not initially feel as comfortable with the experience at the
beginning of the feminist perspectives course, and they felt the feminist perspectives
devalued men. They felt that during the course they were being held accountable for all

men's actions towards women and particularly stereotyped by a perspective

of

patriarchy to which all men should be compared and contrasted. These two participants
suggested that in light of these assumptions,

it was easy to feel like a target. This is not

uncommon for male social work students who generally represent a minority in feminist

environments. Men who associate negative anti-male sentiment with feminism often
feel isolated, uncomfortable and speak of being blamed and/or victimized (Zeigler &.
Andrews cited in Parnell & Andrews,1994).
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It was difficult to determine whether these latter two men were being critical
about challenging their assumptions about power and entitlement or whether there were
some gender issues that were not being addressed in the class. Hopkins (199S) suggests

that what makes a feminist (looking through a feminist lens) is a set of suspicions,

beliefs, actions and critical views that focuses on gender and its cultural treatment, not
necessarily gender identity. Hopkins believes that men are capable of adapting a critical

viewpoint and taking

a

position against sexism and oppression. As Pennell and

colleagues (1993) note men can accept feminist awareness or they can react with

uncertainty and indecisiveness. In order for men to act in a feminist manner, Brod
(1998) believes men need to do it from a vision in which "feminism is inseparably

linked to their positive view of themselves as men, the ideal of which is male

affirmative. This does not mean affirming traditional patriarchal practices but rather
pursuing the humanness of persons." (p.198)
The feminist course offered all five participants different ways to look at a

diversity of social and political issues that influence the field of social work. Based on
participants' commentary the course contributed to their introspection about these issues
by contributing to their understanding and awareness. The participants noted that
exposure to feminist ideas helped them begin to develop a different way of thinking

especially around oppression and that they were appreciative in being given the

opportunity to reformulate their thinking about oppression and power. It gave th¡ee of
them new words to use in talking to people. Feminist critique allowed these
participants to look more closely at their own viewpoints so that they could begin to
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challenge some of their own stereotypes. The experience seemed to sensitize them so
that they felt they could be flexible around certain issues.

It is not easy to determine whether previous exposure to feminist ideas
contributed to their perceptions of acceptance of feminism. However the participants

familiar with or previously exposed to feminist ideas or to theories such as Marxism or
socialism did relate feeling very comfortable with exposure to feminist theories. Prior
contact before entering the feminist social work course allowed three of the men to
participate in discussions and be cognizant of how women felt about patriarchy. The
other two men who were guarded and unsure what to make of their own perceptions

of

feminism, seemed to question certain matters and examine issues in a different light
because of their feminist experience. As Kahane (1998) comments a particular kind

of

awareness of contradiction is necessary for male [pro]feminists to adequately grasp the

transformations to which they might aspire (p.215).

5.3

Transformative effects as a result of participation
The basic assumption for Parnell and Andrews (199a) is that

"feminism is a process of complex transformation over time: transformations
which include analyzingand changing beliefs, values and actions. This
transformation is rooted in the socialization process. Socialization is influenced
by culture and institutions...and is ongoing and affected by developmental
stages in the life cycle [where] one never actually arrives at a final state of total
feminist identihcation." (pp. 6 I -2)

All of the participants in this study seemed to have drawn on their feminist
learning experiences and integrated what they learned by developing new perspectives
on issues common to the field of social work.
One participant, who came into the feminist course with preconceived notions

that women were helpless and the role of a man was to protect women discovered that

t0t
he was much more open to seeing women's strengths even in situations where women

were being oppressed. By the end of the course he felt he was able to accept that
women have their own capacity to change and take charge of their own lives, rather
than needing men to do it for them. Whether as social workers or as male citizens he
said he rcalized that women did not need to be rescued, thus demonstrating a tiny step

to resisting sexist thinking (hooks, 2000a).
Participants spoke about heightened awareness of how patriarchy affects people.

They discussed how they were able to subscribe to the notion that we do live in a
patriarchal society, that not just women but other groups as well are also affected by

patriarchy- They described how

a certain amount

of introspection was necessary as they

processed the information surrounding the issues around patriarchy. For three of
the

men their own feminist ideas and beliefs were reinforced, while one participant found
he was able to shift from sexist thinking to a more profeminist reality.

Participants shared the importance of developing critical thinking skills. As one

of the participants said the feminist class was the only one where he was asked to
critique topics and provide his own analysis of the topic. In the feminist classes they
were asked to recognize the importance of women's societal injustices, to analyze
gender oppression, and to reflect on the issues, helping participants become more
aware, more critical, and more sensiÍized. As one of participants put it, "It helped me
see beyond the one dimensional perspective where abuse happens in lesbian

relationships as it does in heterosexual ¡elationships." When the emphasis on sexism
can be transformed and impart knowledge, hooks (2000a) says that can be translated

into resistance to patriarchal oppressions that can be affirmed and valued by feminism.
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Another participant recognized when working within the child welfare system
that his perspective on the mothers, who had children in care or who struggled because
they were impoverished was different after being in a feminist class. He said that taking
the course taught him how to analyze things from a gender perspective clinically and to
examine social work practice issues. This indicates a willingness where the participant
has considered complicating factors and may be more helpful than judgmental.

Two of the men demonstrated insight into what constituted appropriate
behaviour in a feminist leaming environment. Even though they were members of the

dominant societal in a class comprised of women, these men stated emphatically that
they did not want to play the role of know-it-all and needed to recognize women's
boundaries and be respectful. Knowing that they were the outsiders, they wanted to act

accordingly. As Arshad (1996) notes in her work on educating for change, men are
unaccustomed to being challenged. 'When they encounter situations where their practice
or professionalism is open to critical comment, there is a greater tendency for them to
undermine the group process. Sometimes this defìance may even be directed toward the

facilitator. It was no surprise then that those men, who felt it was not their place to
intrude upon the feminist process, came away from their experiences with more selfawareness and understanding of the feminist perspectives that were taught them. There

was a definite willingness from these men to step back and observe and wait to be asked

to participate, that enriched their experience and helped them further explore the
information and material that was being taught. It appears that these men did not use
this tactic to control or sabotage the feminist experience and were able quite frankly to
change that pattern long established by men (de Lange, 1995)

.
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For two of the participants the choice to be silent or to be withdrawn had to have
made

it difficult for them to explore their own experiences around feminist issues. The

participant that felt like his voice needed to be diminished, refused to give credibility to
discussions that made him feel uncomfortable. Another participant who questioned
whether he was able to express ideas about things because he was not a woman stated
that he gave disclaimers in class and toned down his ideas. In classrooms where
discussions are interactive, it appears these men had difficulty adopting a suppofive
attitude which may have affected how they processed the feminist material that was
being taught.

5.4

Profeminis

feminist

work

All five

men were exposed to altemative perspectives during a feminist social

work course. Each of them said that they had at one point or another chosen to integrate
some feminist ideas in formulating choices about issues that they encountered in their

work.
Four of the participants work directly with men. They indicated that they have
taken their feminist teachings and incorporated that into their work challenging sexist
stereotypes in male clients struggling with issues of domestic violence and abuse,

violent criminal offenses, and power imbalances in intimate relationships.
One participant who works with male offenders with violent and misogynist

attitudes stated that he was used to challenging their attitudes. In anger management
groups, he told me he regularly brought a feminist voice to his work; which included
broaching issues of violence and abuse, talking about power and control, challenging
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dominant attitudes about women and looking at how men could construct different
relationships based on equality and caring.

Another participant found empowering men to help men explore themselves
emotionally, intellectually and sexually, was in keeping with a feminist perspective to
generate safe spaces where people can be vulnerable and share their stories. This

participant also identified that using feminism in a practical work situation allowed him
to encourage relationship building among the men. As well he could encourage men to
change despite having behaved in ways that were unacceptable, because their inherent

worth was taken for granted.

In working with women the participants relied on the values that they were
taught regarding valuing women and to be cognizant of the differences to which women
may be subject, like cycles of violence from unhealthy relationships based on power
and

control. Depending on the severity of the situation one participant shared that

he

might talk about power and control dynamics and the unhealthy nature of the
relationship, or if the women are in violent relationships the emphasis might be on
discussions around safety plans.
Kahane (1998) states that men are capable of deepening their understanding

of

feminism and using that knowledge effectively in their personal, social and political

lives. Consistent with this, the men in this study all demonstrated a willingness to
consider feminist knowledge as a valuable component of their social work studies in the
pursuit of their social work degrees.
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5.5

Findings in literature review
The literature suggests that men are at a disadvantage when it comes to learning

or becoming profeminist. Historically men have enjoyed distribution of power and
status along lines of gender where they have self regarded themselves as superior to

women and children, and have accorded themselves greater privilege (Jenkins, 1990).

In attempting to develop alternative personal beliefs and characteristics that do not meet
the standards derived from societal gender role norms, excessive emotional or physical
problems can occur (O'Neil cited in Valentich, 1992). Hawkins and Dollahite (1997)
suggest there are repercussions for men who attempt to adopt feminine traits or

perspectives or attempt to create a new anti-oppressive self. Men end up being labeled
and Hawkins and Dollahite persist that these labels then form a paradigm that

influences men's' decisions to change. There is validity to the assertion that many men
possess bad habits and questionable values or unacceptable behaviour, but Hawkins and

Dollahite argue that these judgments are based on biased assumptions that fail to
recognize the good in men.

From the literature, another difficulty that hinders men and their attempt to
understand and relate to feminism is their fear of displaying emotions.

McGill (cited in

Schmitt, 1998) says that men's relationships to both women and men tend to be distant,
impersonal and unemotional. In order to experience feminism, Kirst-Ashm an (1992)
believes it is imperative to move through varying degrees of emotions addressing

discomforting unjust circumstances to which one is unaccustomed. She says that there
are varying degrees of these emotions that are necessary

and

for understanding feminism,

if men are emotionally constricted then the possibility of actual transformation is
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limìted. Schmitt (1998) on the other hand does not believe men lack emotions. In fact,
Schmitt sees it as men not having leamed how to be relational and that what they lack is
practice.
Kirst-Ashm an (1992) suggests because of the life context that men have to guide
them, men may not be able to experience the depth of emotion necessary to accept

feminism. Hopkins (1998) concurs and suggests that men may not be able to fully
empathize with women's descriptions of situations of abuse, violence or harassment,
and

it is equally difficult for them to understand or relate to the stories told them

(Hopkins, 1998). Kahane
fu

(I

998) also recognizes that men need to work a lot harder to

lly comprehend feminism:
that men through empathetic listening, may not exercise an adequate grasp of
the possibility of sexual assault, pervasive objectification, or condescension
based on gender. This does not excuse them from trying to understand, [but
places them at a disadvantage] for those issues are not typical to white
heterosexual men
Other writers suggest that if men work on their sexuality and gender issues and

make connections with others doing the same, there is hope for men to move toward a
more caring/nurturing role that is non-traditional (Cree, 2001). The men who had
relationships with feminist minded women prior to taking the social work course, talked
about having their values and beliefs strengthened by the feminist perspectives that they
were learning. This indicates that the majority of these men would certainly fit a
sensitive non-traditional male model.

Another problem for men can be disloyalty. In Newton and Stacey's (1997)

follow-up study on older white heterosexual academic men who had been involved with
feminism, one commented "being disloyal to manhood could mean you are tagged as

t07
homosexual or there are lots of slots for you that have negative valences. It's a lot
easier to be an anti-liberal than

it is to be a feminist man." As Bob Pease (1996)

reminds us, men have many different voices within themselves (of social expectations,
patriarchal nonns, physical desires, and put downs) which can influence the way they

might decide to react to a situation and that requires constant critical attention. 'What
Pease (1996) suggests men need to resist these voices is a profeminist counter-narrative,

to ward off hegemonic masculinities and patriarchal subjectivities. The men in this
study, in acknowledging the value of their feminist experience, felt they were moving

forward. It would be useful if they can keep connected to feminist viewpoints and
continue to challenge patriarchal exploitation and influence resistance to oppression.

5.6 Curriculum

Considerations

Parnell and Andrews ( I 99a) state clearly that "despite the legitimacy of a

feminist orientation in social work practices and education, it is often not presented in
arry organized fashion in the curriculum and its content may be completely absent from

many social work programs." (p. 60)
Regarding the social work curriculum, the only available research seemed to be
Joan Perurell et al.'s (1993) work on feminist social work education in mainstream and

non-mainstream classrooms. The fìndings of her work are consistent with what the men

in this study described as their classroom experiences. The men in Pennell's study did
find that the course material had a perceptible impact on their beliefs, either reinforcing
their feminist standpoints or encouraging them to ally with feminism on matters where
that had not been considered previously. The men in this study also discussed the
extent to which they incorporated feminist practice approaches in their own worþlaces.
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In addition there was agreement that the course raised consciousness around gender
injustice and that the men working directly with other men would challenge the
subjugation of women when the opportunity arose. Identification of women's lack

of

power also led some of the participants in this study to rethink how they approached
issues with women in a more considerate and understanding fashion.
One of the participants felt a gap in the curriculum for feminist studies was the

lack of discussion about men's experiences in relation to feminism. He mentioned that
he would have liked to see a focus on the relationship between feminism and men, or

women and men in feminism. He felt there was a need for discussions about working

from a feminist point of view with men, especially since there seemed to be more men
becoming single-parents and becoming more involved in parenting. He would have

liked there to have been practical strategies that men might be able to apply when
working with men.

5.7

Future Research
The intention of this study was to generate some ideas from male social work

graduates about taking the feminist perspectives course. An exploration of the literature

held very little previous research focused primarily on how men experienced feminist
courses, or the information was

limited. There was little information describing what

men felt about the content of feminist courses or whether there was any transference

of

feminist ideas to their own social work practice prior to this qualitative study. Based on
the exploratory results,

I would recommend that further research be considered, perhaps

incorporating a larger sample size from different universities across the country.
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5.8 Summation
Male social workers have a responsibility to engage in challenging oppressive
structures of power. As Pringle (2001) suggests, it is a male social worker's job to

monitor and challenge his owrr oppressive behaviours. Male social workers should be
able to recognize the contradictions and dilemmas arising from their professional

positions and adjust accordingly how they practice social work (Pringle, 2001). Pease
(2001) states that it is the responsibility of the social work faculty to ensure that male
social workers have an analysis of the social construction of masculinity, and have an

opportunity to learn how dominant masculine constructs entrench men and women in
relations of dominance and subordination that limit the potential for them to be in
partnership with each other.

Unfortunately because all courses are not feminist friendly, a background in
feminist perspectives can only be acquired through the feminist based courses. It is the
feminist based courses that highlight the areas that men need to make changes. Cree
(2001) says that:
personal change is not enough.....that there has to be a connection between
personal change and feminism and the wider political struggle for gender
equality and equality across the structures of oppression.....where the personal is
and must be political (p.162).

Feminist based education should be an integral part of the training of male
social workers. Learning where men have difficulty with learning about feminism

could help administrators and professors alter the curriculum, including exploration

of

finding new ways to support and encourage those male social work students struggling
with the contradictions they experience while attempting to integrate feminist ideology
and perspectives.
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If men are interested in learning how they benefit from the oppression of women
and how privileges accorded them harm women and affect them negatively (Pease,

2003a), then feminist based courses will be the place for men to learn how to advocate

for anti-sexist practices along with feminist women, toward the goal of creating change.
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Appendix A

Interview Schedule Questions
Universit]¡ of Manitoba
Faculty of Social Work

l.

What opportunities did the social work program provide to learn feminist
perspectives?

2.
3.

In relation to gender, what values do you remember coming into class with?
When you think back, what are your thoughts and feelings on what you leamed

from your feminist studies course?

4.

Can you tell me about any experiences you can recall in relation to feminist
assignments?

5. What are your recollections of the feminist group discussions you had with others?
6. Feminist courses usually require women and men to think about and, analyze issues
that may be quite difficult. What was your experience of exploring and voicing
these things in your feminist course work?

7.

In most feminist classes patriarchy is discussed. How did you respond to these
discussions? What happened? How do you feel now?

8'

V/hat changes in values, or attitudes, if any did you experience as a result of taking
the feminist social work course?

9.

What are your current views on feminist social work courses being a core
requirement of social work education?

10.

could you describe how you use feminist ideas in your own practice?

11. What does the term profeminist mean to you?
12. Is there anything that you feel you would like to add that would be helpful regarding

your experience taking a feminist social work course?
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Appendix B

An invitation to participate in a research project:

Profeminism and Social Work:
Perceptions of feminist ideas in social work practice
and transform ation al ch ange

Attention male social work graduates
Äre you willing to participate in a MS!7 research project aimed at exploring your
experìences in feminist srudies and what impact it had on you?
Are you interested in talking about how feminist perspecdves might influence how you
incorporate feminist practices in your social work pr"Ltice?

What would you need?
You would have to be male and a graduate of a canadian BSW program.
You need to have participated in a feminist studies course.
You need your voice and a willingness to answer a few questions in a relaxed and
easy going atmosphere.

How much time would it take?
No more than 1 lzhours.
Are you under any obligation to participate?
Absolutely not!

If you are interested in learning

more, please contact;

Rick Match (Pre-MSW)
Faculty of Social Work
University of Manitoba
PH: I
tHome)
Email:

(Cell)

* This research has ethics approval for the
university of Manitoba.
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Appendix C

Consent Form

Principal Researcher: Rick Match
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and
reference, is only part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the basic idea
of what the research is about and what your participation will involve. If you would like
more details about something mendoned here, or information not included here, you
should feel free to ask. Please take the time to read this carefully and to understand any
accompanying in formatìon.

You have agreed to participate in a research project, Profeminism and Social Work:
Male social rvork students' percepdons of feminist ideas in social work practice. You will
be providing an understanding of your experiences as you participated in a feminist srudies
class.

You will be asked to participate in one interview that will last about one and ahalf
houts, and that there may be follov¡-up contact should the researcher have any further
quesdons. You are
that the interview will take place at an agreed upon locadon, and
^:ware
that the intewiew will be audio-taped and transcr-ibed. You understand that the tapes wili
be erased rvhen the study is over and the transcripts will be shredded. You understand that
your participation is voluntary and that at any point you can drop out of the project if you
so wish. You are under no obligation, and should you decide you do not want to respond
to some interview questions, you may do so without any consequences to yourself.

All informatìon you provide will remain confidential in the thesis through the use
of non-idenu&itg quotadons and the use of frctjtious names. However, in the event that
you disclose informauon pertaining to chiid abuse, any plan to harm yourself (including
suicide) or any intent to harm others (assault, violent provocation, including the threat of
harm to chìldren) will require that the necessary authoritìes are contacred (e.g. the
apProPriate chjld rvelfare agency), and you rvill be informed that this acdon is being taken.

Äll transcripts and tapes will be kept in a locked cabìnet that only I have access to.
You understand that the interview will be audio-taped and that the tape may be
turned ofÍ at any time during the interview if you choose.
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You understand that you have the right to read any informatìon provided by you
that will be contained in the final thesis report. ,{.t the time of the interview I will ask you
whether you would like to read over a copy of your transcrìpt. You are under no obligation
to do so.

I rvill make every effort to keep your identity unknown, it is possible that
someone who knows you rvell might be able to identif, you.
\X/hile

You understand you have the right to withdrarv from the study up untjl the
material has been processed for the final thesis and that this decision will have no negadve
repetcussions for you at all.
You also understand that information from the project may be used in the future in
pubìications.

Your sþature on this form indicates that you have unde¡stood to your sadsfacdon
the information regarding participatìon in the research project and agree to participare as a
subiect. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the ¡esearchers, sponsors, or
involved institutions from thei¡ legal and professional responsibilities. As I have akeady
noted, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time, andf or refrain from answerìng
any questions you prefer to omit, without prejudice or consequence. Your continued
participation should be as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask
for clanfication or new information throughout your participation.
Please contact Rick Match at
or Dr. Heather Fraser, my advisor at
with any questions or concems.

This research has been approved by the University of ManitobaJoint-Faculty
Research Ethics Board and if you have any concerns or complaints about this project you
may contact any of the above-named persons or contact the Human Ethics Secretar-iat
(47 4-7 122). A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records
and reference.

I understand that Rick Match will discuss

tJre

project particulars with me if needed.

Sþature of Participant:

Date:

Signature of Researcher:

Date:

