Men’s movements

What is the men’s movement? Who joins it, why and what kind of movement is it?

Michael Flood has the story.

ABSTRACT: The men’s movement is a contradictory phenomenon, involving both the defence
of men’s privilege and efforts to undo it. It incorporates diverse strands — men s liberationist, pro-

feminist, spiritual or mythopoetic, and men'’s rights and fathers’ rights — with differing agendas,
emphases and understandings. While personal growth and therapy have been important focuses,
increasingly these are being complemented by public political activism.

Editor's note: although this article
does not make explicit links to
community development, the editori-
al board felt that understanding
men's movements is important for
community development and this
article makes a valuable contribution
to this understanding.

The men's movement now has a
presence in Australia’s cultural and
political landscape. Its ideas, issues,
images and agendas are in the media
and policy-making. At the same time,
the general public has very little idea
of what this movement is. Here then is
an outline of the character of the
men's movement and its groups and
participants. As I comment in detail
later, this ‘movement’ is also an
unusual one in that it has had a large-
ly therapeutic focus, it is small, and in
particular, it represents a collective
mobilisation by members of a privi-
leged group.

The backbone of the men’s move-
ment in Australia is the various men’s
groups. They include support groups,
well-established organisations with

offices and staff, activist groups, pri-
vate groups meeting in somebody’s
lounge room and men’s phone
helplines. Depending on what you
include, there are somewhere between
50 and 200 men’s groups in Australia,
with an estimated 500 to 2,000 men
directly involved in these groups.

Men's gatherings and festivals are
an important part of the movement.
Important annual events include the
Sydney Men's Festival (which began in
1985}, the Australian and New
Zealand Men's Leadership Gathering,
and annual or semi-annual men’s fes-
tivals around the country. A host of
other men's events also occur, includ-
ing spiritual or mythopoetic men’s and
boys’ camps, mini-conferences of Men
Against Sexual Assault activists, and
SO on.

There is now a huge literature on
men and masculinity, with my own
bibliography listing over 5,000 books
and articles.[available from internet;
see Net Notes page 59 - Ed] Some aca-
demics in Australia are at the cutting-
edge of this work, including (in alpha-
betical order} David Buchbinder, R.W.
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Connell, Mike Donaldson, Gary
Dowsett, Ron Frey, Rod Gilbert, Pam
Gilbert, Bob Lindgard, Wayne Martino,
Anthony McMahon, Bob Pease, Gra-
ham Russell and others. There is rela-
tively little overlap between academic

~ discussions and the perspectives in

the men’s movement itself. However,
pro-feminist men’s groups and individ-
uals tend to be more influenced by
academic work than other partici-
pants, with XY magazine and pro-femi-
nist men’s discussions routinely draw-
ing on academic literature and some
masculinity academics such as Bob
Pease themselves involved in activism.
Other activities connected with
men’s issues, although not necessarily
part of the men's movement, include
health programmes for men, coun-
selling and crisis services for both
male perpetrators of violence and male
survivors (especially of child sexual
assault), fathers' groups, education
programs and curricula directed at
boys. “Men’s issues” are now regular
parts of courses and programs in
counselling services such as Lifeline,
in drug and alcohol programs and in
many other sections of health and wel-
fare provision and family support.
Men's movement numbers and activi-
ties have swelled especially in the last
three or four years. This is particularly
evident in such areas as men'’s health,
boys' education, men’s violence, and
family law and custody.
Which men?
Who are the men involved in this
‘movement’, and what do they do? Typ-
ically, the men involved are in their

thirties, forties and fifties. They are
from all classes and ethnic back-
grounds, although my impression is
that they are only very rarely from the
highest socio-economic strata of soci-
ety (what some call the “ruling class”},
more usually from white-collar and
lower middle-class backgrounds, and
occasionally from blue-collar or work-
ing-class backgrounds.

Men’s movement participants are
usually from Anglo-Celtic back-
grounds, at least judging by appear-
ances and surnames, although Aborig-
inal and Maori men play important
roles in some men's events. Most par-
ticipants are heterosexual, and from
my own attendance at men'’s move-
ment events | estimate gay and bisex-
ual men's involvement at anywhere
from 10 percent through to 30 per-
cent. These comments on class, ethnic
and sexual makeup are my impres-
sions only, and no-one has done the
research in Australia to examine them.
Finally, the profile of the men involved
varies with the type of men’s group
they are in. For example, men in pro-
feminist groups such as Men Against
Sexual Assault tend to be younger and
tertiary-educated, while men in
fathers’ rights groupsg tend to be older.

Why do men join?

Men'’s realisation of the hollowness
and corruption of traditional mas-
culinity is a common path to the
men’s movement. Men in their thir-
ties, forties and fifties become aware
that their marriages are collapsing,
they lack emotional connectedness,
they don't have close friends or their

[ CQ #46 The Men's Movement m







