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Gender issues are often brought to the fore in times of social change. This certainly
seems true regarding current debates on what it means to be a man today. In an
international context, the past decade has seen a change in political discourse,
with the rise of nationalist movements in many parts of the world, as well as the
(lack of) response to global challenges, such as climate change and refugee crises.
The image of a conservative, narrow-minded, violent and misogynist masculinity
is emerging. Increasingly during the 2010s, the so-called “anti-gender movement”
declared that gender perspectives were ideological; a Trojan horse with which, not
least, the “family” was threatened. Attacks against feminism have been radicalised
and have joined causes with racist movements and “climate deniers” (Kvinna till
Kvinna 2019, Gunnarsson Payne 2020). Highlighted in relation to concepts and
phenomena such as “alternative facts”, “fake news’, “rape culture”, and “internet
trolls”, masculinity stands out as “toxic”—to men themselves, to women, and to
the globe.

To escape this toxic masculinity, masculinities embracing their “softer”, more
vulnerable, sides appear, and the binary gender order is criticised, with critics
demanding a change in our views of what it means to be a man. One of the most
prominent debates concerns men’s “emotional illiteracy” and incapacity to display
vulnerability (Pease 2012:126). This is also connected to ideas that self-restraint
and self-control are important features needed in order to be accepted as a man,
resulting in a “fear of falling” (Ekenstam 1998). However, much of the earlier
research has ignored both practices of ‘softer’ forms of masculinity as well as how
emotions inform all social action (de Boise & Hearn 2017). The contributions to
this thematic issue concerning masculinity all touch on the issue of “men can/can
men change?” A recurring theme is how men in different contexts and in different
ways strive to be “non-toxic”, how men try to define and express what a “good
masculinity” could or should be.

Nilsson, Gabriella & David Gunnarsson: “Men Can/Can Men Change?”, Culture
Unbound, Volume 12, issue 3, 2020: 436—443. Published by Linkoping University
Electronic Press: http://www.cultureunbound.ep.liu.se




Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

For decades, research on men and masculinity has embraced a critical,
pro-feminist perspective on the study of men (Hearn 1998). This is due to the
extensive work of researchers such as Jeff Hearn and Raewyn Connell, among
others, who explicitly criticised the often anti-feminist tendencies within previous
research on men (Hearn 1998, Connell 1999).

When Connell, as early as 1995, used masculinity in the plural, as masculinities,
this was ground-breaking for the study of men from a constructivist perspective.
Instead of assuming that masculinity is constructed only in relation to femininity,
Connell showed how relationships and hierarchies within the gender, between
various masculinities, were important. This did not mean that Connell turned a
blind eye to how the gender order in a radical way arranged men and women
hierarchically in terms of superiority and subordination. By putting masculinity
in the plural and thus acknowledging a variety of masculinities, Connell wanted
to open the possibility of understanding the complex contexts within which
masculinity is constructed—and to open the hypothetical possibility of change.
Nevertheless, it is, above all, this plural form that has come into question. Critics
say that rather than allowing for complexity, the plural form signals that it is
possible to identify different, discernible types of masculinities, and by extension
groups of men, with specific characteristics (Hill 2007). This has led Connell to
emphasise repeatedly that different masculinities should not be equated with
types of men (Connell & Messerschmidt 2005, Messerschmidt 2018).

The concept that Connell is best known for, but also the one that has attracted
the most criticism, is that of hegemonic masculinity. The term aims to describe
how a certain expression of masculinity in a given context is elevated and comes
to dominate other ways of constructing masculinity. This refers to how men
who construct masculinity in different ways are forced to relate to each other,
how they form alliances by enclosing, excluding, harassing, and exploiting each
other and are given or deprived of power in different ways (Connell 1996). The
concept of hegemonic masculinity presumes the subordination of non-hegemonic
masculinity, a power relation based on consent, achieved through culture and
persuasion, rather than through force (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, Nilsson
2013). Since it was first developed, the theory of hegemonic masculinity has been
employed, criticised and/or elaborated by countless masculinity scholars.

A critique has been directed at the perceived lack of concepts with which to
describe “good” men, and the positive changes that many men today exhibit in
more gender-equal societies (Anderson 2009, Anderson & McCormack 2018,
Berggren 2020). Anderson argues that the changes in masculinity among many
men today are so radical, not least in terms of decreased homophobia, that the
theory of hegemonic masculinity has become insufficient. To counter the lack
of concepts within Connell’s theory to describe men who are, or strive to be,
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gender equal, concepts such as “including masculinity”, “positive masculinity”,
“softening masculinity”, and “caring masculinity” have been suggested (Berggren
2020; de Boise & Hearn 2017). A critique of this perspective is that a change such
as reduced homophobia should not only be understood as a progressive shift in
gender relations. It can also be a resource for privileged men to present themselves
as better and more aware than other men, and can thus contribute to a new
hegemony where hierarchies are reproduced (Berggren 2020, Bridges & Pascoe
2014; de Boise 2015).

A Particular Swedish Context

In 1995, the United Nation’s Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing
appointed Sweden as the world’s most gender-equal country, which coincided
with Sweden’s entry to the European Union. This meant that when Sweden had
to form itself as an EU-member and needed a profile that would distinguish it
from the other member states, gender issues and gender equality seemed an easy
choice (Towns 2002). A grand narrative of Sweden as a gender-equal country was
made possible, allowing even, for example, the male dominated cultural sector
in Sweden to appear to be champions of gender equality (Hudson & Sandberg
2019). Concerning men and nationality, gender equality almost becomes a trait
inherited by parentage, along with cultural citizenship (jus sanguinis) in Sweden.
The problem of men and gender equality in Sweden thus boils down to something
that was observed already in the 1980s, namely that Swedish men generally are
gender equal in principle (Jalmert 1983; Mellstrom 2006). Figures show, however,
that this does not self-evidently translate into practice. For example, statistics
from 2019 show that men were responsible for 30% of parental leave days used
that year.

The in-principle-man has paved way for postfeminist thoughts in Sweden.
Although postfeminism can be understood in plural and refer to differing
phenomena and perspectives (see Gill 2007; Rivers 2017 for examples), we use it
here in the sense of viewing feminism as a finished feat, made superfluous by the
achievements of feminist movement(s) (Goedecke 2020). Even though feminism
might still be perceived as important, it is ‘post’ because it is no longer needed as a
social and political movement. Gender equality is almost viewed as a genetic trait
in white Swedishness, in relation to which immigrants in general, and Muslim men
in particular, are often viewed as the bearers of gender inequality (Farahani 2012;
Gottzén & Jonsson 2012; Gunnarsson 2016; Khosravi 2009). Thus, displacement
of gender inequality is brought about by a simultaneous recognition of feminism
and a denial of needing it oneself. As the gender studies scholar Klara Goedecke
explains in this issue, “Thus, postfeminism does not constitute a rejection of
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feminism. Instead, postfeminism is entangled with feminism in processes of
‘incorporation, repudiation, commodification” (Goedecke 2020: xx). In other
words, feminism can be superficially embraced by men without challenging
patriarchy.

Researching “Good Men”

Thus, one might ask how much change really has taken place. Many have long
pointed out the problematic in that masculinity research tends to focus on good
masculinity and not on bad masculinity. While the need for changed masculinities
is now articulated to a higher degree, there is a lack of answers as to how that can
be achieved. Among others, Lucas Gottzén observes that violent men are generally
left out of the scope of research interest, whereas studies of fatherhood, work, and
similar studies of “good men” are still conducted (Gottzén 2014).

There are signs that in recent decades there has been a positive change in
masculinity norms in Sweden, insofar as men now have a different view of what
everyday life and family life should look like. There is a general perception among
men that both parties in a relationship should take responsibility for the home and
childcare. Sexism and homophobia are questioned in public debate, etc.

However, masculinity researcher Thomas Johansson emphasizes that the
image of a “new masculinity” clashes with reports of violence and sexual abuse,
and that it is often difficult to combine observation of positive changes with
statistics on the prevalence of violence. Signs that male norms are changing are
seen in parallel with inequality remaining and taking on new forms (Johansson
2014). This has been made clear by the Me Too movement. When the psychologist
Lars Jalmert, as early as 1983, coined the term “in-principle-man’, it meant that
attitudes to gender equality among men in Sweden were generally positive, but
that in practice there were always perceived individual reasons why one did not
live a gender-equal life oneself (SOU 2014: 71). Additionally, as it has since been
seen, the notion of the “gender-equal” Swedish man is not necessarily effective for
making real demands on men to stop using violence in relationships. Neither has
it been effective for engaging non-violent men in work to counteract the violence
of other men (Nilsson & Lovkrona 2020).

In a recent special issue of the Swedish journal, Socialmedicinsk tidskrift on
the theme of Masculinity in Change, the editors Tobias K. Axelsson and Tomas
Wetterberg stress the importance of not reading the word “change” in a purely
positive sense. Though changes in masculinity are often automatically considered
as progressive and moving increasingly towards gender equality, Axelsson and
Wetterberg point out that change can also mean a deterioration that causes
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significant suffering and prevents a shift towards gender equality and ecological
sustainability, among other things (Axelsson & Wetterberg 2020).

Although, paradoxically, we still know very little about whether gender
equality actually reduces men’s violence, it seems reasonable that changing
masculinity leads to a reduced “need” to use violence. However, the reverse effect
is also possible, that society’s “demands” for gender equality can be a cause of
violence, that violence becomes a way of forcing women back into a subordinate
position when other means of maintaining men’s superiority are lacking (SOU
2014: 71, Gottzén 2014, Ericsson 2020). An extreme example, and an increasing
problem according to the Swedish Defence Research Agency, are the so-called
incels, heterosexual men who live in “involuntary celibacy’, as a result of what they
experience as illegitimate rejection by women. The incel movement developed on
the internet in the 2000s and dozens of deadly attacks on women and “popular”
men in the world have, since then, been carried out by individuals who identify
with the views of incels (Fernquist et al 2020).

Do we even, really, want a changed masculinity? Is society ready to give up
the ability of “strong” men to use (good) violence? Can we even imagine gender
without violence? These rhetorical questions are posed by Gabriella Nilsson and
Inger Lovkrona, in their book on the culturally constructed connection between
gender and violence, Valdets kon (The gender of violence 2015/2020). Thus, we
can conclude that “change” is not self-explanatory, but rather a politically and
normatively charged concept (Axelsson & Wetterberg 2020).

As a consequence, it is reasonable to ask whether men can be feminists or
if men and feminism are an inescapable contradiction? Jeff Hearn, for one, has
argued for the use of the term pro-feminist instead of feminist, to call attention to
the fact that, regardless of how gender-equal individual men are, they still benefit
from the unequal gender order (Hearn 1998; Connell 1999). For the same reason,
it is problematic to distinguish toxic masculinity from non-toxic masculinity. The
metaphor of toxicity risks portraying men as victims and thereby diminishing men’s
responsibility for both their actions and their patriarchal dividend (Berggren 2020,
Connell 1999). But if the position as man and feminist is a “borderland position”,
as stressed by Egeberg Holmgren (2011:13), where does this leave a special issue
on masculinity? Can men change, or can they not? Perhaps a solution is to insist
on a “killjoy” perspective being central to men’s feminist engagement, promoting
a “chafing masculinity”, where men remain where it chafes without trying to deny
or escape their sexism and privileges even after they have defined themselves as
feminists, or started working actively with feminist politics (Gottzén 2019). It is
from such a killjoy perspective that we invite you to take part of the contributions
to this special issue.
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Issue Overview

This special issue contains six articles written by Swedish scholars in ethnology,
gender studies, history, sociology, and food studies. They all touch on how
masculinity is done, or perceived to be done, in relation to dichotomies such as
good/bad, equal/unequal, and strong/vulnerable. In some articles, experiences of
being a feminist or partaking in feminist activities become ways of trying out a
new masculinity on the micro level. A recurring strand in these contributions is
discussions on gender equality and the emotions it brings about in the specific
context of Swedish society, both contemporary and historical.

Gender studies scholar Klara Goedecke (Stockholm University) explores how
the media’s representations of men’s intimacy and friendships between men, in
an age of postfeminism, are gendered, sexualised, classed and, to some extent,
racialised and ageist. These power relations inform the discourses through which
the men portrayed are understood. What is at stake is the use of a vocabulary that
would activate a discussion on inequalities, this is hindered by the individualisation
and neo-liberalisation that goes along with postfeminism.

The sociologist Kalle Berggren (Stockholm University) addresses the issue
of men and feminism by analysing lived-experience descriptions in books about
men from 2004 to 2015. He identifies a range of emotions—for example, positive
ones such as relief or negative emotions such as shame and frustration—which are
central to how men are affected by feminism. Loss and mourning are also discussed
in Berggren’s article, as well as in the ethnologist Silow Kallenberg’s (Sodertérn
University) contribution, which is the only article which departs from women’s
views on masculinity. This auto-ethnographic piece follows the loss of young male
friends, and is based upon interviews with the mother, sister, and girlfriend of
the prematurely departed. The discussion revolves around protest masculinity and
understanding the narrative elements of making sense of premature death.

How housekeeping is managed is the theme of both historian Robin Ekelund’s
(Malmé6 University) and the food studies scholar Nicklas Neuman’s (Uppsala
University) articles. Their empirical results show how the interviewed men
engage in what they perceived as pro-feminist everyday activities, managing the
household in a gender-equal manner by means of foodwork or by taking domestic
responsibility in other ways. The awareness of the need for gender equality is linked
to microlevel changes, such as having children and thus embarking on a reflexive,
political journey which might bring about a sense of dislocation. In other words,
Ekelund and Neuman engage in desirable forms of masculinity in Swedish society
and how these (new?) expectations are handled on an individual level.

Ethnologist Kristofer Hansson (Malmo University) looks back at the
negotiations on gender equality in Sweden during the 1970s and the new forms
of masculinity which arose about, for example, new fatherhood (parallel with
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Neuman). New psychological knowledge meant that masculinity at the time was
viewed as a part of a crisis of men, and men’s individual crises. This is taken as
a starting point for discussing how identity could be formed in relation to these
crises.
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