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Men’s role in gender equality

The Bangkok Post, 31 August 2004.

Michael Flood

Social and economic shifts have dented the traditional rules of manhood. Males in many countries now are faced with contradictory expectations about how to behave. Men are asking themselves, “Should I be a stoic breadwinner or a nurturing father, a ‘real man’ or a sensitive metrosexual?” Some men are confused, lost, or angry. But many men are flourishing. They are enjoying having fairer and more trusting relationships with their wives and partners, developing greater connections with female and male friends and colleagues, and being involved fathers to their new babies and children.

There are other signs of positive change among men. At least in some countries, young men are taking greater responsibility for contraception and safe sex, fewer males agree with myths about domestic violence, and more men are throwing themselves into involved fathering. And some men are now joining with women to push for gender equality.

Small groups and networks of men, often in collaboration with women, are engaged in public efforts in support of gender equality in countries such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Australia. In the Asia-Pacific region, men’s groups such as the Cambodian Men’s Network spread the message among men that violence against women is unacceptable. A meeting in the Philippines in 2001 on men stopping violence attracted participants from Singapore, Vietnam, Philippines, Cambodia, Thailand, and Indonesia.

Gender equality is not just a woman’s issue. If we are to build fair and peaceful relations between women and men, then men must be involved as well as women. Recognition of this fact is now on the international agenda, and a growing number of local and international organisations are starting to address men in their work on gender issues. Across Asia and the Pacific, there are new initiatives engaging men in positive ways in such fields as parenting, reproductive health, HIV/AIDS, violence, and prostitution.

Gender inequality is men’s problem. Many men treat women with care and respect. But too many men still see women as second-class citizens or treat them only as sexual objects. Gender inequality is our problem because it is our wives, our mothers, our sisters, and our daughters whose lives are limited by discrimination and abuse. It’s our problem because we have sometimes looked the other way while our male friends and relatives insult or attack women. And it is our problem because we have an ethical responsibility to behave fairly and to share power.

Men will benefit from a more gender-equal world. In our relations with women, instead of experiencing distrust and disconnection we will find closeness and connection. As male roles become more flexible, men will be under less pressure to neglect our health, always be tough and unemotional, and prove ourselves by dominating others. Men’s sexual lives will be more mutual and pleasurable, rather than obsessive and predatory. And boys and men will be free from the threat of other men’s violence.

Men have a vital role to play in joining with women to build gender equality. And men themselves will benefit from a more equal world. These are two of the messages being highlighted at an international meeting being hosted in Bangkok this week.

The United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) is holding a High-level Intergovernmental Meeting to review the regional implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action. This Platform, a wide-ranging declaration on gender equality, was adopted at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China in 1995. Government representatives from countries throughout the Asia-Pacific region are coming to Bangkok to report on their efforts and to develop new strategies.

UNESCAP’s High-level Intergovernmental Meeting in Bangkok will reaffirm a message that some men already know and every man must hear. Building a gender-equal society will bring benefit to both women and men, and men must join with women to help achieve this goal.

Dr Michael Flood is a Research Fellow with The Australia Institute, a public interest research centre based in Canberra, Australia. He is one of the experts attending the High-level Intergovernmental Meeting and will moderate a panel of young men who are actively promoting gender equality and challenging violence against women in their communities.

