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“It just didn't work anymore” – The changing world of work as an impetus for transforming hegemonic masculinity into social sustainable masculinity
The Relevance of Looking at Men and Masculinity
The focus of the paper is on masculinity in the context of gainful employment. On the one hand, working men in particular have enormous social power and, thus, influence gender equity and a sustainable society. On the other hand, work organizations are the most central social spaces, in which hegemonic masculinity is (symbolically) socially, materially (re) produced and sometimes even changed. However, the hegemonic notion of a ‘real man’ in society encompasses everything that contradicts the well-being of societies, communities, organizations and social groups today and in the future: instrumental mastery of nature, technological development, concurrency and competition, rationality and suppression of emotionality, autonomy and denial of social dependencies. Since masculinity is also defined by the subordination of femininity, reproductive activities not only play no role in masculine identity formation, they even threaten it.
Structurally, the hegemonic notion of masculinity in capitalist societies is closely linked to the ‘normal’ concepts of full-time work and upward careers that secure powerful positions in society. A ‘real man’, according to the hegemonic idea of masculinity, is a career-oriented full-time worker who economically secures his family. The organization of work is based on male lifestyles and its structure is deeply androcentric, which means that the majority of men feel like a ‘fish in the water’ at work. In a consequence, it is difficult for men to set limits to gainful employment in favour of other areas of life or their own well-being. On the one hand, their full commitment to work secures them privileged social positions. On the other hand, full-time employment, competitive orientation, hard work, professional success, self-denial and emotional repression constitute the symbol of a ‘real man’. Men who do not follow the ideal social image of masculinity risk not only being socially sanctioned due to their non-conformity, but also the exclusion of socially relevant resources.
Overcoming the Conservatism of Masculinity Studies
Against this background, critical masculinity research has long focused on the persistence of traditional masculinity patterns. The concept of hegemonic masculinity was an important point of reference, because it is particularly well suited to explain the relationship between power and masculinity. One of the criticisms of this concept is that other forms of masculinity, that are not based on dominance, have no systematic place in it. It can be reasonably assumed that not all men tend to re-traditionalize and that men might be open to modernizing masculinity. One rather new theoretical concept and at the same time political aim are caring masculinities, which encompasses men’s caring practices, their positive emotions as well as social relationships and dependencies. The concept of inclusive masculinities refers to social spaces in which men do not have to act hyper-masculine in order to be accepted and are more likely to show ‘female’ connoted behaviour such as vulnerability, gentleness and emotions without automatically being devalued as ‘gay’ or ‘weak’. Last but not least, in principle, people in positions of power have the opportunity to reflect on criticism of power, which can be seen in men who express feminist criticism and are oriented towards a pro-feminist masculinity. So far, little is known about the origins and social conditions of alternative masculinities and there has been extremely little research on sustainable masculinity – especially in the context of gender equity in the context of work organization.
The Changing World of Work
In almost all capitalist societies, a fundamental change of work can be observed that also influences the traditional notion of masculinity: The structural change in gainful employment towards more flexible and precarious employment relationships challenges the traditional model of the male breadwinner. The increasing employment of women and the rise of women in management positions question traditional power relationships in the work organizations as well as in the families. Finally, the blurring of boundaries between work and private life, the subjectivation of work that renders the individual responsible, the densification and the accelerating of work increasingly lead to alienation, exploitation and fatigue syndromes among employees, which also means that the male symbiosis with gainful employment might reaching its health limits. As work is one of the central pillars of hegemonic masculinity, it is reasonable to assume that masculinity might change as well.
Question and Theoretical Assumptions
The goal of the paper is a shift in perspective to non-hegemonic masculinities, in order to contribute to a better understanding of gender relations. The paper raises the question, whether there are signs of more sustainable masculinities under the changed working conditions and also asks for the work organizations role in the emergence, spread and implementation of alternative masculinities. A theoretical assumption is that a change in masculinity can be initiated by structural contradictions or upheavals (e.g. changes in work structure or in the gender orders) that lead to an inappropriateness of male habit and everyday requirements and, thus, create the conditions for the possibility of a reflection process. Of course, there are always men who, despite the inappropriateness of their behaviour, continue to cling to traditional masculinity, but there might also be some who start to reflect and change. It has to be empirically clarified to what extent the working conditions impact on men’s willingness and success chances to change. A second assumption is that men must justify their departure from hegemonic norms of masculinity in order not to be considered crazy and insane. In doing so, they have to refer to alternative norms and thus may contribute to the institutionalisation of new ideas of masculinity and work.
Research Design
The empirical basis of the analysis is a qualitative study that I am currently carrying out, consisting of narrative interviews with 20 male and female employees from different branches and positions in Germany who had a work that can be considered as fully conform to hegemonic masculinity and capitalist success criteria, but then voluntarily downshifted their careers. These downshifters, a phenomenon mostly known from the Anglo-American context, ‘suddenly’ decide to work less (and accept less money). Especially, the male downshifters had have socially privileged position (qualified specialists and executives) and had benefited most from androcentric organizational structures, before they voluntarily opted for a career cut (downgrading on the career ladder or part-time). Therefore, they are extremely suitable for analysing the transformation of hegemonic masculinity. 
Results
Downshifters feel the need to legitimize their departure from the full-time capitalist ideal, and this is particularly true for men, since the decision to downshift collides with the traditional image of masculinity. Following the interviews, the working conditions are the main reason for downshifting. The three main arguments of the interviewees are that, firstly, their work do not give them enough time for themselves, for their friends and family, secondly, makes them ill, thirdly, is meaningless. They justify their downshifting with the social discourse about work-life-family balance and active fatherhood, or with their health survival and self-care or with the search for meaning and self-fulfilment. 
Focusing on the men in the sample, it can be seen that there are tentative signs of more social sustainable masculinities that are characterized by care for others, pro-feminist attitudes, self-care and consideration for one’s own health, open display of vulnerability and emotions as well as a less materialist lifestyle and ecological sensitivity. However, the results also show that even though some men open up for a transformation of hegemonic masculinity, sustainable masculinities are contested and in strong need of legitimacy, because there has been no strong discourse about alternative masculinities so far. Neither gender equality policies nor unions address men as strong actors who also have something to gain from gender justice and less androcentric working structures. Overall, the findings point to the need for more visibility of social sustainable masculinities (e.g. in the context of gender equality politics) and the need for social sustainable work conditions for men as well.
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