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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION

The tremendous transformations in gender relations over the past century bear
witness to the fact that constructions of masculinities and femininities can and do change.
Most research has focused on the ways in which women’s revolutionary entrance into
paid work has not resulted in revolutionary changes in the division of household labor
and childcare in homes (Hochschild 1989). Research on the “stalled revolution” has been
and continues to be much needed. However, we also need to study those who are on the
cutting edge of social change (Risman 1998a). This study proposes to explore some of
the prospects for progressive change in gender relations by taking seriously the attempts
of some men to adopt anti-sexist ways of acting and being in the world.

An interest in the politics of masculinities is anything but new. Scholars have
been interested in “the man question” (how to change men and whether men can or will
change) since at least the late 1960s and early 1970s (Astrachan 1986; Clatterbaugh
1997; Messner 1997; Segal 1990). However, actual studies of anti-sexist and egalitarian
men have been rare, partly because few such men were to be found. This qualitative
interview study of twenty-one anti-sexist men is intended to add to this body of
knowledge.

This research documents what I call the masculinity projects of men who are in
the process of de-gendering and re-gendering relations with their intimate partners
(Risman 1998a; Risman and Johnson-Sumerford 1998). To speak of degendering and
regendering (or recomposing) does not imply that these men are moving toward

androgyny but rather that they are attempting to reduce some gender differences while
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maintaining others in attempts to work out less hierarchical and dominating ways of
being men in the world.

To find such re-composing of gender is significant, because it addresses the
fundamental basis of gender inequality. As Lorber (1994, 2000, 2005) argues, gendering
produces structured gender inequality. In the process of gendering, men and women are
constituted as different. This difference is used to justify unequal treatment, with men as
a category valued more highly than women and with men imbued with power over
women as a category. Given this, it is important to undo gendering to be able to
restructure our gender relations along more egalitarian and inclusive lines. Although it
does not seem possible to envision a non-hierarchical society from the perspective of the
present, we must work toward that end anyway. As Christine Delphy (1993) points out,

We do not know what the values, individual personality traits, and culture

of a nonhierarchical society would be like, and we have great difficulty in

imagining it. But to imagine it we must think that it is possible. Practices

produce values; other practices produce other values (P. 8).

If we take seriously the need to eradicate gender inequality, we need to understand how
men might be engaging in projects that involve de-gendering (even as they engage in re-
gendering) of gender regimes such as the family. A focus on their practices and their
projects may point the way toward a better future.

This research is important to cultural sociology, because it demonstrates the
usefulness of a relational, practice-based sociology that is historically situated, that
eschews imposing structural and cultural determinism, and that refuses to assume too
much creative resistance or voluntarism. It overcomes persisting dualisms such as

micro/macro, structure/agency, and society/individual. This project is also valuable to

the field of gender studies, because there are actually very few empirical studies on men



practicing equality in their everyday lives. This study also complicates our understanding
of how to conceive of masculinities in relational terms. The meaning of the way anti-
sexist men do masculinity is established relationally, with anti-sexist projects taking
shape in contrast to other masculinity (and femininity) projects, even as they may share
certain practices and draw upon similar discourses. Many scholars of masculinities assert
that we should conceive of masculinities as configurations of practice, but too often

authors resort to static categories and typologies of masculinities.

OUTLINE OF THE CHAPTERS

In chapter two, ‘Theoretical Framework,” | discuss the theoretical framework for
my study. | lay out the research problematic and ontological and epistemological
assumptions for the study, demonstrating how my inquiry is inspired by one of the central
concerns of social theory: how social structure and human agency are interrelated. As |
explain, a relational approach to this problematic calls for a cultural account of human
action that locates it in relational settings by examining both cultural practices and
cultural meaning systems. | end the chapter with a discussion of agency, considering the
implications of recursive and more expanded definitions of agency for a study of change
in gender relations.

Chapter three, ‘Methodology and Methods,” describes the methodology and
research methods used in this study. This chapter builds on the discussion of ontology
and epistemology in chapter two, explaining how the qualitative method of inquiry called
institutional ethnography is well suited for accounting for the social organization of

gender relations by grounding the investigation in the everyday/everynight worlds of



research participants. In this chapter, I discuss my sampling procedures, how | conducted
my qualitative interviews, and how | analyzed the data.

In chapter four, ‘Experiences and Relationships That Support Anti-Sexist
Masculinity Projects,” 1 discuss men’s anti-sexism and consider the experiences that
influenced the men in this study to take it up. | demonstrate that the men draw on the
experience of being different from other boys and men, which led them to question
culturally ascendant images of masculinity and to cultivate relationships that facilitated
challenging conventional expectations for being men. In particular, | discuss the
influences of emotionally distant fathers and of strong mothers. | end by discussing the
particular importance of close relationships with strong women.

In chapter five, ‘Masculinity Politics I: Degendering/Regendering and Contesting
Difference/Dominance,’ I discuss the implication of the variety of politics in which men
struggle over the meaning of masculinities and the social organization of the gender
order. I consider how cultural representations of men’s attempts to effect anti-sexist
change (or, at the very least, the prospect that they might try to do so) influence how
men’s anti-sexism is understood and practiced. | examine the masculinity projects of the
men in this study in terms of an anti-sexist masculinity politics that calls for fundamental
change in gender relations to benefit both men and women in particular ways. | also look
at the way the men engage in strategies of degendering and regendering to practice anti-
sexist exit politics.

In chapter six, ‘Masculinity Politics II: Promoting Personal Growth or Producing
Equity/Equality,’ I discuss how the men in this study approach the moral dilemma of how

to produce ‘fairness’ in their relationships with women. Drawing on a feminist



distributive justice literature, I account for the different meanings of ‘fairness’ apparent in
the relationships adopted by more therapeutically inclined men and by those who are
more focused on feminism and social justice. | do this by noting that the men adopt two
different vocabularies of motives, one focused on needs and the other focused on equity
and equality.

In chapter seven, ‘New Fathers,” I look at parenthood. I begin by revisiting the
cultural representations discussed in chapter five, focusing in more detail on the
optimistic imagery of the ‘New Father.” Although I do find evidence of significant
change in parenting among the men in the study, as signified by my use of the term
parenting instead of fathering, I also note that the image of the ‘New Father’ does
promote somewhat unrealistic assumptions about the extent to which most men have
changed as fathers. As | explain, the reason for my reservation is that most of the fathers
in this study appear not to have completely rubbed out gender differences in parenting
and are not completely equal parents. At the same time, | point out that one of the most
encouraging findings of this study is that, when men do engage in degendered parenting
and do become very involved fathers with their children on an everyday basis, the impact
of their attempts to make anti-sexist change are extended, because they may be taken up

by their children.



CHAPTER TWO - THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

AN HISTORICAL AND RELATIONAL PROBLEMATIC, ONTOLOGY, AND
EPISTEMOLOGY FOR THE SOCIAL*

In this project, | engage with what has been called the problem of action,? one of
the foundational problematics of social theory that had its origin in the attempt to explain
the nature of the modern Western world and its liberation from the traditions of
feudalism. | adopt a practice approach that recasts this problematic (and its associated
epistemology and ontology) by refusing to dichotomize agency and system in favor of
conceiving of the social in relational and processual terms. This means rejecting the
metanarrative of classical Western modernization that typically informs this problematic,
because this master narrative denarrativizes and abstracts socially embedded agency® by
setting up a false dichotomous opposition between society (system/structure/order) and
the individual subject that is presumed to be struggling for autonomy from society
(agency) (Ortner 1996b; Smith 2004, 2005a; Somers 1994; Somers and Gibson 1994;
Somers 1996). This metanarrative establishes the terms of inquiry for sociology by
posing for us the question of how society is possible given that it is composed of an
aggregate of autonomous individuals. In the process, this metanarrative produces a

distorted picture of order by resorting to the metaphor of a unified social system*

! Epistemologies are linked to the problematics we devise, which, in turn, are based on the answers we are
prepared to give to the questions we pose. As such, they should be commensurate with each other.
Further, problematics should determine the epistemology adopted, not the other way around as is so often
the case in mainstream sociological practice.

% This problematic has also been framed as the problem of order (Parsons 1937).

® The actual activities of actual people that are grounded in the material conditions of their existence.

* Social structure is often allowed to go undefined and without an empirical reference despite its centrality
in most mainstream sociological analyses (Hays 1994; Sewell 1992; Smith 2005a).
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(Vaughan 1993) that is capable of subordinating and determining the actions of the
individual subject via external constraint (or constraint through internalization of norms
and values).”

The alternative offered by a practice approach to sociology (Connell 1987, 1995;
Hall 1987, 1995; Ortner 1984, 1996a, 2006a; Connell 1987, 1995) involves thinking
carefully about how to understand the interrelationship of social structure and human
agency — to see that social structure constrains and enables agency in particular ways and
also that agency makes (and potentially unmakes) social structures over time. This
means taking seriously the dialectic process identified by Berger and Luckmann ([1966]
1990): “Society is a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man [sic] is a social
product” (p. 61). The importance of this dialectic is that it establishes the ontology of
social relations in the everyday practices of people. While ‘society’® may be experienced
by us as having an objective reality independent of our activities, it is actually produced
by those activities, a process of construction that is subsequently often (but not always)
misrecognized for what it is actually accomplishing. However, this does not mean that
what has been called ‘society’ is merely epiphenomenonal. It is important to understand
this as a process of mutual constitution. As sociologists, we must strive to understand
how social relations are produced and reproduced, and it is equally important for us to

consider how actors, who are so much products of their cultural context, are ever able to

®> The dichotomy locks the two concepts together, so that, even when agency is defined in terms of
voluntarism or free will, structure is inevitably reinscribed. The notion of a subject that is capable of
resisting structure presupposes the constraint of structure that it is supposedly capable of evading (Abrams
1980; Somers 1996).

® Of course, we should substitute a concept such as relational setting for ‘society’, since society is a falsely
totalizing and naturalistic way of thinking about the social world (Somers 1994:625-627).

7



transform the social conditions of their own existence instead of just reproducing the
same social relations over and over again.

As Dorothy Smith has consistently pointed out, the problematic that 1 am
attributing to a practice-based sociology was originally established for us in Karl Marx’s
relational sociology, one that did not claim to transcend indexicality” (Smith 2004,
2005a). She suggests that we look to the first part of The German Ideology, in which
Marx and Engels (1973) frame the problematic in this way: “Individuals always started,
and always start from themselves. Their relations are the relations of their real life. How
does it happen that their relations assume an independent existence over against them?
And that the forces of their own life overpower them?” (as cited in Smith 1987:99-100).
It is important to recognize how this formulation sensitizes us to the need to understand
practice in terms of power relations. Implicit in this problematic is an assumption that,
while we produce social relations, those social relations form the basis of sets of ruling
relations that, in turn, come to permeate, organize, and regulate our work and activities in
our everyday/everynight lives. Social relations are definitely produced in local settings,
but the local actualities of people’s practices are subdued by monological institutional
discourses. In this analysis, the reification of social structure is dissolved into an ongoing
process in which the constraint (and facilitation) of the past-in-the-present is understood
in terms of the coordination of people’s activities through their participation in translocal
institutional complexes, where their activities and experiences are represented selectively
if at all. Although these ruling relations objectify the activities that produce them, they

are always socially constituted and therefore subject to resistance and change in addition

" An indexical sociological analysis is one that attends to the actualities of people’s everyday existence and
that refers back to those actualities instead of attempting to subdue those actualities through the use of
abstractions that have no concrete reference outside of sociological discourse.
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to reproduction.® The task for sociologists is to develop indexical analyses of the local
and translocal operations of these ruling relations to reveal their workings to the people
who participate in them.

If we wish to recognize the essential dialogic of the social® (Smith 2005b, 2005e),
then we need to adopt an historical epistemology™® that is committed to sociological
practices that “create an essentially dialogic relation between concepts and the actual
social relations and organization in which the adequacy of the former to explicate the
latter is subject to test” (Smith 2005a:57). Investigations of social relations must be
grounded in the historical circumstances of their production. This means that categories
or concepts of the social must not abstract outside of the historical and cultural context of
one’s inquiry in the search for invariant, universal laws about the social world (Smith
2004; Vaughan 1993). Although the processual nature of social relations will inevitably
escape our grasp in the attempt to account for them, it is important not to move away
from definite social relations in an attempt to generalize about the social world. Because
the analysis should be indexical, research findings are “intended to extend rather than

displace people’s expert knowledge as local practitioners of their everyday worlds”

(Smith 2005a:52).

8 Agency is not to be reduced only to resistance and creativity (Hays 1994; Sewell 1999). A practice-based
sociology understands agency both in terms of reproduction and change.

® Experience of the world for humans is always social. Embodied subjectivities experience the world in
meaningful ways, because experience is only intelligible to us through culture. It is represented to
ourselves and to others through language and significant symbols (Mead 1934).

191 use this term to characterize an epistemology that is sensitive to the fact that the social has to be
approached diachronically — as existing in time (and | would add space as well). Somers (1996) uses the
term “historical epistemology” to refer to a project of historical sociology for understanding “‘how’
competing sets of ontologies of identity, political life, society, and so on gain currency and shape the
empirical problems we encounter as historical sociologists” (p. 73). The epistemology that I adopt here is
congruent with that of Somers, though it is directed to different ends.
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CULTURE

The question of how to understand the interrelationship between structure and
agency is one that calls for a cultural analysis, because culture gives us a way of
apprehending how subjectivities are constructed in particular places and times (helping us
to understand how and why people are constrained and enabled to act as they do) and also
how people enact particular everyday/everynight practices that reproduce or transform
the culture that ‘made’ them (Hays 1994; Ortner 2006¢; Sewell 1999). 1 draw on
Sewell’s (1999) characterization of culture as simultaneously practice and a system of
meaning and symbols, and | regard this as an attempt to make use of the new-old concept
of culture' (Ortner 2006c) rather than as an attempt to replace the concept of culture
with narrative, discourse, or practice (Abu-Lughod 1991; Brightman 1995).

A number of scholars have opposed a conception of culture as practice to that of
culture as a system of meaning, viewing the former as a corrective for the fact that the
latter is too synchronic, overly coherent, excessively consensual, and mistakenly
holistic.** However, as Sewell (1999) points out,

System and practice are complementary concepts: each presupposes the

other. To engage in cultural practice means to utilize existing cultural

symbols to accomplish some end. The employment of a symbol can be

expected to accomplish a particular goal only because the symbols have

more or less determinate meanings — meanings specified by their

systematically structured relations to other symbols. Hence practice

implies system. But it is equally true that the system has no existence

apart from the succession of practices that instantiate, reproduce, or — most

interestingly — transform it. Hence, system implies practice. System and
practice constitute an indissoluble duality or dialectic: the important

1 According to Ortner (2006c), the new-old concept of culture “still embodies the notion, which was part
of the classic concept, that culture is both enabling (allowing people to see, feel, imagine, understand some
things), and constraining (disabling people from seeing, feeling, imagining, and understanding other
things),” but that it “takes on a very different cast when it is embedded in narratives of power and
inequality” (p. 14).

2 Among a number of other claimed faults (c.f. Brightman 1995).
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theoretical question is thus not whether culture should be conceptualized
as practice or as a system of symbols and meanings, but how to
conceptualize the articulation of system and practice (P. 47).

THE SEMIOTIC DIMENSION OF CULTURE — NARRATIVE AND DISCOURSE

As I have discussed, an account of human action that doesn’t resort to external
constraint (or internalized constraint in the form of norms and values) requires us to
understand agency as embedded in relational contexts. The experience of becoming-in-
relations is one of narrativity, because social life is storied (Carr 1986). Our experience
of time is not just a succession of isolated events (Mead 1932). Instead, we make sense
of the sequence of events as episodes through a social process of causal emplotment in
which we selectively appropriate certain happenings from a potentially limitless array of
social experiences and make connections between them (Somers 1994, Somers and
Gibson 1994). This is a fundamentally social and dialogical process, because the
relational settings in which people live out their lives offer fields of discourse'® in which
people can participate and over which they can struggle in an attempt to establish
preferred meanings (Steinberg 1993, 1998, 1999a, 1999b).

As Somers (1994) and Somers and Gibson (1994) point out, when we locate
ourselves within multiple emplotted narratives, we endow ourselves with identities. In
the process of constituting narrative identities,’* we draw upon repertoires of stories as
guides for understanding how to act in particular circumstances and across situations.

This concept of narrative identity allows us to account for action without imputing

3 Somers (1994) and Somers and Gibson (1994) offer the concept of a network of public narratives instead
of discourse.

¥ This notion of narrative identity is established in contrast to categorical approaches to identity that create
“‘totalizing fictions” in which a single category of experience ... will over-determine any number of cross-
cutting simultaneous differences” (Somers 1994:610). Categorical approaches are similarly contested by
so-called practice “theory” approaches (Connell 1987; Holland and Eisenhart 1990).
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“objective” interests to people or presuming that it is possible to go inside actors’ heads
to get at their sentiments, values, or beliefs. Instead, the tasks for analysis are 1: to elicit
people’s ontological narratives, stories used by people to make sense of their lives by
defining who they are, a precondition for knowing what to do (Somers 1994:618), and 2:
to attend to how people construct those ontological narratives from discourse, inter-
individual streams of semiotic practices and signs that occur in distinctive formations, or
genres.

By temporarily arresting and stabilizing the flow of meanings (Steinberg
1998:854), genres of discourse are developed to make the coordination of our activities
possible.  However, our social relations are rarely, if ever, innocent of power.
Establishing generic discourse also allows power holders “to objectivize and naturalize
their power-laden definitions and meanings” in the form of hegemonic discourse
(Steinberg 1998:854). To the extent that they are successful in converting the dialogue of
discourse into a monologue, power holders can define the common sense of life for those
who draw upon the same discursive field.

Still, this monologue is never complete and total as might be implied by the
notion of a dominant ideology; hegemony is always contingent and incomplete. The
limitation on the ability of a hegemonic discourse to suppress alternatives is based in the
nature of discourse itself, which is multivocal, in flux, and subject to contention.
Challengers may be able to establish a counter-hegemonic dialogue by exploiting silences
and contradictions in the hegemonic discourse (Steinberg 1999a). In the process,
although challengers may innovate and attempt to produce alternative discourses, they

must build upon and reference hegemonic discourse within a field. They are not free to
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select and combine genres in any way they choose, because genres are relationally bound
together with other genres in discursive fields that are constituted by
cultural assumptions as to how and when a genre can be applied to a social
situation, the extent to which it can relate to other genres, institutional
rules for its use (especially in relation to other genres), and the relations
between the actors themselves (particularly in terms of recognized
hierarchies and power differences) (Steinberg 1999hb:748).
While the boundaries of these discursive fields are neither fixed nor clear, they do present

particular opportunities for and limits to expression.

THE PRACTICE DIMENSION OF CULTURE

Cultural sociology that examines practice, often called practice theory, is not
really a theory at all but is actually an argument about how culture and human activity are
linked. As Ortner (2006a) points out,

the fundamental assumption of practice theory is that culture (in a very

broad sense) constructs people as particular kinds of social actors, but

social actors, through their living, on-the-ground, variable practices,

reproduce or transform — and usually some of each — the culture that made

them (P. 129).
In conjunction with narratives and discourse, the cultural sociology of practice provides
an alternative to the traditional view in the sociology of culture that had assumed that
values (Parsons) or ideas (Weber) provide the ends toward which action is directed
(Swidler 1986, 2001b). The older tradition in the sociology of culture accounted for
action by going into actors’ heads. Practice sociology eschews this move and focuses
instead on routine activities (Bourdieu 1977), organizational routines and conventions

(Becker 1982; Hall 1987, 1995) and cultural projects (Connell 1987, 1995; Ortner 1996b,

2006d; Sartre 1963).
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Practice also implies a particular argument about the interrelationship of social
structure and human agency. A practice-based sociology conceives of social structure as
constraining and enabling agency in particular ways and conceives of agency as making
(and potentially unmaking) social structures over time (Hall 1987, 1995; Hays 1994;
Sewell 1992). While practice theorists may largely agree on this processual conception
of social structure, they do not all agree on how to conceive of agency, as indicated by
the distinction to be made between routine and habitual action and cultural projects.
Therefore, | will briefly review some of the central issues in the sociological debate about
agency and make an argument for a particular conception of agency before specifying the

research questions that drive this study.

AGENCY

Critics of the concept of agency have often associated it solely with resistance,
free will, and a privileging of the Western, bourgeois subject. As | have pointed out,
because practice-based sociology rejects the dichotomy between society and individual as
false, agency is reconceptualized as culturally-constituted and structurally-embedded.
Obviously, not all practice sociologies treat agency in the same way. For instance, Pierre
Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens have been so concerned to avoid imputing free will that
they have utilized a recursive conception of agency that is generally considered to be best
suited to examining social reproduction and to be less able to account for social
transformation that is the result of intentional, active, and self-reflective agents.”® As

Sherry Ortner (1984) pointed out in her classic article, “Theory in Anthropology Since

> This privileging of reproduction is a recurrent problem in the reproduction, production, and practice
literatures (Ahearn 2001:117-120; Connell 1987:94-95, 2006:254-255; Emirbayer and Mische 1998:1003-
1004; Holland and Eisenhart 1990:26-42; Ortner 1996b:1-3; Sewell 1992:13-16).
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the Sixties,” there is an irony at the core of the practice approaches developed by these
theorists:

actors’ intentions are accorded central place in the model, yet major social

change does not for the most part come about as an intended consequence

of action. Change is largely a by-product, an unintended consequence of

action, however rational action may have been [emphasis in original] (P.

157).

In the sections that follow, I will discuss the recursive conception of agency
promoted by Bourdieu and Giddens, and | will suggest that we consider adopting an
expanded conception of agency that also allows us to account for how people project
intentionality into the future.’® I will argue that to adopt such a conception does not need

to imply that we are unconcerned with routine activities, habits, and taken-for-granted

senses or that we privilege free will at the expense of social structure.

RECURSIVE DEFINITIONS OF AGENCY

Bourdieu (1977) offers a practice perspective that accounts for the duality of
structure without conceiving of agency in terms of intentionality. His central concept, the
habitus, refers to an individually unique system of unconsciously internalized and
embodied dispositions that incline actors toward thoughts and practices that are
consistent with the limits of structure. While this conception does allow for a form of
agency, since the habitus is recursive (both structured by structures and structuring of
structures through the practice that it influences), the habituated action directed by the
“conductorless orchestration” (Bourdieu 1977:70) of habitus tends to be reproductive of
external objective conditions. Though social transformation of structures is possible, it is

unlikely, and it is certainly not the result of intentional attempts to make change.

18 This is particularly important to me given that my research focuses on men who are engaged in attempts
to effect change.
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Giddens (1979) agrees with Bourdieu (1977) that there is a habitual level to the
majority of everyday action, though he does build into his conception of agency a limited
potential for intentionality. He argues that all human subjects are always at least
somewhat capable of some degree of discursive penetration into the workings of the
institutions that they produce and reproduce (Giddens 1979:5, 71-72) and that their
ability to act on and sometimes against the structures that both constrain and enable their
action is based on a capacity for discursive reflection about their situated practices.
However, because he wishes “to promote a recovery of the subject without lapsing into
subjectivism [emphasis in original]” (p. 44), Giddens is critical of “notions about the
purposive character of human action” (p. 41). His position on social practices, then, is
that they:

do not ‘express’ the intentions of social actors; nor on the other hand do

they ‘determine’ them. Intentions are only constituted within the reflexive

monitoring of action, which however in turn only operates in conjunction

with unacknowledged conditions and outcomes of action [emphasis

removed] (P. 41-42).

Therefore, Giddens asserts that, while “intentionality is a routine feature of human
conduct” (p. 56), this “does not imply that actors have definite goals consciously held in
mind during the course of their activities” (p. 56).

Giddens does conceive of the subject as discursively knowing, but this is qualified
by the recognition of both the existence of practical consciousness and unconscious
motivations for action, which often produce unintended consequences. While human
agents have the ability to reflectively monitor their conduct and to rationalize that action

(both to themselves and to others) by giving discursive accounts, action is also often

based on skillfully applied tacit knowledge, or “knowledge embodied in what actors
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‘know how to do’” (p. 73) that actors are not able to formulate discursively. This
practical consciousness enables actors to engage in taken for granted courses of action
routinely. For Giddens, this relatively unmotivated and habitual action is the primary
basis of the continuity that is the social reproduction of structures through practice (p.
217-219).

As | explain, there is reason to be skeptical of recursive conceptions of agency,
because they do not allow for us to adequately address the intentionality of action and the
possibility that people would engage in systematic reflection about their practices to
change those practices over time. An ability to account for this is particularly pertinent in
a study such as this, since the focus is on men who are attempting to produce change both
in their lives with their partners and (for some at least) in the gender order. At the same
time, it is true that recursive conceptions of agency can account for some change over
time. While people may recursively or habitually engage in the same practices over time,
when social conditions change, habitual action will not produce the same expected
results, which can prompt change in future action (Swidler 1986). This is relevant for the
contemporary period in which | am conducting this research, a time of changing
conditions in which marriage is becoming increasingly deinstitutionalized (Cherlin 2004)
and when the ‘traditional’ strategies for solving the moral dilemma of how to work out
the social organization of families and intimate relationships between men and women

are no longer widely accepted and practiced (Gerson 2002).

AN EXPANDED DEFINITION OF AGENCY
Emirbayer and Mische (1998) critique practice approaches influenced by

Bourdieu and Giddens for promoting a one-sided conception of agency that emphasizes
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the recursivity of social structures by focusing largely on habitual, repetitive, routinized,
and taken-for-granted practices. At the same time, they do not suggest that we merely
substitute a similarly one-sided conception of agency that stresses either purposivity and
goal-seeking, a conception that they believe is promoted by the rational choice and
phenomenology traditions, or decision-making and judgment, which they associate
variously with Habermas (1990, 1993), Gilligan (1982), and Haraway (1988), among
others. Instead, they argue that, when one or another dimension (iteration, projectivity, or
practical-evaluation) is conflated with agency itself, “we lose a sense of the dynamic
interplay among these dimensions and of how this interplay varies within different
structural contexts of action [emphasis in original]” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998:963).
The solution, they argue, is to turn to pragmatism.

| fully agree that a pragmatist perspective is useful for adequately exploring
agency, insisting as it does that the human experience of temporality is one of social
emergence (as opposed to merely a succession of isolated instants). Because humans are
embedded in multiple temporally evolving relational contexts, they must continually
coordinate with others through experience-based (and text-based) interindividual
territories (Smith 2005e)*’ to refocus past and future in order to act in the present. The
emphasis on interindividual territories is important. It reminds us that agency is always a
dialogical process in which actors engage with others within collectively organized

contexts for action. Even individual action carried out alone is social action.

17 Although Emirbayer and Mische (1998) refer to intersubjectivity when discussing the relational nature of
temporality, I agree with Smith (2005¢) that Volosinov’s notion of interindividual territory is more apt,
because it directs our attention to the two-sidedness of language (which serves as the basis of social
organization for humans) whereas intersubjectivity takes as its starting point individual subjectivity.
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Drawing on this pragmatist perspective, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) offer this
useful definition of agency:

the temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural
environments — the temporal-relational contexts of action — which, through
the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and
transforms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed
by the changing historical situations [emphasis removed] (P. 970).

In this view of agency, the three temporal orientations of agency are preserved, allowing
one to examine habitual (or iterative), projective, and situational evaluative elements of
agency and their interplay across time in response to structural contexts.

When we examine this interplay, it is possible to also acknowledge that,

as actors alter or shift between their agentic orientations, dialogically
reconstructing the internal composition of their chordal triad, they may
increase or decrease their capacity for invention, choice, and
transformative impact in relation to the situational contexts within which
they act (Emirbayer and Mische 1998:1003).

It is also possible to see that different situations influence agents to emphasize particular
elements of agency (iteration, projectivity, or practical-evaluation) and hence influence
whether and how actors will reproduce structures or transform them.*® As Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) assert,

The agentic orientations of actors (along with their capacity for inventive
or deliberative response) may vary in dialogue with the different
situational contexts to which (and by means of which) they respond.
While human agency represents the possibility for imaginative distancing
from (and communicative evaluation of) received structures, agentic
processes themselves assume diverse empirical forms in response to the
specific contexts within which action unfolds. We might therefore speak
of the double constitution of agency and structure: temporal-relational
contexts support particular agentic orientations, which in turn constitute
different structuring relationships of actors toward their environments. It
is the constitution of such orientations within particular structural contexts

8 A fine empirical example is Eliasoph’s (1996, 1998) study of civic practices. As she demonstrates,
certain contexts make civic engagement more likely than others, and people create the contexts in which
they interact through cultural work, the most central of which for her is the practice of talk.
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that gives form to effort and allows actors to assume greater or lesser
degrees of transformative leverage in relation to the structuring contexts of
action (P. 1004).

Since the focus of this study is on intentional attempts to make anti-sexist change
by ‘doing’ and ‘undoing’ masculinity in particular ways in intimate relationships with
women, | am particularly interested in the situations in which men can exert
“transformative leverage.” Since I will make extensive use of the concept of cultural

projects, it is best to discuss in more detail what is intended by that term.

PROJECTS AND SERIOUS GAMES

Although a practice-based sociology recognizes agency, it does not begin with
individual actors. Rather, the irreducible unit of analysis should be people-in-(power)-
relationships-in-projects (Ortner 1996b:13), because this dissolves the dualism of
objectivism/subjectivism by reminding us of the mutual constitution of agents and
structures. Connell (1995) offers this useful definition of projects:

Social practice is creative and inventive, but not inchoate. It responds to
particular situations and is generated within definite structures of social
relations.  Gender relations, the relations among people and groups
organized through the reproductive arena, form one of the major structures
of all documented societies. Practice that relates to this structure,
generated as people and groups grapple with their historical situations,
does not consist of isolated acts. Actions are configured in larger units,
and when we speak of masculinity and femininity we are naming
configurations of gender practice. ‘Configuration’ is perhaps too static a
term. The important thing is the process of configuring practice.
Taking a dynamic view of the organization of practice, we arrive at an
understanding of masculinity and femininity as gender projects. These are
processes of configuring practice through time, which transform their
starting-points in gender structures [emphasis in original] (P. 72)

Therefore, the concept of project allows us to account for the trajectories of interactive
and culturally embedded processes of engaging in social coordination and power

struggles with others to infuse life with meaning and purpose by marking cultural and
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institutional boundaries of inclusion and exclusion and by working out the social
organization of interests associated with the subjectivities that are created by this cultural
work (Ferree 2003; Ortner 2006d; Sewell 1992).

I make an issue of power here very intentionally, because this is a study of men
who are engaged in attempts to make change in gender relations, a cultural project that
leads them to engage with local and extra-local relations of domination and inequalities.
As | explain in Chapter Five, ‘Masculinity Politics I: Degendering/Regendering and
Contesting Difference/Dominance,” the men I interviewed are engaged in cultural
projects that are bound up in masculinity politics, “mobilizations and struggles where the
meaning of masculine gender is at issue, and, with it, men’s position in gender relations”
(Connell 1995:205). While some of their projects may be focused mostly on changing
their individual lives, all of them pose implications for broader change. For this reason, |
feel that it is useful to also make use of Sherry Ortner’s concept of serious games. She
makes a distinction between cultural projects that are “simple ‘goals’ for individuals, as
in the case of the fairy tale heroine who wishes to grow up, marry the prince, and live
happily ever after” and projects that are “full-blown ‘serious games,” involving the
intense play of multiply positioned subjects pursuing cultural goals within a matrix of
local inequalities and power differentials” (Ortner 2006d:144). In this sense, the men’s
dissident masculinity politics are definitely serious games that involve doing more than
merely reacting to the power of culturally ascendant images of masculinities, even when
their projects entail an attempt to give up power rather than to claim it (see Chapter Five,
‘Masculinity Politics I: Degendering/Regendering and Contesting

Difference/Dominance’). Indeed, these men are claiming the right to have projects that
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those who deploy hegemonic projects would deny them, because they are embracing the
possibility of an alternative world not structured by hierarchical relations of domination

between men and women and among men.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

One of the questions that | posed as | entered into this project is what makes it
possible for men to engage in anti-sexist masculinity projects? How is it that these men
have come to question their masculinity practices and male privilege? What experiences
do they have in their lives to make such projects more likely? What sources of support
do they draw upon to be able to effectively practice their projects? The answers to these
questions form the basis for Chapter Four, ‘Experiences and Relationships That Support
Anti-Sexist Masculinity Projects.’

| also posed questions about the masculinity projects the anti-sexist men |
interviewed have taken up. What can we say about the serious games in which they are
engaged? What sorts of practices do they adopt in their attempts to work out their
masculinity projects? To what extent are their projects manifested as attempts to produce
intended change? Are there inconsistencies and contradictions in their projects such that
some of their practices, at least some of the time, produce conditions that may lead
toward anti-sexist transformation while other practices produce conditions that reproduce
gender inequality? How do their masculinity projects manifest as masculinity politics?
Do they explicitly conceive of their masculinity projects as political projects, or do they
eschew conceiving of them in political terms? When they work out the meaning of
gender for themselves, what do they problematize and what do they take for granted?

How do they conceive of the scope of the intended change of their masculinity projects?
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What genres of narrative and discursive resources do they draw upon to construct their
masculinity projects? How do they represent their projects to themselves and others?
How do they position themselves in relation to cultural representations of masculinities
and femininities? How do they position themselves in relation to cultural representations
of masculinity politics? The answers to these questions are explored in Chapter Five,
‘Masculinity Politics I: Degendering/Regendering and Contesting
Difference/Dominance,” Chapter Six, ‘Masculinity Politics 1I:  Promoting Personal

Growth or Producing Equity/Equality?’ and Chapter Seven, ‘New Fathers.’
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CHAPTER THREE - METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

As | established in the previous chapter, a sociology that is sensitive to practice is
one that takes as its ontological starting point the assumption that social relations “come
into being only as the doings of actual people under definite material conditions” (Smith
1999:25). Furthermore, | argued that a sociology that takes culture seriously is one that
assumes that people’s everyday/everynight experiences are embedded in relational
contexts in which those experiences are only rendered sensible through narrative
emplotment. Since epistemology must be consistent with ontology, the presumption of a
materialist and narrative foundation calls for an epistemology that is based on the
assumption that the way to know about people’s experiences is to ask them to produce
experiential accounts, dialogic co-constructions that represent their bodily experiences
through narratives. In this chapter, 1 explain how institutional ethnography (DeVault
1999; Smith 1987, 1990a, 1990b, 1999, 2005c) offers a methodology that is based on
these ontological and epistemological assumptions. | also discuss the specific research

methods that | employed to collect and analyze the data.

METHODOLOGY

As a method of inquiry, institutional ethnography calls for researchers to take
account of the embodied standpoints of the people we study as a starting point in
explicating the social organization of their worlds. This involves respecting people as
knowing subjects and asking people to tell of their everyday/everynight experiences with

the intention of producing accounts of the extra-local organization of that
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everyday/everynight experience by examining institutional connections, the relations
across and among various sites of activity, and the coordination of these sites via ruling
regimes and their texts (DeVault 1999). In this way, institutional ethnographers avoid
suppressing the subjectivities of the people they study by treating them as research
objects and subjecting their lives to sociological explanation.

Beginning with the actual as presented by people’s dialogically constructed
accounts of their experiences does not mean framing one’s inquiry in terms of the
problems and concerns articulated by research participants (Smith 2005d). Instead, while
inquiry may be influenced by those concerns, the purpose of inquiry is to examine how
everyday/everynight lives are connected to a larger set of social relations that are
typically not directly observable from the standpoints of people within their
everyday/everynight lives. Soliciting data from multiple standpoints from multiple
participants gives the perspective that makes this possible.

Using this method of inquiry, issues of generalization are reframed. The intention
is to account for social relations in the making in order to explore the institutional order.
The institutional order (in this case the ruling relations of the gender order), though
historically specific and historically constructed, generalizes across many local settings of
people’s activities. By entering through a focus on everyday work/practices and moving
to the institutional, institutional ethnographies produce knowledge that is grounded in the
particular but that, at the same time, is applicable to a range of settings. As George W.
Smith (1998) says, “Each informant, as a knowledgeable participant, provides an account

... from his [sic] own location. It is the general ontological character of the institutional
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form itself that makes for the general applicability of research using this method” (p.

312).
METHODS

SAMPLING

My sampling process involved two strategies. First, | used a snowball sampling
procedure. | asked everyone | knew for referrals for a study of straight men who care
about gender equality and who work with their partners to share decision-making,
housework, and/or parenting equally. | also asked participants in the study to recommend
potential participants from their social networks. Second, | advertised through email and
through paper fliers. | sent requests for participation to the departmental email
distribution lists for the Sociology, Women’s and Gender Studies, Social Work, and
History departments. | also advertised through fliers at the School of Medicine and at a
local social welfare office. Although my advertising efforts yielded a few participants,
most of the participants | eventually interviewed were recruited through referrals from
feminist networks. In total, I interviewed 21 men.

Initially, I was inclined to use a screening survey to ensure that | was finding men
who actually practice egalitarianism as opposed to merely espousing egalitarianism as a
principle that they did not in fact practice. | decided against doing this, because I am not
interested in setting myself up as an arbiter of who is “doing it” and who is not and
because | decided that it would be much more interesting to recruit a range of men who

are engaged in a variety of practices.™

9| did decide not to include one potential participant. During the first and only interview with this person,
I found him to be likeable and interesting, but it became obvious to me that, while this man supported the
idea of gender equality in the work place in principle, he is not particularly interested in egalitarianism in
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I utilized ‘dimensional sampling’ (Arnold 1970) to select from among the
potential participants that | located. This strategy involves selecting participants as cases
based on important ‘dimensions’ in which one is interested. The intention is to
complicate the analysis (Becker 1998) and establish what conditions make an attempt to
give up the patriarchal dividend possible (and what constrains attempts to do so). The
particular dimensions that | prioritized were age, relationship status, and parental status. |
also viewed race/ethnicity and level of educational attainment to be important
dimensions, but | was less successful in recruiting and sampling men for diversity on
these dimensions.

| felt that it was important to talk to men from a range of ages, because | believed
that men of different ages would have different life experiences that might make
particular masculinity projects more or less likely. It makes a difference when talking to
men depending on their experiences of: the beginning of a career, relocating to take a
job, downsizing or layoffs from jobs, beginning of a long-term partnership or marriage,
the birth of children, divorce or the break-up of a long-term partnership, the experience of
becoming disabled, the illness of family and loved ones, the death of parents or other
family members, and so on. Experience of these sorts of liminal transitions produces new
experiences that potentially call for men to adopt new practices and to reexamine familiar
and established ones. For instance, while the birth of children to couples is often a joyous
occasion that deepens emotional connections within couples and between couples and

their extended families, this event also creates a variety of scarcities (time, sleep, leisure,

his personal relationships with women. He made it clear to me that he wants a ‘traditional’ relationship
with his future wife and that he’s actually anti-feminist in various ways. | do not report from that
interview, though that conversation did inform my study by making me think about what it means to say
that | am studying men who care about gender equality.
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financial, etc.) that potentially call for new divisions of labor and changes in paid work
schedules. These changes affect both relationships and men’s masculinity projects in
complicated ways depending upon the contingencies and conditions of particular people’s
lives. It is worthwhile to pay attention to these differences in experience when
accounting for men’s anti-sexism.

When thinking about men’s lives in historical and cultural context, it is also clear
that there should be birth cohort effects in how men of different generations live and
practice masculinities based on their particular experience of broad-scale cultural and
institutional transformations. For instance, the 1960s and, especially, the 1970s mark the
acceleration of the transition from the companionate marriage ‘blueprint’ to an
individualized marriage ‘blueprint’, with increasing emphasis on self-development,
increasing flexibility in and negotiation over roles within marriage, and increasing
emphasis on communication and openness in confronting problems (Cancian 1987;
Cherlin 2004). Intimately connected to this shift were momentous changes, including the
women’s liberation movement and other movements for social justice, the beginning of
the era of unrestricted divorce, the large scale explosion of women’s labor force
participation, the shift from an industrial to a post-industrial economy, movement toward
the acceptance of cohabitation as a legitimate alternative to marriage (or perhaps more
commonly as a legitimate prelude to marriage and remarriage), and the expansion of a
therapeutic culture (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton 1985; Furedi 2004;
Nolan, Jr. 1998; Rieff [1966] 1987) that promotes introspection and “expressive

individualism” (Bellah et al. 1985).
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The post-WWII baby boom generation came of age during this time. The older
men of the boomer generation may even have had to reevaluate relationships with women
that were established before many of these changes became widespread. All men in the
baby boom generation had to contend with these changes in one way or another,
especially in their relationships with women. Subsequent cohorts came of age in a social
environment that was profoundly changed by these developments. In many cases, it
could even be possible for younger men to take these historical changes in relationships,
marriage, and work for granted. In some cases, younger men may even have been raised
by feminist mothers. At the same time, post-baby boomer generations came of age
during the “stalled revolution” (Hochschild 1989), when changes in men’s lives slowed
down even as women continued to make changes in their participation in paid and unpaid
work (Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer, and Robinson 2000; Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie 2006).
These younger men also witnessed the ascendancy of cultural images of ‘New Men’ and
the subsequent disparagement of those same images (Astrachan 1986; Chapman 1988;
McMahon 1999; Messner 1993; Mort 1996; Nixon 1996), transformation in
representations that leave little mainstream cultural legitimacy for men who wish to adopt
anti-sexist masculinity projects.

Another reason for wanting to recruit a somewhat age-diverse sample is that it
would have been all too easy to recruit mostly young college-aged men, particularly
given the fact that |1 conducted this research in Columbia, Missouri, a mid-sized,
Midwestern college town with one state university and two colleges. While I did not
want to exclude young men, | felt that men who were post-college aged would have a

different set of experiences that could inform my questions about work and family in
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more than just a speculative way. In the end, | recruited and interviewed men aged 21-55
years of age. Six of the men were in their 20’s, seven were in their 30’s, six were in their
40’s, and two were in their fifties at the time of the interviews.

Parental and relationship status were also important dimensions for my sampling.
About half of men (10 out of 21) were fathers at the time of the interviews, with children
ranging in age from two months old to twenty-one years old. | was definitely interested
in talking with men who were in what they defined as long term and serious relationships,
but I did not want to privilege this group in my sampling by excluding men who were not
currently in such relationships. I'm very satisfied with this decision, because some of the
men who were most reflective about their relationships and their everyday practices in
those relationships were men who were currently not married and, in one case, divorced
and not currently in a relationship. Ten of the men were not married at the time of the
interviews, while the remaining eleven men were married. Of the married men, nine
were in first marriages, and two were in remarriages. Of the men who were not married,
four were not in relationships at the time of the interviews, two were in long term
relationships with no intention of ever marrying, two were in dating relationships, and
two were engaged to be married. Of the men in relationships, four indicated that they
were not currently cohabiting with their partners.

Although | explicitly recruited straight men for this study, | did not screen out
men who did not identify as straight. Social identities are always complicated. Sexual
identities are no exception, and the range of actual sexual practices often includes more
diversity than categories for sexual identifications would suggest. | let the men decide if

participation in this study was relevant for them. All of the men indicated to me that they
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had been in sexual and/or romantic relationships with women in the past, and they were
either in relationships with women at the time of the interviews or assumed that they
would be in relationships with women again in the future. Three of the men said that
they identify as queer, one typically refuses to answer questions about sexual
identification but says that he lives a straight life, while the rest indicated that they are
straight.

My sample was fairly homogenous in terms of race and ethnicity. | believe this
was largely a consequence of my snowball sampling strategy, which tended to produce
men who were more similar to each other than they were dissimilar. The relative lack of
racial and ethnic diversity in Columbia was also a factor. | asked the participants to self-
identify their race and ethnicity. Sixteen of the men identified as white, one identified as
half-Jewish/white, three identified as Jewish, and one man identified as Latino.

Last, my sample turned out to be very well educated overall. This is common in
studies of anti-sexist and feminist men®® (Blaisure and Allen 1995; Deutsch 1999;
Ehrensaft 1990; Hertz 1986; Kimball 1983; Risman and Johnson-Sumerford 1998;
Schwartz 1995). In their study of what they called ‘post-gender’ families, Risman and
Johnson-Sumerford (1998) argued that a high level of educational attainment (and the
ability to attain a high-paying professional career) are necessary (though not necessarily
sufficient) pre-conditions for women to be in a structural position to be able to negotiate
fairness in relationships with men. It’s also the case that research consistently shows a
positive relationship between college education and gender detraditionalization (Astin

1993; Bryant 2003; Etaugh and Spandikow 1981; Funk and Willits 1987; Lottes and

% See Christian (1994) for an exception in a study of anti-sexist men. See Mack-Canty and Wright (2004)
for an exception in a study of feminist parents.
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Kuriloff 1994; Pascarella and Terenzini 1991; Renzetti 1987). In any case, all
participants in this study were either college students or had a college education. Two
participants were currently undergraduates at the time of the interviews (one was a non-
traditional student), five had Bachelor’s degrees, ten had Master’s degrees, three had

Ph.D.’s, and one had an Ed.D.

INTERVIEWS

| relied on qualitative interviews®!, open-ended and unstructured conversations
about the participants’ everyday experiences and practices. The intent of the interviews
was to explore the variations in how men construct anti-sexist masculinity projects,
reasons for their engagement in those projects, conditions that constrain and facilitate
taking them up, and their experiences of practicing these projects. These interviews were
digitally recorded and transcribed.?® | asked the participants to decide where they wanted
to be interviewed. I conducted ten interviews in participants’ homes, ten in their offices,
eight in my office, a few in coffeehouses, one at my home, and the rest in meeting rooms
on campus.

All names used in this study are pseudonyms to preserve the confidentiality of the

data. In virtually every case, | offered to let the participants choose their own

2 nitially, 1 had planned to conduct ethnographic observation of the meetings and events of 2 activist
groups in order to observe the context in which collective masculinity projects are produced. | wanted to
focus on the talk and other cultural work that is necessary to engage in an alternative masculinity politics
(Eliasoph 1998) so that | could better understand ho